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      ‘No going back now. It’s a deal! Congratulations, Gemma, you are now the proud owner of not one but two buildings.’

      My heart thumped in my chest as I placed the pen next to the document I had just signed and reached out to shake Martin’s hand. I tried to portray confidence; after all, I was a strong, independent woman who was expanding her business, but inside I was having the proper collywobbles.

      One of the hardest things about being single is that you must make all the decisions alone. Yes, there are people that you can talk things through with, and that really helps. I’m eternally grateful that I’m so close with my sister Lucy and her husband James, probably more so since we lost our mother. I appreciate that they do their best to help and guide me but ultimately, it’s all down to me. However, as my darling mum always said, you don’t always have to be sure that it’s the right decision, you just have to make one.

      Mum was always coming out with words of wisdom. One of the many things I adored about her was her ability to calm people down when they were feeling anxious about something. How, when they came into her café, she made them feel welcome and supported and she’d sit them down with a nice cup of tea and let them unburden themselves to her. They always seemed to leave the café with their heads higher and their shoulders straighter. In time, I hoped it was something I was remembered for too and when I took over her business I tried to keep this ethos in my mind.

      When I jokingly mentioned to Martin, who owned the bric-a-brac shop next door, that I could do with him moving out and me expanding by knocking through, I had no clue that the thought would percolate in his mind and he would take me up on my offer.

      Decisions had swiftly been made, and documents quickly drawn up and signed. No going back. Project Café Renovation was under way.

      As I searched the cloudless blue above me, I yearned for my mum’s wise words. Show me a sign, Mum. Have I done the right thing?

      From the chipped wooden table outside my café where I’d plonked myself, it was easy to be distracted by the glittering turquoise sea and the golden sands of the sweeping bay before me. In the harbour, the slamming of a car door dragged me back to the pages of my new notebook, which were fluttering in the breeze. The first blank page stared back at me.

      The sea normally inspired me when I was journaling, but today there was nothing forthcoming. Even the noisy clinking of the halyards in the harbour weren’t helping. Greedy seagulls squawked and swooped, scavenging for any morsel of food that may have been dropped by an unaware tourist. Us locals knew better and held on to any food we had for dear life.

      ‘Morning, lovely! You look like you’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders.’ Squinting, I held my hand to my brow to shade from the sun, to see Meredith before me, being yanked about by her puppy Alice who clearly didn’t want to be standing still.

      Meredith was my friend who had recently upped sticks from the Midlands and very bravely bought the local lighthouse, without even seeing it. However, with help from Clem, the local handyman and someone we grew up with, it had been transformed into one of the most stunning homes in the whole of Driftwood Bay. They had also had the bonus of falling in love while they were working together and were now a couple.

      ‘Hey, you two. Which one of you is taking the other on a walk?’ I leaned across to give Alice a rub of the head which she pushed into my hand, loving every moment.

      Meredith smiled but then her brow furrowed. ‘Gemma? Is everything OK?’

      A huge sigh escaped from my body.

      ‘Oh, I suppose so. I’ve just signed the contracts to move Martin’s shop over to me.’

      ‘Wow. Congratulations. But shouldn’t you look a bit happier?’

      ‘I am happy honestly. It’s just so huge for me. Can’t stop wondering whether I’ve done the right thing or not, and what Mum would think.’

      ‘I didn’t know your mum at all but I think she’d be super proud of you. However, I think most people would say that it’s OK to be a tiny bit afraid too. I’m sure even the dragons on Dragons’ Den are a little apprehensive when they make a new business decision. You can’t get it right all the time but maybe think about what’s the worst that can happen?’

      ‘Now that’s a great question, Mere.’

      ‘So, if it doesn’t work out, you just rent the space out. You’re a great businesswoman, Gemma. You wouldn’t have won Cornish Entrepreneur of the Year last year if you weren’t. As long as you have a plan B, surely that’s OK.’

      ‘I just don’t want to fail.’ I huffed. I’d been doing this a lot lately when I felt stressed. ‘I already have a failed marriage behind me. The last thing I want is a failed business too.’

      ‘Failing is part of life, mate. Nothing to be afraid or embarrassed of. What’s that saying? “The one who falls and gets up is stronger than the one who never tried.” It’s very true. Failure is not the opposite of success, you know. It’s where you learn from your mistakes and try something else instead. It’s all part of the grand plan of life.’

      I smiled at her.

      ‘Thank you, oh wise one.’

      ‘I do have my moments.’

      She made it sound so simple. However, her past wasn’t tied to Driftwood Bay like mine was.

      ‘This café as I know it is where I grew up. It’s the place where Lucy and I sat and did our homework after school. Where we spent our Saturdays and school holidays waiting on the few tables that we had. I’ve already changed it from a bakery to a café. Maybe that’s enough. What if it’s meant to stay as it is? This is where all my memories are.’

      ‘Wrong. Listen, lady.’ She took my hand and pressed it against my chest. ‘This is where your memories are. In your heart and in your mind.’

      We both watched in wonder as a white feather fluttered from out of nowhere and landed on my lap. I smiled. Was this my sign from Mum?

      ‘What’s your why, Gem?’

      ‘Sorry, I’m not sure what you mean.’

      ‘What is the reason that you took over the café originally and why do you want to expand it? Once you know that, then you can move forward and create the results you want to achieve. Just think about your why. Once you’ve worked that out, you’re laughing. And then you can be excited about the future.’

      Alice tugged on her lead and gave a little woof. She was clearly bored of our conversation already. We both laughed.

      ‘Yes, Alice. We know that your why is that you love the beach. If you fancy a drink and a chat in the pub later, to continue this conversation, Gem, let me know.’

      ‘That would be lovely. I’ve got some stuff to do here later but shouldn’t be too long. I’ll work out what time and text you.’

      Why was I doing the expansion? To keep Mum’s memory alive? It couldn’t be that, or I wouldn’t want it to change. Was it because I felt like I had something to prove? My heart started to beat a little faster. Maybe I was getting closer to the truth. But who was I trying to prove it to? Now I had another thing to ponder instead of worrying about whether it was the right thing. Now I was worrying about finding out why it was the right thing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Hey, Gem. Is the deed done?’

      I nodded.

      Lucy is my big sister. She’s also my very best friend. We were close before we lost Mum, but since then, we’ve become even closer still. She’d been married to James for over ten years and when people used to say that they’d found their soul mate, I thought it was all a load of old crap. But they made me see that it was true. They were perfect for each other in every way and I envied their lives. James worked on the fishing trawlers and Lucy ran their boutique bed and breakfast which overlooked the beach. It used to belong to our aunty and Lucy had loved it since she was a little girl. She always said that when she grew up, she was going to buy it. And she did.

      Lucy threw her arms around me and danced up and down. I laughed at her enthusiasm.

      ‘Oh, I’m so proud of you. How blooming exciting. We must celebrate. Tonight. Let’s go to the pub. This deserves champagne.’

      ‘Calm down. I’ve already arranged to go to the pub with Meredith tonight so do come along. The more the merrier. I’m still freaking out about it all a bit to be honest.’

      ‘Oh, love, why?’

      ‘What if it isn’t what Mum wanted me to do? If she wanted to expand, wouldn’t she have done it years ago?’

      ‘Oh, Gemma. Come on now. Mum was a single mother with two young daughters. And one of them was really needy.’ She winked at me.

      ‘Don’t put yourself down, sis.’

      ‘Ha, you’re so funny! I’m surprised she had time to go to work at all, let alone run a successful business. I think her circumstances were a little different to yours.’

      ‘Thanks for reminding me.’

      ‘Sorry, love. You know I don’t mean it like that. What I’m saying is that you have been given a huge opportunity here. One that you said you’d love to explore and one that you’ve been brave enough to go ahead with. Don’t spoil it by worrying about it so much that it consumes you. This is the best thing that could have happened to you after… well… you know, everything that’s gone on recently.’

      ‘It just feels huge, Luce.’

      My sister rubbed my back. ‘I know it does, but we’re here for you. James and I will help you as much as we can. In the times that the B & B isn’t busy, I can come over and help you. It’ll be like old times.’

      I smiled at her. ‘It will. But is there ever a time that you’re not busy?’

      The B & B had been going from strength to strength. Someone who was very high up in the Cornish Tourist Board had a relative who had been to stay, who just happened to be a travel writer and it had been featured in a local magazine as highly recommended – one of the ‘most relaxing, warm and inviting B & Bs in Cornwall’. They also achieved the highest rating from the board possible. The number of visitors to our little seaside village had increased and local businesses were thriving, although now, after a busy summer, it was starting to slow down. The B & B’s Instagram page had a huge following, and thanks to James and his early morning photography skills, they had a waiting list for cancellations. Lucy is never not busy.

      ‘Well, we’ll get you some more help. Advertise for staff. There must be some teenagers keen to find a job after school. They can get involved with the social media side of things as well. You always say you don’t have time and maybe you could get someone who knows what they’re doing.’ I raised my eyebrows and she grinned. ‘I pretend I’m crap at it, so I don’t have to do it and James thinks he’s an expert so I’m happy to let him crack on. Just maybe don’t tell him.’

      She always makes me smile and in that moment I felt like I could take on the world. Made me think that anything was possible. She’d been my rock over the last few years and I don’t know how I’d have coped without her.

      When Lucy left, I headed to the kitchen. My safe haven. Cooking allowed me to temporarily forget that my life had changed so much, so quickly and that I’d made the biggest business decision I’d ever made. When I baked, I could forget everything else that was going on in the world. It soothed my soul and made me feel I didn’t have to worry about a thing.

      I glanced at my watch. I had a few hours before I needed to meet everyone at the pub. That should give me plenty of time to get a huge batch of cooking done, load the car and deliver it to Truro, getting back without anyone noticing that I had disappeared. I wasn’t ready to explain this situation yet, and maybe I never would be. Best crack on.
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      It had been a late night. Plenty of champagne had been drunk in the Harbourside Hotel, though Lucy remained remarkably sober as she was on antibiotics for a water infection, which she’d told me before we got to the pub. She didn’t want to broadcast it to everyone so ended up nursing a glass that sat in front of her for most of the night. James, in his tipsy state, insisted on saying a few words about how proud he was of me, with my exciting new venture ahead. That was lovely of him and so typical of what a truly decent bloke he was. Along with Meredith and Clem’s enthusiasm, I felt like I could finally be swept up in their excitement – something I hadn’t allowed myself to feel up to that point. Maybe it would be OK after all.

      The following morning, as I lay in bed, looking out of the window of my flat above the café, there was definitely a little flutter of something deep inside me that made me want to get out of bed and make plans. Clem had mentioned that he’d met someone who worked at the fire service who had recently moved into the area. This person’s role was to do risk assessments of buildings etc. and Clem thought he might be able to guide me in the right direction for fire regulations. He’d given me his number so that seemed like an easy first job to tick off my list.

      While I was waiting for him to return my call, I thought back to Mum and why she set up the business in the first place. It was originally a bakery and then she expanded so that people could sit in. A memory came flooding back of when she’d sat me and Lucy down and said she was making it into a café, not just for her but for the community. A place for people to come together, to chat, to heal, to make friends, to bond. This was why I loved baking and cooking too. For others. I wondered if that was what Meredith meant about finding my why. Maybe I did know what it was after all.

      My mobile rang.

      ‘Hi. This is Fire Safety Officer Adams from the Cornwall Fire Service. I believe you wanted some advice about building regulations. I’m in your neighbourhood tomorrow and wondered if you might be around?’

      Very efficient and even a little abrupt. No messing around with niceties for this man. But great that he was able to pop in so quickly.

      ‘I’m around all day from seven in the morning until the café closes at five, although I’ll still be around in the back if it’s after then.’

      ‘It might be around then to be honest. Is that too late for you?’

      ‘It’ll be perfect, thank you.’

      ‘Great.’

      As the call disconnected, without even a goodbye from the other side, I wondered what this man was like. He didn’t mention his first name. I hadn’t a clue how to address someone from the fire service. Officer Adams or something like that maybe? Not something I’d ever thought about before. When he called by I’d have to remember to ask him.
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        * * *

      

      I always started my days sitting on the window seat of my lounge, taking some time to drink my morning coffee while thanking my blessings for the view before me. The flat overlooked the harbour one way and the beach the other and it literally filled my heart with joy every single day. Fridays were busy days in the café and after another early start, the day had flown by. When I expanded and installed more seating space, it would get even busier and I would definitely need to get more help. Last year, I had a young girl helping out during the school holidays while her parents spent the summer here in their lodge. She’d gone home after summer had ended and I’d managed mainly on my own since, with my only other member of staff, Pat, even though we were both run ragged. And even though she was great for her sixty-five years, she wasn’t getting any younger and she’d recently started to look a little tired. Not surprising though because when she wasn’t working in the café, she was on granny duty. Lucy was right. I really did need to get some more permanent help. I honestly didn’t know how Mum had managed, although I suppose she had me and Lucy to call on when she needed extra hands.

      Whoever thought having your own business was easy needed a reality check. When that closed sign goes up on the door, it doesn’t mean it’s the end of the day. It just means that you stop being front of house. You are then every other department: finance, marketing, PR, social media, and because you don’t get time in the day, that’s when all that side of the business work happens. That’s why I would fall into bed most nights after only reading a page of a book. Reading was something I used to love doing, and it was the one thing that had really gone by the wayside over the last couple of years. I’d like to have remedied that but was normally just so tired at night that I struggled to stay awake.

      As I was pondering the idea of maybe putting the feelers out to see whether anyone might be interested in us having a book club in the café when there was more room, there was a knock on the door. Fumbling with the lock, I could see that the person stood outside was on the phone. He did a kind of acknowledgement wave and hovered with his back to me, and I couldn’t help but overhear a very heated conversation where he sounded very much like he was being a total control freak. Still on the phone, he walked in and stood inside the entrance looking around. I didn’t know whether I should stay or go but decided that I should probably go and wait behind the counter, leaving him to his heated call. The timer sounded on the oven and I removed the batch of scones I’d not long made.

      ‘You can’t just go off when you feel like it without telling me. Honestly, you need to think about other people sometimes. You can be a right selfish madam. We’ll discuss this later. I have to go. I’ll be home after this last call. Make sure you are there please.’

      Crikey, he sounds like a bundle of fun. I wouldn’t want to be his partner. He sounded like a controlling narcissist. No thank you! Sometimes I was grateful that I was single, even though the circumstances around why I was weren’t of my own choice. There had been times in the last couple of years when I’d felt lonelier than I’d ever felt before in my life, even though I had friends and family nearby.

      Frowning as he ended the call, he strode across the room and stuck his hand out, introducing himself with his full title as Fire Safety Officer Adams, a bit of a mouthful in his own words. He apologised for being on the phone when he arrived and asked if he could have a walk round, which I of course agreed to.

      While I was making a drink it gave me time to study him surreptitiously. Still frowning, he made some notes in a little book and stuck the pen behind his ear. When he’d finished, he broke into a smile and came back to the counter. Talk about a face changing when it smiled. When his eyebrows weren’t furrowed together, he was incredibly handsome and as I looked up into big beautiful brown eyes my tummy gave a little flip. I clearly needed to get out more and meet more people. This was the first new male I’m come across in months, and he was having this effect on me just because he was tall, dark, handsome and beardy (I do love a beardy man!).

      I invited him over to one of the tables and he pulled out a chair, sighing loudly. He sat down and took a sip from the mug I had placed before him along with a plate on which there was a warm scone with clotted cream and jam.

      ‘You sound like you need that. Sorry it’s nothing stronger.’

      ‘You have no idea. And I think if you gave me something stronger right now, I might not stop. Also, I’ve not eaten a thing all day. I could eat a scabby horse.’

      ‘Well, I don’t have one of those, but hopefully the scone will help a little.’

      ‘Thank you. I’m bloody starving. Such a busy day. And that’s before I’ve got home and sorted out lots there too. We’ve just moved into the area and we’re still unpacking. I thought moving to Driftwood Bay would be the end of our troubles, not give a whole new lot to wade through.’ He let out another huge sigh and looked quite deflated. ‘Sorry, I’m not sure what made me blurt all of that out. I haven’t given you a very good impression so far, have I? Can we start again? God, this is delicious by the way.’

      There was that smile again. Wowsers.

      ‘Now tell me about your plans for the business and do you have the keys for the building next door? I’d love to take a look around if that’s possible.’

      He was incredibly knowledgeable and very helpful, giving me lots of things to add to my project list to make sure that everything would meet the required regulations. As he stood up to leave, he thanked me for the food and drink and asked if he owed me for them. I waved a hand and said it was my pleasure. When he reached the door, I remembered a question I had for him.

      ‘Oh, what do I call you? Fire Safety Officer Adams?’

      ‘Well, they call me Adams at the station, but you can just call me Jude if you like.’

      Jude. Nice name. I thanked him for his help but he left without saying goodbye once again. I stood at the door, twiddling the business card he’d given me in my fingers, and wondered about the mystery lady he had been talking to when he arrived. If his good looks were anything to go by, I’d imagine she was his gorgeous wife.

      As I watched him walk up Driftwood Bay high street, I couldn’t help but think that if his body looked that fit with his clothes on, imagine what he looked like without. I honestly did not know where that thought came from. I’d sworn off men, since Lucas and I had split up. Well, since he left me for another woman, which was a different thing, and this was the first time that I’d felt anything resembling attraction to someone else.

      A little woof alerted me to the fact that I had company – Meredith and Alice, who were out on a walk around the harbour.

      ‘Who’s that hottie you’ve just let out of the café, Gem? Have you been having hot rampant afternoon sex with a man without telling me? Your new BFF?’

      Flustered at the thought of what Meredith was implying, and more about the fact that me getting ‘back on the horse’ didn’t sound quite as awful as I originally may have envisaged when my darling brother-in-law had suggested it at the pub the other night, I grinned.

      ‘That’s Fire Safety Officer Adams.’

      ‘Gosh, he sounds like a bit of a mouthful.’ Meredith grinned. ‘No pun intended.’

      Blushing, I felt an overwhelming desire to explain.

      ‘He’s just helping me with some of the plans for the café.’

      ‘I bet he is. Good work, Gemma! Very impressive.’

      I bent down to tickle Alice behind the ear, if only to hide my blushes.

      ‘Nothing more. Just because you and Clem are all loved up doesn’t mean you have to go round matchmaking for everyone, you know.’

      ‘Oh you spoilsport. There’s not much else to do round here. It’s so quiet now the summer holidays are over and the few tourists have gone home. Let me have some fun.’

      ‘Talking of fun,’ I said. ‘I have an idea. You got time for a cuppa and a scone while I throw an idea at you? They’re still warm…’

      ‘I’ve always got time for a cuppa and a scone with you, my friend.’

      ‘You only want me for my baking, Meredith Robinson.’

      ‘Too right!’

      ‘The cheek of it.’ I laughed. ‘Go and grab a seat out the back and I’ll bring everything out. May as well make the most of the end of a lovely sunny day even if it’s starting to get a little cooler in the evenings now.’

      Through French doors, off the corridor to the bathroom, there was a quaint little courtyard garden in which I had carefully chosen hardy rattan furniture. Tall palm plants in colourful pots sat in the corners and on the back wall there was a long ceramic trough with fragrant lavender, mint, chives, basil and coriander. I always made sure that the string lights were lit from dusk onwards. It was a gorgeous space, and when needed in the colder months, the heat from two large patio heaters made it look and feel cosy. Now that time of year was getting closer, people could still enjoy the crisp sunny fresh days if they didn’t want to sit in the less sheltered patio area at the front of the building.

      We whiled away a very pleasant hour coming up with a plan for how we could start our very own Driftwood Bay Book Club. I was pretty pleased that I had managed to avoid any further questions about Fire Safety Officer Adams who was still, for some reason, on my mind.
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      In my head, the renovation project seemed massive. Clem was an absolute superstar and not only did he offer to do a lot of the physical work, but he’d also offered to manage the whole project for me. I was so pleased because I couldn’t work out how I was going to get everything done, while keeping the café open and running for as long as we physically could before shutting totally for the final couple of weeks.

      A lot of the work would be happening next door to start with. Martin’s shop was huge when empty and as I stood at the door with Clem, I was wondering where the hell we were going to start and what the hell I’d ever made this decision for. I let out a huge sigh and my shoulders dropped.

      ‘Don’t look so worried, Gemma! Just keep thinking of how it will be in the end. Just keep visualising how you want it to be. I always tell my customers to think about what it will look like when all the work is finished. Have you done a mood board or anything to keep you going?’

      I raised my eyebrows. I didn’t think Clem was the sort of person who went for mood boards and I was quietly impressed. I hadn’t shared mine with anyone, thinking that everyone might think I was quite mad.

      ‘You have, haven’t you?’ He grinned at me. ‘You’ve got to share it with me. I am your project manager after all. I need to know your innermost thoughts and desires, you know.’

      At that precise moment, Jude walked past the entrance.

      Clem clicked his fingers.

      ‘And back in the room. For the café, I meant.’

      ‘Ha, you’re funny, that’s exactly what I was thinking.’

      ‘Actually, I could do with grabbing Adams. Won’t be a sec. Fancy putting the kettle on? You know what us worker types are like for drinking tea.’

      When he returned two minutes later, Jude was in tow and they were discussing the regulations. Jude smiled at me and I blushed a little as I offered to make him a drink.

      I went off to make Jude’s tea and when I came back into the building, I could hear them chatting.

      ‘Honestly, Clem, she’s a bloody nightmare. Thinks she can just sit around on her arse all day with a face on her. I told her that she couldn’t keep this sulking up. I know we moved here despite her not wanting to but I didn’t really have a choice in the matter. She just needs to suck it up and get on with life.’

      ‘I don’t envy you, mate. Not sure how you are going to turn things round to be honest. Maybe just giving her a bit of time will work wonders. When she meets some of the locals and makes friends, it might all feel different for her. We’re all very nice, you know.’

      Hearing Jude talk about his wife or girlfriend in this way was awful. He didn’t seem to be very nice about her at all. He’d spoken to her dreadfully that first time I’d met him, and now he wasn’t being pleasant about her again. I felt sorry for the poor woman having to put up with him behaving in that way. No wonder she was a sulker. He might be a good-looking bloke but listening to the way he talked about their relationship, living with him couldn’t be easy.

      ‘You’ll have to come out to the pub with us next time we have a night out. It would do you good and I’d love you to meet Meredith.’

      ‘That would be nice and it’d be good to get out. Get me away from the miserable mare for an hour or two.’

      Mum had always taught me that there were two sides to every story, and while I was trying not to judge too much, I was really finding it hard in this instance.

      I walked towards Jude and handed him his mug, not saying a word. He smiled and said thanks and then I just headed off back to the café and up to the flat. I would go and get the mood board and let him and Clem chat. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to be part of.

      When we were kids we lived in Bay View Cottage, situated at the top of the hill, away from the café as Mum didn’t want to be on site. Our home was lovely and we were lucky to have views of the whole bay so I’ve always had the sea as a view. I couldn’t imagine life without it.

      When I returned from my time away from Driftwood Bay, after Lucas and I had parted ways, the flat above the café was vacant as the previous tenant had gone to live with her daughter to be nearer to her grandchildren. I decided that I would move in temporarily while looking around for something suitable. I had forgotten what a lovely place it was. I couldn’t bear to be in Mum’s house after she’d gone. Some time later, when Meredith’s mother had decided that she wanted to live in Driftwood Bay permanently, she had fallen in love with it and rented it from us. Lucy and I were delighted that the house was lived in again by someone who loved it as much as we had but more importantly as much as Mum had.

      The flat had needed modernising to bring it up to spec, but with Clem’s handywork, Meredith’s interior design eye and me making it loved and lived in, it was now amazing. The light was glorious, flooding into the lounge, and as it was on a corner, it was perfectly situated for both sunrises and sunsets. I often sat with an early morning coffee or a late evening glass of Pinot Grigio thinking how lucky I was to be in a place like this. The view from my window made my heart happy.

      My mood board was on the dining room table propped against the wall. I hoped Clem liked my concepts and Meredith had said that he was a whizz at coming up with ideas as he worked. That was what he’d done with the lighthouse, which is how they’d met. And Meredith was going to help too. Her interior design and upholstery business was thriving. She’d done an amazing job of turning what was a hobby into a business, and I was really looking forward to us working together, creating a place full of ambiance that I knew that Mum would be proud of and for the benefit of the local community too.

      As I walked down the stairs into the café, I heard Clem shout, ‘See you next Saturday night then, Adams. Right, Gemma, let’s see that board.’

      His brow furrowed and, as he took in the pictures that I’d pinned to the board, along with the swatches of material and paint colour chart, he scratched his stubble. He started to gently nod as his eyes moved around the board. I didn’t realise I’d been holding my breath while waiting for his verdict. His opinion was incredibly important to me.

      ‘Nice. Very nice. I think this will work well. So, let’s get planning, shall we? And I hate to tell you but you’ll need your payment card as we need to order some stuff from the builders’ yard. This is the worst part, I promise. Or, when we knock through from one building to the next might be the worst part. Certainly, the dustiest. But let’s not worry about that at this point.’

      That little bit of anxiety over whether I had done the right thing flashed into my brain again but it was a little late to do anything about it now. A few inconspicuous deep breaths made me feel slightly less uneasy as we made calls, ordered building materials and planned. Thank God that Clem was helping me because I honestly would not have known where to start. We set a provisional date for the grand reopening, with a few days either side for snagging and some wiggle room just in case we needed it.

      Lucy had already said that she’d love to help me plan and organise the grand reopening evening and I really wanted her to be involved. We’d arranged to get together over at the B & B later in the week and I was really looking forward to it. My sister is my best friend. We are incredibly lucky to be so close; I know not all families are. And she’d been so good to me with her constant love and support since I’d come back to the area.

      James and she had never once made me feel like a spare part and for that I was truly grateful. He was a lovely man and I couldn’t wish for a better brother-in-law. He’d been so understanding when I came back to Driftwood Bay and Lucy and I had sat up till late at night, mainly with me crying and Lucy helping me to make sense of the world. It had been a terrible time in my life. To come home one day and find that Lucas had left me was awful, but the reason behind it was even worse. Before then, he’d always said my inability to give him a child would never be a deal breaker. That it would never affect our love and it wouldn’t matter to him as long as we were together. He lied and he broke my heart.

      James was wonderful, making me feel truly welcome while I was staying at his and frequently making himself scarce, so that my sister and I could talk. He was also great at hugs, particularly those he gave before I left to go to the café each day. I’m sure he was pleased to get his wife back properly once I’d moved into the flat, although he never made me feel that way.

      The café meant such a lot to Lucy and me. Our memories were there. It was Mum’s world, so our hearts were enormously invested. I wanted the new business to be something that she would have been proud of and it was so important to me that she approved of everything that I’d done. Lucy and I had talked briefly about the launch but it all needed ironing out and confirming.

      One of the first things I needed to do was to advertise for a permanent member of staff. There was no way, with the new extended opening hours, that I could cope with doing all day and all evening. I knew I needed to put a notice up in the local mini-market and generally put the word out. But it was hard to trust your business to someone else. You wanted someone to love it as much as you did. Yet some people just wanted to come to work, get paid and then go home. They weren’t wrong. They were just different to me.

      This was my own business, and because of everything that went with it, it was incredibly precious. I needed to pick my staff wisely.

      Writing a job advertisement was harder than I thought it would be. Esther, the previous tenant of the upstairs flat, had always helped Mum out in the café in the past when we needed help. The money always came in handy for her and as she was only ever upstairs, we could call on her when in need of that extra pair of hands when we weren’t expecting it.

      Finding Pat had been a gift. She’d worked in one of the hotels out of town, but it had closed down and she decided that she didn’t want anything full time to replace it, so she helped out when she could. But now, it was definitely time to have another someone. Maybe a teenager, as Lucy had suggested, who was looking for some extra hours after school. The local comprehensive closed at three o’clock each day and there were always kids in the café or milling around on the beach. A bit different to my day, when I was pretty sure we were at school until at least three thirty. Kids these days don’t realise how lucky they are. Although, in fairness, I’m glad I didn’t grow up in a time where everyone lives their lives on social media.

      Talking of which, resurrecting my social media profiles was a priority too. It was something that Lucy was always on at me to do, I just didn’t have the time or the energy when I finished work for the night, but I also knew how important and useful it would be for the business. The renovations might be of interest too. People seemed to like before and after images. I might even manage to find a new staff member that way. If people could share that I was looking, maybe that could help.

      As my dear mum used to say, I just had to hold a little hope in my heart. Hope that the universe would give me a little helping hand and that the right person would come along at just the right time.
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      Nearly a whole week had flown by and we were at the Harbourside Hotel for dinner. Luckily, all the guests at the B & B were out for the evening at a wedding, so Lucy and James were able to take a well-deserved Saturday night off which they’d not been able to do for a while. And Meredith and Clem had also joined us.

      The thing I loved most when I went out with these two couples was that the women sat in one group and the men sat separately, which made it less obvious that I wasn’t part of a couple. I was never made to feel the odd one out, it was always just a pleasant night.

      These days, our nights out often took place at the B & B so that Lucy and James could pop in and out as needed and rarely were they able to do it together. I didn’t think I’d ever seen Lucy so happy as when James dropped a kiss onto her head as he walked by her on his way to the bar. Her eyes followed his every move and he turned to her and winked. They were a very touchy-feely couple, in a good way. He couldn’t walk past her without running a hand over her shoulder or squeezing her hand. It was lovely that they were still very much in love. I was quite envious.

      Lucy still wasn’t drinking, so must still have the infection she’d mentioned last week. With all the excitement of the renovations starting I hadn’t had chance to ask her about it and didn’t like to mention it in front of the others. I must remember tomorrow. She clearly wasn’t too ill though. She was looking fabulous.

      I was just shoving the last bite of a dirty great burger into my mouth, when the lads returned from the bar with another round of drinks. I looked up into those familiar dark brown eyes again. Jude Adams. I’d completely forgotten that Clem had invited him. I had so much on my to-do list these days I was becoming a right scatterbrain. If it wasn’t on a list, I didn’t have much chance of remembering it.

      Looking very casual out of uniform, he was dressed in dark blue jeans and a short-sleeved white shirt – which looked like it could have done with an iron before he came out – and a pair of sporty trainers. I didn’t realise that I was staring at him for longer than was necessary, so when he caught my eye, I quickly glanced away.

      ‘Hi, Gemma, mind if I sit here?’

      The only available seat had to be next to me, didn’t it? Great! I couldn’t speak because my mouth was full and I could feel something dribbling down my chin as I nodded my agreement. He grinned as he sat down and passed me a napkin from the table.

      ‘You’ve got a bit of…’

      I wiped my chin and looked at the napkin. Great, mayonnaise and tomato sauce mixed. I’m sure that must have looked most unattractive. Good job I wasn’t trying to impress him. Meredith, who was sat to my left, gave a sideways glance at me, over to Jude and back to me again and winked.

      ‘Watch out there, Gem, you’re dribbling!’

      ‘Ha, so funny!’ I brushed off her comment, knowing that she was referring to Jude rather than the burger, but could feel my face getting warmer. She turned her body towards Lucy – intentionally, I’m sure – leaving me no alternative than to talk to Jude.

      ‘Good week? Put out any fires?’ I didn’t think I’d be winning any awards at all soon for my scintillating small talk.

      ‘If I had a pound for every time I was asked that I’d be a very rich man. I’m not a frontline firefighter these days. Had a bit of an injury and that’s why I’m more involved with fire safety now.’

      ‘Oh, sorry to hear that.’ I racked my brain, trying to think of something else to say. Everyone else seemed to be deep in conversation, so I couldn’t really drag them into anything. An uncomfortable silence fell over us. Luckily, Clem seemed to notice.

      ‘Left Occy at home, have you, mate? Was she OK about you coming out?’

      ‘Well, “OK” wouldn’t really be what I’d say from her face, but I’m sure the minute I was out the door she was on the phone to her old mates, slagging me off. She just seems to hate me all the time.’

      To be honest, he didn’t sound like he liked her much either. I always wondered why some couples stayed together. But who was I to offer relationship advice? I was the only one sat round the table who was single so perhaps I should keep my thoughts to myself. Maybe I could ask him about his wife. Yes, that would give us something to talk about.

      ‘So, you’ve recently moved to Driftwood Bay, have you? You and Occy?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. I was stationed in Exeter before that so lived that way. But the accident meant I couldn’t do the job there, so I’ve been moved to this part of the world. I grew up not too far away and it’s always been somewhere I fancied being nearer to.’ He looked out of the huge picture window at the harbour beyond. ‘It’s so beautiful here. Peaceful and calm. Definitely a bit different on a Saturday night here. Much more pleasant.’

      ‘Shame Occy doesn’t think so,’ Clem chipped in. He laughed.

      Jude didn’t look that amused.

      ‘Does Occy not like it here?’

      ‘Oh God no, she hates it. None of her friends are nearby and she’s had to relocate schools too. And I won’t allow her to have the dog that she desperately wants. I’m very popular in our house. Not!’

      So, a fireman and a teacher. An interesting combination.

      He sighed. ‘I hope she’ll come round in time. Anyway, enough about me, how’s work developing on the café? Can you see anything taking shape at all yet? I know how quick Clem works when he’s got his mind set on something.’

      We chatted about the renovation work, the plans we’d made that week for the relaunch and what my dreams for the café were and he ummed and ahhed in all the right places. Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all. When I mentioned me getting more involved in social media, and promoting the business that way he said he thought it was a great idea. He even suggested that maybe Occy could give me some pointers. He said she was on it all the time and it would be great to see her putting her skills to use; would it be OK if he passed my number on to her? I didn’t feel like I’d got anything to lose so agreed.

      Maybe someone with experience would be just what I needed to point me in the right direction and get me started with some ideas. It did cross my mind as to why she’d have the time to help when she’d be busy marking books and doing lesson plans. Maybe she wasn’t full time. I had a friend who was a teacher and even though she only worked three days a week, she spent tons of time in her holidays, evenings and weekends marking. It could have been because she loved her job and put in more than was required but I didn’t know many teachers that didn’t love their jobs and would put in over and above what was necessary to make sure their students had the best possible chance in life.

      Jude turned out to be quite pleasant when not talking about his wife and he joined in the chat around the table, mixing well with everyone. He had a fantastic sense of humour, often cracking jokes at his own expense. I noticed a glance between Lucy and Meredith and hoped that they didn’t think that just because I was single, I was eyeing up all the local talent. I’d be putting them straight the minute I got them on their own.

      When I tucked myself up in bed that night, I realised that I had had a lovely evening. Chatting to Jude had been easy. I hoped that if Occy did join us another time, it wouldn’t spoil the dynamic. It’s funny how sometimes just one person can do that. But, in fairness, if I had a husband, I might not like him being in the pub with other women. Not that it was like that or anything. Also, who’s to say that even if he wasn’t married, I’d be his type anyway. He wasn’t particularly mine. I preferred a less rugged look and I wasn’t keen on the way he spoke about his wife either. No thank you.

      However, I did feel that it was good to have friends of the opposite sex. And I know that when Meredith arrived in the bay, she said that it was nice to get to know new people whoever they were. It does appear to get harder later in life to meet new friends. Maybe Jude or Occy were readers and might fancy coming to book club once it was up and running. That was on the agenda now I’d discussed it with Meredith, and Lucy thought it was a brilliant idea too. We were really looking forward to getting it off the ground.

      There it was again. That little frisson for the future and all that it held.

      I might have been single, and lonely from time to time, but I reckoned that was OK. I had no intention of getting involved with anyone for a long time to come, if at all ever again. What had happened with Lucas had put me off being part of a relationship completely. You invest so much of your heart and soul and your life into someone and suddenly, in the blink of an eye, it can all come crashing down around you. Life is funny, isn’t it? You think you are heading in one direction and then bang; it can change beyond recognition, totally out of your control. I never thought for one minute that my life would end up that way.

      Lucas had always been a bit of a player. I’d been in love with him for years and he’d really strung me along for a while, much to Lucy’s disgust. But after a few years he seemed to grow up and wanted to settle down and even she had to admit that maybe leopards did change their spots after all.

      After those initial blips early on in our relationship, I thought that Lucas and I would be together forever. That’s what we had promised each other when we said our wedding vows. Through sickness and health. For richer or poorer. But clearly not if one of the wedded couple changed their mind.

      And now I was a divorcee. Something I never thought for one minute I would be. I was always so sure of our love and felt that he was my destiny.

      Oh well, no point dwelling on the past and raking all that up again. I knew now, after a lot of work on myself, that I didn’t need anyone to complete me. I’d spent the last couple of years working through lots of things in my head with the help of Emma – a great therapist – Lucy and James, and since I’d known her, Meredith too. With their help, after a while of wallowing, which they allowed me before giving me the kick up the backside I needed, I picked myself up, dusted myself off and started again. There are always choices and I chose the option that meant that I would never allow anyone to be so close to me that way again. I ensured that it would never happen to me again.

      It was only in the last few months that I realised something very important.

      That I was enough.
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      As I sipped my morning coffee the following day, watching the glory of the sun rising over the harbour, feeling at peace with the world, the silence was interrupted by a text tone from my phone.

      
        
        Hey. Bin told 2 message u because you want 2 talk about socials. LMK when gud 4U. Occy Adams.

      

      

      Jude must have already spoken to his wife then. It was kind of her to get in touch so quickly, even if she was clearly in a rush, evident by her use of quick text talk. I returned the message straight away.

      
        
        Hi Occy, thanks so much for getting in touch. Jude told me how fabulous you are at social media and said you might be able to help me with some advice. It would be lovely to meet you. If you fancy popping by the café on the corner of the harbour any day after you’ve finished up at work, I’d love to chat with you. If you can let me know in advance that would be great and I’ll arrange some cover. Look forward to seeing you soon. x

      

      

      Sundays never used to be as busy as Saturdays and sometimes I wouldn’t even open at all, but with the uptake in visitors to the area throughout the summer, I realised that there was a lot of trade about and it had quickly become one of the busiest days of the week. Lots of the locals had said that they loved a cooked breakfast on a Sunday morning, especially one that they didn’t have to cook themselves. Oh, the luxury. There weren’t many meals these days that I didn’t cook myself, which was why I was devouring that delicious burger last night when Jude came into the pub.

      I did go to Lucy and James’s occasionally for tea and, once a month, Clem and Meredith, Lucy and James and I took it in turns to host a dinner party, which was always good, but it was a bit of a busman’s holiday for me. I loved the times when I went to them more, although it was also nice to cook for others. I’d got out of the habit and it never seemed worth just cooking for me when I was home alone. I normally just grabbed something from the café and chucked it in the microwave. I know I cooked for people in the café all day long, but it wasn’t the same as sitting down to dinner with someone else, chatting about your day, passing the time, and even sitting watching the TV with someone. Even if you weren’t talking it was nice to be in someone else’s company and I did miss that companionable silence I must admit.

      I wondered what Lucas was doing now. Whether he thought of me. If he ever wished he’d made a different decision. We hadn’t stayed in touch even though he’d suggested it. It hurt my heart too much. Lucy had said that it was typical of him to want to stay connected. Keep me dangling just in case he changed his mind. I didn’t see it that way but I still decided I needed to make a clean break.

      Come on, Gem, get moving. No good can come from sitting around dwelling on the past. Keep on moving forward.

      I could hear my lovely mum’s voice in my head. That’s exactly what she would be saying if she were right beside me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time I got out of the shower, I still hadn’t had a response to my text to Occy. I hoped I hadn’t offended her by anything I said. I reread it just in case. I had dithered a little over sending a kiss at the end, but wanted to come across as friendly and approachable, which I am, but it’s sometimes difficult to portray that in a message. The last thing I wanted was her popping in unannounced and the café heaving and me not being able to give her my full attention. Since splitting up with Lucas, I’ve realised that I never really had his full attention in the latter part of our relationship. He was either on his phone or watching the TV and not really taking in what I was saying. He even used to check his phone while we were eating dinner which used to drive me insane.

      I know everyone is busy these days and trying to do two or even three things at once but it’s about being present for me. And showing people that they are important enough for you to spend time focusing on them.

      We live in a world where phones do seem to be taking over our lives. While they are great in one respect, they are a menace in others. The ability to check everything at the touch of a button, check Google, read the news, do your shopping, check your social media profiles means that we are rarely away. It’s no wonder a lot of the world finds it hard to concentrate on things for long spells of time. The constant pressure of life is exhausting. I remember when I first started working in business, you wouldn’t dream of sending anyone an email after five o’clock or before 9 a.m. These days, people send you emails and social media direct messages at all times of the day and night and expect you to be on hand permanently.

      As the café got bigger and hopefully busier, it was going to be hard to set my own boundaries, but I’d resolved to try to do so after the relaunch. I think the whole world needs to learn that people have to have boundaries and there’s no other way to lead than by example. I know I have only one voice, but if we all did our bit then maybe we could make the world a better place. I decided to ask Occy if that’s something she could help with. Maybe she was used to running the school social media sites. That must take some doing with the mentality of some of the parents these days.

      I once went out for the day with a friend and when we got back, she said that she hoped I didn’t mind her saying that she felt she wasn’t important to me because I hadn’t been giving her my full focus. I was really offended at the time, feeling she clearly didn’t understand that I just had a busy life, but when I thought about it, I realised she was right and I was mortified. Since then, I’ve wanted to be better in this area of my life. That was the plan anyway.

      So, let’s hope Occy will be the answer to all my prayers. Those ones anyway.

      Talking of prayers, I grabbed the notebook from the coffee table in front of the window to look at what jobs I had on my list for today. Plenty to keep me going.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, after that first ring of the bell above the door and a constant stream of customers in the café, I finally got a breather and made myself a coffee. It had been a busy morning; one of those crisp, sunny days that brought people out, and the special autumn service at the local church had people from the village showing what a great turn-out Driftwood Bay put on when we tried. Thankfully, lots of those then came to the café when the service had finished.

      Though despite the larger than normal audience, the vicar didn’t look that happy when he walked through the café doors.

      ‘Morning, Gemma, how are you?’

      ‘Better than you by the look of it. Everything OK, Reverend Rogers?’

      ‘I do wish you’d call me Tom.’ He looked around to make sure no one was listening and lowered his voice. ‘The bishop was coming over this morning and I was desperate to show him how many people were there but he had to cancel last minute. He’s talking about closing the church, if truth be told.’ He mimed a zip movement with his fingers across his lips. ‘Our secret, Gemma. I’m going to sit in the window table if that’s OK. Ponder life and what message this is teaching me. Make the most of Driftwood Bay just in case I get moved on.’

      The trouble with people sharing secrets with you is that while they’ve offloaded, and yes, a problem shared is a problem halved as they say, you then have the weight of their secret on your shoulders and it becomes your load. I should know. I had a couple of whoppers of my own. Keeping secrets was hard.

      People would be devastated if they knew about the church though and I think he was doing the wrong thing by not telling anyone. He’d been our community vicar for as long as I could remember. It would be such a shame to see the beautiful old church be closed down. Can ‘the Church’ even do that? Surely, they couldn’t just leave the building empty. I had so many questions, but judging by the sadness on his face, now was not the right time to ask.

      When he left after devouring a full English, he seemed to leave his sadness behind and it took all I had that afternoon to shake it off. When I headed over to Lucy’s for the evening, walking round the bay to get to theirs, I was still worrying about the church.

      Autumn was settling in. The nights were getting darker and colder but the twinkly festoon lights hung all around the harbour always gave me goosebumps. I was so happy to be living back in Driftwood Bay again. Driving here to work every day from Truro wasn’t the same. When I was living with Lucas, it always felt like I left a little bit of my heart behind as I locked up the café and got in my car. I felt safe here. I could walk around the streets at night without having to look over my shoulder. The people were warm and friendly, and you were always bumping into someone who would stop and chat, passing the time of day. It was this community feeling that I loved and my mind drifted back to Jude and his wife, who had moved from a big town. I hoped they’d settle and enjoy being part of what we had.

      Hopefully, we’d find a solution as a community to keep the church open, although if the community didn’t know it was a problem, then they’d be unlikely to be able to help. I’d visit the lovely old church in a day or two and try to persuade Reverend Rogers to share the news with the villagers who I knew would want to help.
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      Monday was my day off. Well, when I say day off, I mean that the café wasn’t open. I‘d not had many actual days off since I had the café. It was more of a way of life, but I didn’t mind. I loved my café and while most of the time I was run off my feet, I couldn’t think of anything else that I would rather be doing.

      One thing I was looking forward to though was a nice early walk on the beach. When I moved back here, I vowed that I wouldn’t take my surroundings for granted. I wanted to appreciate how fortunate and grateful I was and most of my days started with a soul-satisfying walk.

      When I arrived at the beach, there wasn’t another person to be seen and I became lost in my thoughts as I wandered along at the water’s edge, filling my lungs with the fresh salty air. I’d taken off my trainers and they were dangling from my hand. Occasionally the cold swish of the gentle lapping waves on my feet took my breath away but it felt invigorating at the same time. In the distance I spotted someone in the sea, swimming back into the shoreline. How blooming cold they must be – or mad. I didn’t get the whole cold water swimming thing myself. Not for me. Despite always being a bit of a mermaid as a child, it took a lot for me to get in the sea these days, even in the summer, let alone this time of year.

      Another hobby of mine from when I was younger was looking for pieces of driftwood on the beach. I bent down to lift quite a large piece from under a pile of wet, slimy, stinky seaweed and wondered whether I could clean it up and put it to use in my home or the café. Lost in my little world, I didn’t notice that the person in the sea was now close. As I turned and saw the man starting to stride from the water, I couldn’t help but appreciate the half-naked body that stood before me. It was only when I looked up from the perfectly sculpted chest, and that little trail of hair that crept towards the top of his board shorts, that I realised it was Jude Adams.

      My face flushed as his eyes locked onto mine. One of us had to break the silence.

      ‘And there was me thinking I was brave dipping my feet in.’ I smiled nervously, and kept eye contact, hoping he wasn’t thinking what a perve I was, ogling his body.

      ‘It was a little colder than I thought. It surprised even me this morning. But I’ll soon recover. It’s supposed to be good for the soul, so I’m told.’

      ‘Rather you than me.’

      ‘If only I knew someone with a coffee shop who could make me a hot chocolate to get my temperature back to normal.’ He grinned. He really was very handsome when he wasn’t scowling.

      ‘If only you knew someone with a coffee shop who opened on a Monday more like.’

      ‘Just my blooming luck. Story of my life.’

      ‘Well, I was just heading back and I suppose I could maybe help you out if you fancy a little something to warm you up.’

      One of his eyebrows lifted slightly then he bent down and grabbed a towel from a nearby rock and started to rub it over his body.

      Oh, my word. I stumbled a little over my explanation. This man seemed to get me in a proper tizzy.

      ‘Er, fire up the coffee machine, I mean. Make you a hot drink.’

      Jude tilted his head to one side and his eyes bore into mine.

      ‘As if I thought you meant anything else.’ The pause that came next seemed to last for minutes. ‘That would be lovely, Gemma, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘I’ll head up and leave the door on the latch; come straight in when you arrive.’

      He nodded and I walked away thinking what a complete idiot he must think I am. I was not a person to flirt and certainly not with someone who was married. I was just being friendly and hoped that he was taking it in the spirit that it was intended.

      Not long after, despite my thoughts, my heart skipped a little when the bell over the door tinkled to signify his arrival. I’d been daydreaming again and it startled me a tad. I couldn’t help but notice how his tousled damp hair framed his face as he smiled at me and reminded me of how he looked doing his best Daniel Craig impression when he left the water.

      ‘It’s lovely and toasty in here.’

      I rubbed at my neck. Yes, it was definitely warm in the café this morning. It must be the contrast with the cooler morning outside.

      He looked around. ‘This is such a lovely place, you know. It’s no wonder people want to come and spend time here. It has such a nice feel about it. It’s not just the decor either. If it doesn’t sound daft, it’s like it has a nice soul. Have you had the café for long?’

      We spent a very pleasant hour chatting over our hot chocolates – two cups each, in fact. He was good company and was great at asking questions. That was a nice quality in a person. So many people these days are self-obsessed and just talk about themselves. It was nice to share some of my memories of Mum and the café with him. Made me feel very nostalgic.

      As he was leaving, I remembered the text.

      ‘Occy messaged me yesterday by the way.’

      ‘Oh good. Finally, she has done something I asked her to do. That’s a result.’ His frown seemed to return. ‘Let me know how it goes. I’d be interested to see how long it takes her to slag me off when she meets you.’

      With that, his whole demeanour changed and his shoulders slumped as he gave a little wave and closed the door behind him. I watched him walk up the high street and wondered what on earth was going on with him and his wife. I hoped that they managed to sort things out. It was a shame when relationships broke down.

      After he’d gone, I felt a bit desolate. It was so quiet. Maybe it was just the fact that I’d gone from company to none again. I still struggled to get used to that so put the radio on as I rattled around preparing trays of food to go into the oven, shimmying around the kitchen, singing along to Ed Sheeran. It really lifted my spirits, especially after the sadness of yesterday’s news from Reverend Rogers. I thought about the wording for the advertisement I was planning to put up in the mini-market for a new member of staff and decided that I’d pop up there at lunchtime. I had a busy afternoon ahead, but, as always, I lost myself in the art of cooking.
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      After what was hours later, but seemed like five minutes, I had piles of plastic tubs full of food which needed loading into larger trays to transport. I’d managed to persuade the nice supermarket delivery man to leave the trays behind when I told him what they were for. He was the only person who knew anything at all about my special project and after swallowing a huge lump in his throat, swore that he wouldn’t tell a soul. He was very happy to help and said no one would even notice that a few had gone missing.

      As I nipped into the mini-market before I headed off to Truro, I noticed Dilys chatting to her daughter Sophie, who looked like she was fit to burst and give birth at any moment. She was rubbing her hands over her belly in that protective, natural way that pregnant women did and I felt a little pang in my heart that I would never get to experience that feeling.

      I still struggled with how I felt when I was around pregnant women. Now I knew that it would never happen for me, I tried so hard not to let it affect me. There were times when I could cope, but there were other times when I felt raging jealousy and anger. The counsellor I’d seen told me that all the feelings I had were totally natural and that I had to go through a grieving process. And that wasn’t just grieving for the now, but for a future that I always assumed I would have but now knew that I never would.

      However, the logical, practical side of me knew that feeling sorry for myself wouldn’t help or change anything and that I just needed to put on my big girl pants and get on with making a different life for myself.

      It made me think of Lucas again. I wondered what he would be doing right now. Was he thinking of me at all? Was he going about his life preparing for his future and that of his now girlfriend?

      ‘Hi, Gemma, how are you, m’lovely?’ Dilys greeted me with a smile. ‘Gorgeous day, isn’t it? Are you after anything special today?’

      I’m glad she broke into my thoughts and I snapped back to the reality of the here and now.

      ‘Can I put a notice up in your window please?’

      ‘’Course.’

      I handed the card over to her and she skimmed her eyes over it and raised an eyebrow.

      ‘About bloody time you got some help, young lady. You can’t do everything on your own, you know.’

      I smiled. ‘It’s taken me a while to realise that but it’s finally sunk in. I just hope I can find someone now.’

      ‘When I first opened this shop, I didn’t think I’d need anyone’s help. But a wise woman, she used to own the café, you might know her—’ she winked ‘—told me that you don’t have to prove anything to anyone. Not even to yourself.’

      I smiled at the thought of Mum dishing out her wonderful advice again.

      ‘She said help is there when you need it the most and it’s not a weakness to ask for it if needs be. If it’s meant to be, the right person will come along just at the right time. Don’t you fret.’

      ‘I do hope so. Keep your fingers crossed for me.’

      ‘Will do, m’love. I’ll pop this up now. Sooner the better.’

      She gave me a little wave as I left, my walk on the beach a distant memory now.

      A little chime from my phone signified a text had been delivered.

      
        
        Fancy dinner on Friday night, hun? James is out so I thought we could have a girly night. He’s promised to get us a takeaway curry before he leaves.

      

      

      It had been ages since I’d had a takeaway. In this small village, there weren’t any food places and you had to drive to a couple of towns away as they didn’t deliver here because it was too far out in the sticks. Just thinking about a curry was making my mouth water.

      
        
        Sounds fab. Try and stop me. Is Meredith coming too?

      

      

      Those little three dots appeared to show she was messaging back and then they disappeared. Then they appeared again. And went. Then a few minutes passed by. She must have been called away. I started tapping out a text to Meredith when my phone flashed up with a message from Lucy.

      
        
        I thought it might be nice if it was just you and me. Some sister time. It’s been ages since we’ve done something on our own. Don’t mention it to Meredith. I don’t want to leave her out but I’d like you to myself.

      

      

      Mmm, that seemed a little unlike her.

      
        
        Is everything OK, Luce?

      

      

      Those dots again. It felt like I was waiting for ages before a message came through.

      
        
        Yep, just thought we could have a proper chat on our own. All fine though. Nothing to worry about. Just can’t catch up till then because we have a busy week and I know you do too. See you Friday. Love you xx

      

      

      Something didn’t feel quite right. My instincts were normally right and my spidey senses were working overtime. But Friday would be here before we knew it so I’d have to wait till then. Hopefully it would be nothing and I was overthinking things. I did have a tendency to do that, especially since all the business with Lucas. I’d try to distract myself till then. I had plenty to be getting on with.
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      I wasn’t quite sure my head was going to hold up with all the banging going on next door. Maybe I could buy myself some noise-cancelling headphones for when the café is closed.

      After popping a couple of brownies on a plate, I grabbed the two coffees that I’d made and headed out of my front door and in through Martin’s.

      ‘Morning, Clem. Time for a cuppa?’

      ‘Perfect timing.’ He stood up and stretched, rubbing the base of his back. ‘I’m sure I’ll be getting too old for this building lark soon. Good job I love it, isn’t it? Hope all this noise isn’t too much for you?’

      ‘No, not at all.’

      Why do we do that? Why don’t we tell the truth? Isn’t honesty the best policy? I decided to try it for a change.

      ‘Well, it is a bit distracting, I suppose.’

      ‘Ah sorry, hopefully there won’t be much more after today for a while. It’s just getting rid of all the fixed furniture in here and dismantling the counter.

      I silently thanked whoever was watching over me.

      ‘Crikey, there’s hardly anything left in here,’ I said, as I glanced around.

      ‘I know. I’m pleased with the progress so far. I was just thinking about when the best time would be to knock the garden wall down so we can extend your outdoor area. I was also thinking that maybe we could raise some of it and have a higher seating area to make even more of the view. I know it wasn’t in the original plan but what do you think?’

      ‘God, Clem, that would be fab. I never even thought of that. You’re good, you know.’

      ‘Ha. Maybe I can do the majority of the knocking down bit next Monday while you are closed to give the least disruption. I’ve got a mate who said he’d be up for helping. Unless you fancy taking some aggression out on a brick wall? You’d be very welcome, but, if not, you might want to go out for the day to avoid the noise.’

      ‘That’s not a bad idea. Maybe I can persuade Meredith to come out for a day and we could go and look at furnishings.’

      ‘You know she’d be up for that anytime. It’s her favourite pastime ever. Apart from spending time with me of course. Scrap that, I think it’s even more a favourite than that.’

      I knew that he was making light of it, but Meredith did think the absolute world of Clem. After a divorce from a somewhat controlling husband, she was finding her own feet in an unfamiliar part of the world as well as starting an unexpected relationship. I thought she was brave to start all over again by choice. She was a real inspiration. At fifty, she wasn’t old by any stretch of the imagination and these days most women of her age were kick-starting their lives. She was living proof that it was possible to have a new adventure and do all the things that you’ve always wanted to do. She’d moved to Driftwood Bay for a new start and not planned to do anything but live in a different place and make some friends. What she hadn’t banked on was finding love and while their journey so far hadn’t always been an easy one, with him being a good few years younger than her and her not believing she was worthy of someone his age and so lovely, it had worked out well in the end.

      Meredith and Clem had a lovely relationship but were still taking things slowly. Clearly, they loved spending time with each other and were the best of friends as well as lovers. While there was evidently a passion for each other, those fiery sparks that some younger relationships hold tend to be the downfall, and in many cases, jealousy and drama can take over. But not with them. It was lovely to see them share a healthy sensible approach and they had gone into the relationship with their eyes open and their hearts too.

      I envied Meredith’s easy way of negotiating and slipping reasonably seamlessly into making a new life for herself and balancing her relationship. Clem lived on a yacht in the harbour, while Meredith lived in the lighthouse and loved living alone. They adored being with each other and spent time staying over at the other’s homes but they didn’t live in each other’s pockets.

      I suppose this was how a successful relationship should be, but in some, the balance does seem to be off kilter where one half of the partnership seems to be lesser than the other. It wasn’t something I was aware of until I had my counselling, but I realised that in mine and Lucas’s relationship, we were definitely more like 75 per cent him and 25 per cent me. We always had been right from the start. When we first got together, I considered myself so lucky that he had chosen to be with me that I suppose I would have done anything to keep him happy.

      Therefore, I suppressed my needs and wants to satisfy his, without even noticing really, which shifted the balance very much from when we first met. Back then, he was happy to do things that he knew I liked, made more of an effort, but when we slipped into a more familiar life, all of that seemed to go by the wayside. He was a much stronger personality than me, and more selfish and demanding too. While I was happy to go along with what he suggested and wanted, most of the time I found myself agreeing just to keep him happy.

      Maybe it’s the whole men are from Mars and women are from Venus comparison and men are naturally more selfish. Although I probably shouldn’t generalise; maybe it was just the men I knew. Bizarre really, and I know that decisions that are made in relationships are about compromise in a lot of cases but since I’ve been aware of it, I look at relationships in an entirely different way.

      Lucy and James, for instance, have a definite even split, just like Clem and Meredith. If I ever did get into another relationship, which really wasn’t on my radar, it would certainly be different to how I lived through the last one. It didn’t feel wrong at the time, but when it ends up with one partner leaving the other and their life being totally upturned, you do wonder what all that compromise was for. I would never leave myself that vulnerable again. To put your trust in another person for so long, to have it whipped away so devastatingly, just tears you apart and it takes a long time to recover from so much loss and pain. It wouldn’t be fair on another person to take on the pain of my past.

      I gathered the cups and plate and took them back, telling Clem to pop round when he was ready for some lunch. It was the least I could do when he was charging me mate’s rates for all the work he was doing and the consulting and design ideas too. I was very lucky to have him as a friend.

      Lunchtime flew by and around 3 p.m., the door flung open, crashing into the wall, nearly coming off its hinges.

      ‘Shit sorry. I didn’t realise it would fly back that far.’

      When I looked up to see what the commotion was, I saw a dishevelled teenage girl stood there. Her hair looked like it needed a good brush and she had a full face of make-up – all contours and stripes and her skin looked a bit orangey. The patchy fake tan on her arms was quite a contrast to the greyish-white school shirt she wore and her short tartan skirt showed lily-white legs that didn’t seem to match the rest of her body. Bless her. She looked like she needed someone to take her in hand. It wasn’t often that we got that many strangers in the café.

      I smiled at her. ‘Hello. What can I get you?’

      She mumbled something which I really couldn’t decipher at all.

      ‘Sorry, I can’t hear you with the coffee machine gurgling away, can you shout up please.’

      ‘I’m here about the job.’

      ‘Oh OK. Have you done anything like this before?’

      ‘Depends if it’ll go against me or not.’ I could only just make out what she’d said.

      ‘Do you want to take a seat and I’ll bring you a drink and we can have a chat?’

      She put her hand in her pocket, counted some change out and shook her head as she pocketed the money.

      ‘No s’all right thanks, I’m OK.’

      She looked gutted.

      ‘It’s on the house?’

      She smiled and her whole face lit up. What a pretty girl she was under all that make-up.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yep absolutely. Tea, coffee, Coke, hot chocolate. Anything you like really.’

      ‘Could I have a hot chocolate please?’

      ‘Sure, I’ll be back in a mo.’

      She sat with her back to me, and I watched her as I made the drinks. She seemed a little bit nervy and when the door went, she flinched, though it was only the postman dropping in some letters.

      ‘Here you go. So, tell me why you think you’d be good at working in a café. I presume you haven’t done it before. In fact, how old are you?’

      ‘I’m fifteen, nearly sixteen though. I know I’m still at school, Year 11, and I saw that you’re looking for someone in the day times and at weekends too. I could definitely do after school and weekends. I want to earn some serious money so will do all the hours I can.’

      ‘OK, well, I’d have to check into that because there are laws to say how many hours you are allowed to work.’

      Her face dropped. ‘Oh!’

      ‘Are you saving up for something in particular?’

      ‘Yeah.’ She seemed reluctant to share, and I didn’t want to push her.

      ‘Do you live in the village? I’ve not seen you around before.’

      ‘Yeah, we’ve not long moved here.’

      Great that she was local. That was always helpful.

      ‘So maybe on weekdays you could do a couple of hours after school a couple of nights a week and then hours on a weekend too? Does that sound about right?’

      ‘Yeah, and I could do school holidays too, but don’t you want to know more about me?’

      ‘Well, if you live around here, it’s not like I won’t be checking you out. I’ll be asking around before you start.’

      ‘Great.’ She grinned again. So pretty.

      ‘There are a few things you’ll need to know and that I will ask you for, but if you agree, then maybe we could do a trial later in the week. You may have seen that I’m having some work done next door and my plans are to expand so I definitely need more help.’

      ‘OK.’ She looked at me and chewed her lip.

      ‘For starters, you’d have to tie your hair up. I can’t have your hair dangling in drinks and food.’

      She nodded.

      I pointed at her hands.

      ‘I think those false nails might have to go too. People won’t want to be finding them in their full English breakfasts.’

      She laughed. ‘They pop off all the time anyway so not a problem.’

      ‘And the lashes too.’

      ‘But…’

      ‘Sorry, but I can’t have someone thinking that they’ve got a spider in their soup if one falls off.’

      ‘They are quite hard to keep on to be honest. OK. I won’t use them when I’m at work.’

      ‘Great. Also, I don’t allow phones at all when people are working here. You can have it in your pocket for emergencies, but I mean proper emergencies. OK?’

      She nodded, her eyes wide, waiting to see if there was anything else.

      ‘I don’t want to find out that your schoolwork is suffering. If you’re in Year 11, I’m sure that you have your GCSEs ahead of you next summer and you must ensure that you study. If it goes quiet here, you can sit in the corner and do some revising or your homework. This is a really important time of your life and you must do as much as you can to do well in these exams.’

      She nodded and just about managed to stop herself from rolling her eyes. ‘You sound like my dad.’

      ‘Well, he sounds like a very sensible man.’

      ‘Yeah, right. You don’t know him.’

      I ignored her barbed comment.

      ‘And all of this is dependent on whether this is OK with your parents.’

      ‘Er, anything else?’

      ‘Just one final thing. I’d want to see that lovely smile more often instead of the scowl you had on your face when you arrived.’ She beamed at me. ‘Yep that’s the one. Can’t have you putting off the customers with a frown now, can we? So, how does that all sound?’

      She jumped up. ‘Can I start now?’

      I laughed.

      ‘Not today. I’m not at all prepared for that. But how about Thursday if you are that eager. It’s only a trial, mind, but I will pay you for it. And this is all dependent upon your parents, don’t forget.’

      ‘Yes. Yes. Yes please. That’s brilliant. I’m made up. Thank you for giving me a chance. I won’t let you down.’

      ‘I shall look forward to it. Now I’m Gemma and the one thing you haven’t told me is your name.’

      ‘Oh it’s—’

      The door flung open for the second time in half an hour and Jude Adams strode into the room, his face like thunder.

      ‘Why the hell didn’t you come straight home? I’ve been worrying to death about you.’

      ‘Chill, Dad. I’ve got myself a job. Meet my new boss, Gemma.’

      ‘Hey, Gemma, I take it you’ve met my daughter Occy then.’
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      I glanced from one to the other. I could feel my mouth twitch and a smile start to form. So, Occy wasn’t Jude’s wife; she was his daughter. Everything started to slot into place in my mind, but, more than that, there was such similarity between the two of them, now I knew, it was kind of funny.

      Jude’s brow was furrowed as he glared across the table and Occy’s face had returned to the sullen expression she had had when she first burst through the door. There was no mistaking that these two were related. I tried to hide my smile.

      ‘Coffee, Jude?’

      ‘Please. Then maybe you can both tell me what’s going on here.’

      I returned to the table where both were scrolling through something on their phones. I placed another hot chocolate, this time with whippy cream, mini marshmallows and chocolate sprinkles, in front of Occy. Ironically, on the top of Jude’s coffee, I’d used a happy smiley face template. He raised an eyebrow at me when I put it in front of him.

      I smiled as I sat and blew on my own chai latte.

      ‘So, what’s occurring?’ he asked.

      We all took it in turns to look at each other. I winked at Occy and she gave me a crooked grin; from her father I received another raised eyebrow.

      ‘Occy would like to come and work with me at the café. To earn some cash. We hadn’t got much further than discussing that before you arrived.’

      ‘You didn’t think to speak to me about this at all, Occy? You’ve got exams coming up. You’ll need to be revising.’

      She glowered at him from under her long false eyelashes.

      I cut in. I didn’t know why but I felt she needed someone to help her out a bit.

      ‘We’ve discussed this. We’ve talked about the possibility of just a couple of nights in the week and then one day at a weekend maybe, or a few hours split across Saturday and Sunday so there’s lots of time to study. I’ve also said that if it’s quiet, I expect her to use that time to revise. And I also told her this had to be OK with her parents.’

      ‘Oh. Right.’ He paused. I could see his mind working overtime. ‘I know you don’t eat lunch at school and wait to eat it as soon as you get home.’

      ‘You know I hate eating at school, Dad. It’s such a rush to the dining room, you have no time to eat before you go to your next lesson.’

      ‘I do and I’ve said that I’ll talk to school about that.’

      ‘No, Dad. Absolutely not.’

      ‘But you can’t go till teatime without eating. It’s not good for you. How will you manage that?’

      Occy nudged my knee under the table.

      ‘Yes, we’ve discussed that too.’ Occy’s head jerked towards me. ‘On the days Occy is here, she can have something to eat and drink as soon as she arrives. The last thing I want is a teenager passing out on me in the middle of a busy café.’

      ‘Oh. OK. Seems like you’ve both thought this through pretty well.’

      ‘Please, Dad, let me do this. You keep telling me not to sit around at home being miserable. This is a good way of me meeting new people and learning some life skills. I might even learn how to cook so we don’t have to live on cheesy beans on toast for the rest of our lives.’

      His face twitched at this. ‘I thought you liked cheesy beans on toast.’

      ‘I do, but not every night.’

      ‘Spoilsport!’ He looked across at me. ‘And it’s just a trial to start with?’

      ‘Absolutely! She might hate working for a tyrant like me.’

      His face relaxed. ‘I doubt that very much.’

      ‘Thank you, but you don’t know me at all. I expect hard work and I have high standards.’

      ‘Please, Dad. I can do this. I know I can. Please give me a chance?’ She fluttered those long lashes and when her father’s face broke into a smile, I knew that she – well, we – had won him over.

      ‘OK, only a trial, mind.’

      She jumped up and practically ran to his side of the table, flinging her arms around him. Then she did the same to me.

      ‘I won’t let you down. Either of you. I promise. Thank you so much.’

      We both laughed at her enthusiasm.

      ‘I’m going to go home now and do my homework. See you in a bit, Dad.’ She surprised me by kissing my cheek. ‘Thanks, Gemma. I’m going to be the best worker you’ve ever had.’

      She burst out as quickly as she had burst in.

      Jude turned to me.

      ‘Well.’

      ‘Well indeed.’ I smiled. ‘That explains a lot.’

      He grinned back and the relief I felt was quite overwhelming.

      ‘Maybe you’d like to explain what you mean by that?’ He drained his cup.

      ‘I completely got the wrong end of the stick.’ I gestured to his cup. ‘Want another?’

      When I returned, Jude was gazing out to sea, lost in a world of his own. He turned to me and sighed.

      ‘That’s the most animated I’ve seen my daughter since we moved to Driftwood Bay. I don’t know what magical spell you’ve cast over her, but, honestly, she’s like a different child.’

      ‘So that’s good, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is yes, but I can’t believe that it has happened through someone else. I’m so grateful to you, Gemma. We’ve really had a breakthrough here but I feel like it’s nothing to do with me. I am such a bloody failure as a dad.’ He ran his hands through his hair and looked back out the window.

      Jude went on to explain that Occy’s mother had left them when she was two. He’d discovered that she’d left Occy on her own a couple of times because she needed some time to herself. One of her neighbours had reported them to social services and a custody battle took place. After fighting tooth and nail, he’d won full custody of her. Occy’s mother had stuck around for a few months and was allowed to have supervised visits with her daughter but a lot of the time didn’t turn up when she should have. Said she had decided that she wasn’t cut out to be a mother.

      Jude had had to have strong words with her, telling her to pull herself together and put her daughter first – or get out of her life completely. He never thought for one moment that she would take him literally and apart from the odd birthday card, which sometimes turned up late, they never heard from her.

      ‘This last year has been the worst. Occy told me that she was being bullied at school and when I had it out with her school, they did some digging around and found that she was the one doing the bullying. When we finally got to the bottom of it, it was because the other girls were being horrible to her saying that she was such a bad person that even her mother didn’t want her.’

      ‘Oh my God. That’s awful. Kids can be so hurtful at times.’

      ‘She lashed out at them and punched one of them in the nose. Of course, after that, she was excluded. The school said that, even though there were extenuating circumstances, they couldn’t tolerate such behaviour. So here we are in Driftwood Bay, making a new life for ourselves. Her trying to make new friends in a new place and new school and me trying to work out how to be a good dad and hold down a full-time job and failing miserably at both.’

      He put his head in his hands.

      ‘Maybe Occy working here will be the making of her,’ I offered. ‘She can learn some life skills and earn some cash while studying. I can help a bit. I might know a little about being a fifteen-year-old girl. I was one once, you know, even if it was a while back.’

      I nudged his arm playfully. He smiled but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      ‘Thank you, Gemma, for giving her this chance. For giving us this chance. I just hope it works out. I don’t know what either of us will do if we have another failure in our lives.’

      ‘Ah well, you’re talking to someone who knows quite a bit about failure. But that’s a story for another day. We’d better make sure between us that it’s not then, shouldn’t we?’ I stopped, a question forming itself in my mind. ‘How did you know where she was by the way?’

      ‘Oh, I was chatting to Clem on the phone and told him she wasn’t at home. He said he’d seen a young girl walk past. When I described her, he said it sounded like her so I thought I’d pop by and check. Just lucky I guess.’

      ‘Or meant to be maybe. So, what’s on the menu tonight in Chez Adams, then? Cheesy beans on toast?’

      ‘Ha. I don’t think we’ve got any beans or bread or even cheese for that matter. I meant to go to the supermarket while I was up in Exeter earlier, after my meeting, but totally forgot. I’ll pop to the mini-market on my way home and try to dredge up some enthusiasm for cooking. After a full day’s work that’s not easy.’

      ‘I’m sure we can do better than that.’

      I wandered off to the kitchen and came back with a bag full of food containers. Helping others was something that made me feel good and if you couldn’t help your friends, then who could you help?

      ‘There must be something in that lot that you’ll both eat. There’s pasta sauce, stew, stroganoff, mashed potato and other stuff. There’s a label on each saying what it is and what to do with it.’

      Jude stared at me, seemingly taking a moment or two to gather his thoughts. He frowned.

      ‘Who are you? Some kind of angel or something? I can’t take this.’

      ‘You can and you will. I insist. I can’t have one of my workers not eating properly now, can I?’ I tilted my head and grinned. ‘Or one of my friends.’

      ‘How can I thank you? This is so lovely.’ His voice wavered and his eyes filled with tears. ‘I don’t think anyone has ever done anything this nice for me ever before.’

      ‘Hey, it must be really tough doing what you do for a job. Doing that and having to be a solo parent when you finish work must really take it out of you. You must be shattered. Let me help. It’s helping me as much as it is you anyway. I was going to put these in the freezer anyway. There’s no way I could eat that lot on my own.’

      He reached across and, most unexpectedly, kissed my cheek.

      ‘You, lady, are a very lovely human being. Thank you again. I promise, I’ll repay you in some way.’

      He picked up the bag of food and left, waving as he walked past the window. His shoulders seemed to have lifted. He was clearly a nice man trying to do the best for his family and it warmed my heart to know that I’d been able to help in some small way.

      I touched my face where he had kissed me. If, and it was a huge if, I was looking for someone to share my life with again at some point, I had always thought that someone who already had children would be a big no for me. That I would be jealous of the fact that their child would always come first and that I’d always feel like I was second best. But maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad option after all.

      Irrelevant anyway as I wasn’t looking to fill a man-shaped space in my life. But when I thought about Occy, and how she looked like she needed some love in her life, maybe her working with me here at the café could be a step towards filling a child-shaped hole instead. I felt like I needed her as much as she needed me and hoped that our trial would work out. I would do everything in my power to make it work for both our sakes.

      As I reached to turn the open sign to closed, I realised once again what my darling mum often said, that not only did she do what she did for the community and for her friends but also because it filled her own heart with joy too. That sometimes filling a hole made you feel whole. Bless her.
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      ‘God I’m stuffed!’ I rubbed my belly with pure satisfaction. ‘That chicken tikka masala was the best I’ve ever had. And that keema naan.’ I smacked my lips together. ‘Bloody delicious. Thanks, love. Fancy a glass of wine now?’

      A bottle of Merlot sat on the coffee table.

      ‘Oh, I’ll have mine in a bit,’ Lucy said. ‘Honestly. There isn’t room in my belly for anything else at all right now. I can’t move. I don’t think I can ever eat anything ever again.’

      She burped loudly.

      ‘God sorry!’

      She reached over and broke off a little bit of the leftover poppadom, shoved it in her mouth and grinned at me. ‘Well, apart from that. I think that burp created a tiny bit more room.’

      We laughed. As kids, we were only ever allowed to have pudding if we’d eaten our dinner and Mum always said that if we couldn’t eat all our dinner, we couldn’t possibly have room for anything else, but Lucy always argued the fact that there was always room for a little something else, especially once she’d had a burp.

      Lucy swung her feet round and perched them on my lap. I knew that was her way of asking me to rub her feet. She’d done this since she was a little girl and I always pandered to her wishes, which I did now. She closed her eyes and sighed, clearly loving her foot massage.

      ‘Tonight has been lovely, Gem. I’ve loved having you to myself. It’s so rare that we do it these days. I love Mere but I needed this. Just you and me.’ I noticed her glance my way shiftily. ‘In fact, there’s something important that I need to talk to you about.’

      ‘Ah, so that’s what getting me alone is all about is it, you crafty old mare?’

      She peered at me and suddenly I felt a shift in the atmosphere. I shivered.

      ‘What’s going on, Luce?’

      She sat up straight and drew in a big breath.

      ‘Gemma, I—’

      ‘Oh my God, you’re ill, aren’t you? I knew you were lying when you weren’t drinking last weekend. Oh, Luce, what is it?’ Random thoughts were swirling through my head and I could only pick up on certain words she was saying.

      ‘Doctors… Tests… Hospital… Scans… Results…’

      I was trying to make sense of what she was saying but they were just like random words being thrown at me.

      She reached for both of my hands and held them in hers. Somehow, I managed to hear the next two words perfectly clearly – I thought I’d never be able to unhear them.

      ‘I’m pregnant.’

      She bit the side of her cheek and stared at me.

      It felt as if someone had just punched me in the stomach. Shit! Pregnant. Of all the things she was about to tell me, I didn’t expect that. Pregnant.

      I realised she was studying me closely, waiting for me to say something.

      Shit! Shit! Shit! My hesitation must have spoken a thousand words.

      Pulling myself back to the present, I reached across and took her in my arms. Totally sideswiped.

      Speak Gemma. Say something. You need to react here and you need to react well.

      ‘Oh, Luce. Congratulations. God, I’m so sorry. You took me totally by surprise. I was expecting you to tell me you were dying or something. Oh my God, Lucy. What amazing news. How wonderful.’

      While I knew that the right words were all coming tumbling out of my mouth, I knew that they were sounding flatter than they probably should have. I held her at arm’s length and looked into her eyes, summoning up every little bit of enthusiasm I could.

      ‘Lucy, I’m delighted for you. I really am.’ I painted on a smile that I really wasn’t feeling from the inside but I knew that this would have been just as hard for her as it was for me. ‘Honestly. Wow. I’m going to be an aunty. How exciting is that?’

      She laughed and snorted at the same time, probably in relief that she’d finally broken the news to me.

      ‘And you’re going to be a mum. A mum. God, Lucy, you nearly gave me a heart attack. I honestly thought you were going to give me some bad news.’ I pulled her to my chest again. ‘I’m so glad you are not dying.’

      ‘Me too! Are you sure you are OK with this? There was a little bit of me that was dreading having to tell you.’

      She looked so worried and I felt so incredibly guilty for the fact that telling me probably the most important news she would ever have had made her feel this way. I knew how much my next words would mean to her.

      ‘Lucy. You are my sister and I adore you. You are going to be the most wonderful mother to my nephew or niece. And James will be a wonderful father. I am honestly over the moon.’

      I pulled her to my chest once more and felt a tear roll down my cheek. She held me away from her and put her hand to my face and wiped it away with her thumb.

      ‘You are going to be the best aunty that anyone has ever had.’

      ‘Damn right I will.’

      ‘Mum would be so proud of us both right now Gem. God, I wish she were here to share this with us.’

      We fell towards each other again and clung on for dear life as we both cried with joy, mixed with a little bit of sadness on my part. My sister was going to become a mother and I was going to become an aunty, and it truly was wonderful. A gift.

      But we also sobbed for the grandmother that our mother would never be. All that babysitting and hand holding that she’d never get to do. We also sobbed for the mother that I would never become and the future that I would never have with my own child.

      My happiness was tinged with sorrow for all those things but the news that she had just given me had broken my poor already fractured heart just a tiny little bit more.
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      After a restless night’s sleep where Jude invaded my dreams and told me he and his wife were having a baby, I woke to a soggy pillow wet with tears.

      I left the B & B not long after Lucy had broken the news. I’d said that I was fine and just tired, but she’s my sister and she knows me better than anyone else has ever done; my painted-on smile betraying the secrets of my soul.

      My darling Lucy must have been in such a quandary knowing that she had to share her news with me, being so ecstatically happy about something that would make me so sad. The last thing she would ever want to do is to make me unhappy.

      After checking that it wasn’t too early, I fired off a text to tell her that I was still revelling in their fantastic news. I really was but it was bloody hard knowing that she was going to have all the things that I had always dreamed of. The last person I ever thought I’d be jealous of was my own sister.

      Facebook friends’ posts around new school term time were something I avoided like the plague. All those proud mothers posting photos of their darlings in their uniforms. I tried my hardest not to be jealous and to just accept what was my lot in life. I wasn’t the only person in the world not to be able to have children and I wouldn’t be the last. The only person who would miss out was me and avoiding people wasn’t really the way to be. However, it was the only way I could accept things right now.

      My counsellor said that it was still early days. It had only been two years since we’d had the news that Mum had weeks left to live. Obviously devastated, it was a double blow when Lucas left a month later. And it was only another month after that that I’d bumped into an old friend of his and he’d told me that Lucas’s new girlfriend was pregnant. A further massive blow at a time when I was already fragile. For three days, bed was the only place I found solace and Lucy had been the one who’d made me face reality again, telling me kindly that I had to deal with this. I felt awful because she also needed me as we were both grieving for Mum, but she’d seen her way through it and had booked me an appointment with Emma, my counsellor, and it was with her help that I started to accept the enormity of what had happened.

      She told me that I had to somehow find a way to forgive Lucas for his actions. If I didn’t, the only person who would suffer was me. And I needed to be free from that pain so that I could concentrate on grieving. Losing a parent is colossal. For thirty-seven years Mum was in my life and then she was gone. Literally life changing. Mum taught me everything I knew, apart from the one thing I needed: how to live without her.

      So, I wrote Lucas a letter, telling him how I felt and didn’t hold back on anything. Told him exactly how I felt about not being able to have children.

      In my next session with Emma, she asked if I was ready to show her the letter. I shook my head. I really wasn’t. She smiled and told me that it was time to let go. Time to move forward. She held my hand as we threw the letter into the fire. I watched the flames lick the corners of the paper and take a stronger hold, turning my words into ash.

      Now, I could concentrate on the loss of my darling mother, be there for my sister and together learn to be kind to ourselves, accepting something that we couldn’t change.

      That night, my sleep was sounder than it had been in weeks and it really felt like a turning point. And since then, I’d become more accepting of the situation, even though there were certain things I avoided like driving past the primary school when the children would be coming out. Mother’s Day was particularly hard. Not only was I sad because my own mum wasn’t around to spend the day with, but my regrets about never being a mum myself seemed stronger than ever.

      But as I sat in bed the morning after hearing of Lucy’s news, I was reminded of my strength back then. I realised I could sit here pondering how crap it all felt, while gazing into the horizon, or I could get my arse into gear and get up. There were so many things and people that I was lucky to have in my life and I could be and was thankful for. So, in that moment, I made a pact with myself to start each day with a grateful heart. That day, I was grateful for a warm, cosy home in a stunning location with a view most people would envy. For a sister who was my best friend, who loved me and cared deeply for me. And finally, because I was going to be an aunty, and that was a wonderful thing to be. I really was going to be a bloody fabulous aunty; I’d make damn sure of it.

      Admiring the spectacular view from my bed, while good for my soul, wouldn’t get the café set up for the day so I jumped in the shower and washed away all the sadness and the negativity I’d been feeling. When I wrapped myself in the fluffy bath sheet, I felt a real shift in mindset. I had missed my inspirational walk on the beach this morning and thought I must make the effort to get down there at some point during the day.

      In the distance, I could see Jude strolling across the beach and watched him walk towards the café. I stepped back into the shadows as he turned to look up at my window. I didn’t want him to think I was looking out for him. Which obviously I wasn’t. I just happened to be looking out at the time that he was there. The last thing I needed was the complication of having a crush on someone. Oh God. Did I have a crush on him? Where did that thought come from?

      Maybe it was because he was the nicest looking single man I’d seen for ages. Everyone knew everyone around here, so someone new was interesting. And yes, we were both single, and I’d dreamed about him, but it didn’t mean a thing. Did it?

      I quickly got dressed, tied my pinny round my waist and went down to the café. I walked towards the entrance and put the door on the latch. I turned the closed sign round to show that I was open for business and headed back to the counter. I’d literally just reached it when the bell over the door tinkled and, lo and behold, there he was. My heart skipped a tiny beat.

      I tried to act normal but my words tumbled out.

      ‘Morning Jude. Can’t stay away, eh?’

      Oh lord. Why did I say that?

      ‘Er hi. I just thought I’d grab a cuppa while I saw you opening up. Not too early, am I?’

      ‘No ’course not. Takeaway or sitting in?’

      ‘Depends if you can join me. Wondered if you had a minute for a chat about Occy.’

      ‘Oh. Well, I can’t really join you right now. I’m getting prepped, but if you want to sit at the counter, I can chat to you while there’s no one here if that’s of use.’

      He perched easily on one of the stools. So much easier when you’re six foot tall, unlike little old short-arsed me who really made a meal of getting up on one. They weren’t made for people who were only five foot tall.

      ‘How did the trial go then? Occy hasn’t said a lot to be honest.’

      ‘OK. More than OK actually. She was good. I’ve asked her to come back and do a couple of hours this afternoon. God, I hope that’s OK. Maybe I should have asked you first.’

      ‘It’s fine. I have a couple of work calls to do later. Maybe I could swing round and pick her up when she’s finished. At least she won’t be sat at home on her own while I’m out. On her phone.’

      ‘Ha, she absolutely won’t be doing that, I can assure you. It’ll be much busier later, so she’ll see what real work is and whether she really likes it. The other time was dead quiet and not a true picture of what working here is really like. Although it was nice to see her get her schoolbooks out at the end of the shift and do some revising.’

      His eyes widened.

      ‘Did she? She never mentioned it.’

      ‘Maybe she doesn’t have to share everything with you. She’s probably at that age where she just wants to get on with stuff in her own way, you know? I went through a stage of being quite rebellious. If I decided to do something then I would, but if my mum asked me to do the exact same thing, I’d throw a proper hissy fit and totally refuse. I think it’s about making decisions for ourselves. It wasn’t until years later that Mum admitted she found it hard to accept a child, who she had to make all the decisions for, becoming a young adult who wanted to make – and was perfectly capable of making – their own choices.’

      ‘I never thought of it like that. She says I’m on at her all the time telling her what to do.’

      ‘Well, I don’t want to tell you what you should and shouldn’t be doing with her. I’m not a parent.’ I swallowed and felt a lump forming in my throat and coughed to clear it.

      ‘You’re not, but I do appreciate a second opinion. I just feel like I’m a really crap dad. Whatever I do, all I seem to do is upset her. I can’t win.’

      ‘Maybe just back off a bit and see if it makes a difference. Try it for a few days. You’ve got nothing to lose and everything to gain. And if it doesn’t work out, you’ll be in exactly the same place as you are right now.’

      ‘Thanks, Gemma. You are wise, you know.’

      ‘Ah, well, I had an excellent teacher.’ I looked across at a photo of me and Mum on the wall.

      ‘Your mum?’

      ‘Yep. Bless her.’

      ‘You must miss her.’

      ‘More than you’ll ever know. And right now especially.’

      That slipped out without me meaning it to.

      ‘Gemma, is everything OK? You don’t seem like yourself today. You look, I don’t know. Kind of sad maybe? Something on your mind? Can I help? A problem shared is a problem halved.’

      He reached across the counter and grabbed my hand. I looked up into his big brown eyes and seconds turned into what felt like at least a minute, or even two. The doorbell tinkled again and a party of four women came in, laughing and chatting loudly. I was literally saved by the bell.

      I pulled my hand away, and touched my neck, which I could feel getting warmer.

      ‘Maybe another time. I must get to work now.’ I turned to the women, hopefully hiding my blushing cheeks. ‘Morning, folks. If you’d like to grab a table, there are menus out and I’ll be over to take your order in a jiffy.’

      ‘I’ll leave you to it then. Thanks, Gemma. I hope this afternoon goes well.’

      ‘See you later, Jude.’

      He saluted, grinned and walked towards the door.

      As I headed over to the table of four, who were sitting in the window overlooking the bay, I was watching Jude’s every move. I sighed before turning to the women. ‘Now what can I get you?’

      ‘Him for starters. What a dish.’
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      ‘Blimey! Is that what a Saturday afternoon is normally like?’

      ‘I’m afraid so. Too much like hard work for you?’

      ‘Absolutely not.’ Occy puffed her chest out. ‘I’m not afraid of anything, me.’

      ‘Glad to hear it because if you can continue to work like that, under that sort of pressure, and if it’s OK with your dad…’ a big grin broke out across Occy’s pretty face ‘… then I would love to have you work with me. Oomph!’

      I felt like I’d been tackled by a rugby player as Occy flung herself at me. As she clung on, I breathed in a heady mix of cheap make-up, fake tan and flowery deodorant. As I held her, it occurred to me that she might not have embraced another woman for a long time. I came from a really huggy family and Mum always hugged me and Lucy and told us she loved us, even when she said we were being right royal pains in the bum.

      We were mid-hug when the doorbell went and Jude walked in.

      ‘I take it you got the job then?’

      ‘Not yet,’ I said, breaking away from Occy. ‘There’s one condition.’

      They both looked at me, waiting for my next words.

      ‘It’s down to you, Jude. If you allow Occy to work here, then I’d love to have her on the team. She’s done a cracking job today and worked hard. She’s even made friends with Betty.’

      He tilted his head to one side. ‘Betty?’

      ‘Yes, Betty the Beast. Our coffee machine.’

      ‘Well, maybe she needs to make her favourite dad a drink then I’ll give my verdict.’

      She laughed. ‘If my favourite dad was here, then I would.’

      He held his hand to his heart.

      ‘You wound me, child. Good job I love you. You making me that drink or not?’

      ‘Great idea,’ I said, untying my pinny. ‘Occy, me and your dad are going to sit at that corner table. Pretend we’re just two normal customers and come and take our order.’

      ‘Gemma, you are not serious?’

      ‘I am. Come on. Show your dad what you’ve been doing all afternoon.’

      Jude and I took a seat in the far window. Occy followed us over.

      ‘Good afternoon, what can I get you?’ She smiled and a little giggle escaped from her lips.

      ‘May I?’ His eyes searched mine, questioning whether it was OK for him to take the lead.

      I nodded back at Jude.

      ‘Two of your finest hot chocolates please, young lady.’

      ‘Certainly, sir. Would you like whippy cream with that?’

      ‘Yes please.’

      ‘Marshmallows?’

      ‘Please.’

      ‘Chocolate sprinkles, sir?’ That giggle again. She was enjoying this role-playing. Still a child at heart even though in a teenager’s body.

      ‘Gosh all the questions. Yes please. The full works.’

      ‘I’ll be right back.’ Her wide eyes questioned me and I nodded my approval.

      Five minutes later, she returned slowly, very carefully balancing the drinks on a tray, concentrating hard and not spilling a drop. After placing the tray on the table, she breathed out a sigh of relief and handed us each a mug. She looked over at her father who was keeping a very serious face as he thanked her.

      She took the empty tray and headed back to the counter, where she placed the tray down the side, and leaned on the counter with her elbows, looking towards us.

      Her dad picked up the mug and took a sip.

      Too impatient, Occy was suddenly back at his side.

      ‘Dad? Just tell me, right.’

      ‘You’re a bloody marvel, Octavia Adams. This is the lushest hot chocolate I’ve ever had.’ This time it was my eyes that widened. He coughed. ‘Equally as good as the one Gemma made me after I’d been for a swim the other day.’

      We all laughed.

      ‘Can I work here, Dad? Please? Please? I won’t ever ask you for anything again. Ever. I’ll even stop bugging you to get a dog.’

      ‘That’ll be the day. Can I have that in writing?’

      ‘If you say yes, then I’ll go and get a piece of paper and a pen.’

      They locked eyes and finally he nodded. She punched the air, gave me a high five and flung her arms around him.

      ‘I’m made up. Thanks, Dad. You’re the best. And thank you, Gemma, too. I’m going to be the best waitress you ever had. Watch me. I’m going to go and tell Lizzie that I got the job.’

      ‘Lizzie?’

      ‘Yep, my friend from school. I told her I’d meet her on the beach after my shift.’

      Jude raised his eyebrows.

      ‘OK, don’t be long, as I’m going to drink this and then head home. I’ll be doing tea as soon as I get back. Well, warming up what Gemma gave us the other day…’

      ‘OK, I won’t.’ As Occy reached the door, she swung back round. ‘Oh, and Dad, if you ever call me Octavia again, I seriously will leave home.’

      Jude spat his hot chocolate all over the table at that.

      Occy slammed the door behind her and we both winced at the noise. I really would have to teach her how to open and close a door without it nearly coming off its hinges.

      ‘Thanks, Gemma,’ Jude said, his eyes full of warmth. ‘Honestly, I don’t think I’ve seen her that happy for years. She certainly hasn’t hugged me like that in years. I honestly thought I’d seen the last of her hugs. Funny when you have kids, you never know when the last time will be. The last time they hold your hand, the last time they kiss you goodnight. It just kind of stops with no warning. If only you knew…’

      He drifted off and then looked up at me, noticing that I couldn’t actually speak.

      I knew that my smile didn’t quite reach my eyes. How I’d love to have had that hand holding and the kisses goodnight in the first place.

      ‘Gemma, are you OK? You haven’t seemed yourself today.’

      ‘I’ll be fine. Not something I want to talk about right now if you don’t mind but maybe at some time I will. Thank you for noticing though.’ I stirred my spoon in my drink and smiled for real this time. ‘See? You’re not all bad, Jude Adams.’

      ‘I’ll take that. Right now, my daughter thinks I’m great and that’s a big win. Your food, by the way… It’s lush! I might have to put in a regular order with you. It’s made life so much easier this week. No one ever told me that being an adult meant that you’ve got to think about what you’re going to have for tea every night for the rest of your life. It’s so repetitive. Most of being an adult is repetitive when I think about it. I’m sure life should be more exciting than this. I felt envy at work today because someone said they were taking their wife to the cinema next weekend. How sad is that?’

      ‘Not sad at all! The hard part about being on your own is not having someone to go and do things like that with. I can’t remember the last time I went and saw a film.’

      ‘Oh, I can. We argued about it for days, because I wanted to go and see an action film and Occy wanted to watch some girly romance thing – my worst nightmare. We rowed so much at the cinema that we got back in the car and came home instead. She was really upset that she didn’t get to see the film she’d been wanting to see for ages.’

      ‘That’s funny. I blooming love a girly romance film but then again I don’t mind an action movie either. You can’t really go on your own though, can you? I’d feel like a proper saddo if I did. I’m sure no one would really care but I would feel a bit daft.’

      ‘Yeah, I don’t think I’d go on my own either.’

      ‘Actually, I might have just had an idea. I wonder if Occy might like to go and see something with me. She could come with me and Mere and maybe Lucy too. In fact, she could ask her friend Lizzie and we could make a girls’ night out of it.’

      ‘She’d probably love it.’

      The more I thought about it, the more of a great night this could turn out to be.

      ‘She might be fed up with me by then though, now she’ll be working for me.’

      ‘I doubt it very much. She hasn’t stopped talking about you for days. Gemma this, Gemma that. You’ve made a real impression on her, I have to say.’

      ‘That’s nice to hear but I’m sure it will soon wear off. She probably won’t be so complimentary after she’s worked with me for a few more weeks and I’ve been bossing her around.’

      ‘Well, she hates me bossing her around so it’ll be interesting to see.’

      ‘But you’re her dad. You’re the closest person she has. The person who she can truly be herself with. There’s always going to be that sense of being a little bit on her best behaviour that comes out with other people.’

      ‘It’s so hard to get it right, Gemma.’ He sighed and looked out to the sea.

      ‘I can only imagine. My mum said I was a right horror to her at times. She just kept on telling me how much she loved me even if I was being vile to her. Teenage girl hormones can be monsters, you know. It’s like there’s an alien in your body that you can’t control. And there’s even more pressure on them than ever these days to look good too. Even at her age. Especially at her age.’

      ‘I reckon I’d have liked your mum.’

      ‘She was amazing. But so are you. You’ve brought up a fifteen-year-old. How cool is that? God, I wish I could say that about myself.’

      ‘Did you never want children, Gemma?’

      I knew I couldn’t go there, not now. Jude and I didn’t know each other well enough for me to share too much of my personal history with him and especially not when a lot of the feelings I had were at the forefront of my mind, Lucy’s news still making me feel quite raw.

      ‘You know she’s been great today,’ I said, changing the subject. ‘The customers love her. She’s like a breath of fresh air and hasn’t stopped smiling.’

      ‘My daughter? Are you sure we’re talking about the same person here? The same moody madam I live with?’

      I laughed. ‘Maybe we’ve just found something that she really wants to do. This could be a turning point.’

      ‘I really do hope so. It would be amazing. I’ve been so worried about uprooting her and moving her to a new place. But she’s been like a different kid this last week. Even seems happy to be getting up and going to school. Working with you has been something to look forward to and it’s done her the world of good.’ He reached out across the table and covered my hand with his. ‘Thank you for everything you’ve done for her.’

      Those big brown beautiful eyes bore into mine but, a little embarrassed, I pulled my hand away. ‘It’s great, I think I need her as much as she needs me.’ Then, my voice lowered, I said, ‘Maybe we found each other when we needed to.’ I stood and abruptly collected the mugs before I could say any more. ‘I should… you know, get on.’

      ‘Yes, I’ll make a move. Thanks again, Gemma.’

      He smiled and held my gaze again, and I felt a fluttery feeling in my belly.

      ‘Bye, Jude.’

      He turned to the door but when halfway through, turned back.

      ‘And if you ever fancy seeing one of those action films one night, maybe we could... you know… go together.’

      Jeez, I wasn’t expecting that. He was asking me out. Shit!

      ‘Oh! I… Er… Thanks but no thanks. I’m really not looking for anything like that right now. I’m just happy on my own.’

      The words, ‘even if you do make my tummy tingle a lot’, remained unspoken.

      ‘Oh God! I don’t mean like that. As mates. I can’t be doing with all that dating malarkey either, thanks very much. Not that you’re not…’ He stumbled over his words. ‘I mean, you’re…’ He waved his hands at me. ‘You’re perfectly lovely… In fact, better than lovely. You’re… I mean… it’s just not what I’m looking for. However, if you fancy a night out with someone else who never gets much chance to go out, then maybe we could go together. Not a date. Definitely not. Like a not-date. No pressure though.’ He tapped his hand on the door handle, evidently feeling as embarrassed as I did. ‘I’m going to go now before I make even more of a tit of myself. Night, Gemma.’

      And then he was gone and I was left staring at the door.

      Better than lovely, he said. I’ll take that. And if it was not a real date, then maybe a not-date would be a nice way to spend an evening. And those tummy tingles, that could just be wind, you know.
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      The beauty of a sunrise never ceased to amaze me and bring joy to my heart and today, as the rising sun cast a rosy hue over Driftwood Bay, was no exception. Mother nature at her best. Another brand-new day bringing with it hopes, dreams and in my case a to-do list as long as a fireman’s pole.

      Note to self: stop thinking about firemen.

      The flurry of early morning activity from dog walkers and those out for a run made me smile, grateful that I’d been able to afford to have the café’s bifold doors put in place last summer to make the most of the stunning view.

      Meredith waved as she passed by with Alice. Returning the gesture, I wondered when Lucy would be sharing her news with others. Bottling up secrets and emotions wasn’t good for me. Maybe my session with my counsellor later would help. At least with her, I could tell her exactly how I felt with no judgement and no bias.

      Yesterday had been a busy day again so Monday mornings were always nice as time was more on my side and allowed me to sit and drink my morning coffee in peace and quiet, pondering the world, gathering my thoughts.

      Making a massive batch of food was my morning priority, and then onto Truro with the car loaded full of food. Not even Lucy knew what my Monday afternoons held. It was my little secret for now, the only thing in my life just for me. Something that left me feeling like I’d done my little bit of kindness for the world.

      Lucy was always curious as to where I go but I passed it off as meeting up with friends from where I used to live, shopping out of the village or an extra therapy session, and luckily, she didn’t press any further. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to share it with her – some secrets were better left unsaid. It was also good to be away from the noise of the work going on, especially today as I knew Clem was going to be knocking down walls. Being out of the way would be good and as long as he could contact me by phone, which he could for most of the day, maybe some time away from the bay would do me good as well.

      I checked my emails and found one from someone called Rachel asking about the job. She’d seen the ad I’d placed in a local Facebook group. I gave her a quick call and she said that she was going to be moving quite close to Driftwood Bay soon and wondered if the job might still be available in a couple of months’ time. When she talked about her past roles and her experience, she sounded perfect and, for the right person, I could definitely hang on. Sometimes more damage could be done by having the wrong person so I explained that I was having some work done and was looking for some permanent help nearer the launch date. We agreed that she’d give me a call back, when she knew she’d be able to get over to book some time in with me. She seemed nice. Quiet but polite and personable. Hopefully she’d be back in touch. I’d learned not to put too much of my hopes in other people and had to trust that it would work out if it was meant to be.

      I wouldn’t stop looking for other suitable people just in case. I already had some part-time help from Pat and with Occy helping too I reckoned that I could manage for the time being, even if it was going to keep me busy. It wasn’t like I had much else to do either.

      Maybe being busy was just what I needed while I got my head around the news. I’d put off speaking to Lucy for the last couple of days, sticking to texts which felt safer. I could send emojis and effusive wording that I wasn’t really feeling in person. I did feel bad because this was the first time for literally years we’d been a little distant, and this was such a huge thing for Lucy. It must have been such a traumatic few weeks for her, finding out her amazing news and being happier than she’d probably been in her life, contrasted so much with the knowledge that it could upset me beyond words. It must have been so hard for her to cope with. For them both in fact. I loved James like a brother, and I knew he’d never want to hurt me. I was sure she and James had spent ages discussing it and working out when and how to tell me.

      She had said to me that while, in a way, I was the first person she wanted to tell, at the same time she didn’t want to tell me until they knew it was a safer time for them. God forbid anything should have happened early in the pregnancy and it would have all been for nothing – although I was her sister and would have wanted to help her through it, had anything gone wrong.

      After a day or two of lying low, and nursing my bruised pride, ego and any other part of me that was feeling particularly battered, I decided to make the effort to pull up my big girl pants and be the support that she needed me to be. It was sad really that she felt the need to treat me differently, although maybe my behaviour now was exactly the reason why she did.

      As my big sister, she would only ever want to protect me, I knew, and she’d always been the one who would save me from hurt, especially after Mum died, when she’d almost taken on the maternal role in the family. She saw it as her job to make sure that I was OK and that’s why she in particular was my rock when my life fell apart. It was just a shame that the reason my life fell apart was the very thing that was being brought into our relationship right now.

      I hoped that time was all I needed, and that when the news had sunk in, and I wasn’t feeling quite so tender about everything, I could, should and would be properly enthusiastic. It needed nipping in the bud really and dealing with quickly before it escalated and became something that destroyed our relationship.

      After all, I was going to be an aunty. And that was exciting. We were having a new family member and there was a tiny little bit of that realisation now seeping through to my brain. I needed to get over myself and be Lucy’s sister and her baby’s aunty, to the best of my abilities. I couldn’t let this be the thing that came between us.

      I hoped that in the next day or so, we could sit and talk, maybe both tell each other how we felt. Put her mind at rest that she shouldn’t have to hide away her pregnancy for my sake, and risk upsetting me. It was raking up demons from my past, but what I needed to do was slay those dragons once and for all. Or if not quite that dramatically, at least lock them away in a cage for a while.

      Crikey! I hoped Emma was prepared for my session today. She might be thankful when it was over. I was sure by the time I was walking out of her room at the end of the session, she’d be pouring herself a bloody great big glass of wine. I was damn sure that’s what I would be doing when I got home.
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      The cinema trip came about much quicker than I thought it might. The following evening Occy burst through the door in her normal whirlwind style and told me that her dad had told her about our conversation. She asked if I’d go and see the latest romcom with her while her dad went to watch an action movie that was on at the same time. She’d asked her friends at school and none of them could make it and she didn’t want to go on her own.

      I wasn’t entirely sure that she particularly wanted to see it with me to be honest. I think she just hadn’t got anyone else to go with. But the film she wanted to see was only on for one week and, when I looked it up, it did look like something I’d enjoy. So, after much pleading from her, I agreed. It would be a jaunt because the cinema was in Truro, but the journey turned out to be quite enjoyable with Jude driving and Occy hardly taking a breath and chatting all the way there.

      When we arrived, while Occy nipped to the ladies, Jude said that he hadn’t seen her as fired up as this for years and he was delighted that she appeared to have turned a corner. He believed that getting the job in the café had really helped her, even though she’d only just started.

      He’d offered to buy the tickets for us all as a treat but when he tried to book the action film, we discovered there was a problem with the screening, so it wasn’t showing. Occy and I found it hilarious that her dad was going to have to sit through the romcom after all.

      When it was over, Occy and I were saying how much we enjoyed it, and we both fell about laughing at Jude giving his critical analysis of the film, saying how predictable the plot had been, how much of a doormat the main male character was and that he could have written something better himself. He went on to describe his idea of a plot which had way more action in it and much more blood and gore. Occy and I tried to explain to him that it was all those things he was complaining about that make people love romcoms. It’s the fact that you know it’s going to be a happy-ever-after ending and that it’s all about the journey.

      ‘It just confirms that I don’t know the opposite sex at all. I thought women wanted big strong men and not weak “wetters”.’

      I proper laughed out loud at that, especially when Occy snorted in hysteria, which only made me laugh all the more.

      Once the initial flurry of people had gone, we headed to the door and the usherette smiled at us broadly.

      ‘Oh, it is lovely to see that people still have a family night out. And that teenagers want to go out with their parents. My son wouldn’t be seen dead on a night out with me and his father. You’re so lucky. We don’t get many happy families in here these days.’

      We didn’t have the heart to correct her, however her comments made us laugh even more. I supposed we must have looked that way. Funny what the eye sees without knowing the story behind it.

      I offered to treat us all to a McDonald’s on the way home. It had been a while since I’d had one but as we were on a retail park and we were all starving it seemed like a good option.

      ‘Hey, Gemma.’ I swung round towards the person who was coming in the door as we were heading out.

      Shit! I hadn’t even considered that we might bump into someone I knew. Let alone Mike of all people. Mike was someone from my Truro world, which was so disconnected from Driftwood Bay and my life there that I couldn’t get away quickly enough. And that’s the way I wanted it to stay for as long as I could keep it under wraps. I’m sure he must have thought me incredibly rude when I turned quickly and scooted under his arm and out of the door.

      ‘Oh, er, Mike. Hi. I’m so sorry but we can’t stop. Lovely to see you.’

      I scurried back to the car, making furtive glances over my shoulder to make sure Mike wasn’t following me. I couldn’t bear it if he referred to our Truro project and was clearly fretting about it so much that it made Jude ask if all was OK.

      A split-second decision made me cover up with a whopping lie.

      ‘Yes of course. Just an old school friend who’s a bit weird. Shall we go?’ I replied.
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        * * *

      

      Driving back into Driftwood Bay always lifted my heart, and as we approached the road down into the bay, I had to stifle my normal groan of pleasure when I saw the twinkling street lights and the glimmering sea. Coming home always felt perfect, that feeling that everything in my world was going to be OK. Jude had offered to drive me to my door but as it would have meant him going round the one-way system, I told him that I’d walk from their place.

      Jude was renting a property at the top of the village and he invited me in for a cuppa. As I always loved a nosy round people’s houses, and I’d had such a lovely evening in their company, I took him up on his offer. Occy said she was heading off to bed and gave me a peck on the cheek.

      While Jude was in the kitchen, I cast my eyes around the lounge. The walls were white and bare, the harsh lighting showed up the dark grey furniture and the room felt cold and unloved. Masculine even, with a distinct lack of cushions, rugs, or colour. There was no sign of any personality; no pictures hanging on the walls or trinkets around except for a framed photo of a woman holding a young child. I took a step towards it.

      ‘That’s Occy’s mother if you hadn’t guessed.’

      I hadn’t heard him come into the room.

      I wrinkled my nose, thankful that I hadn’t quite been caught peering too closely at something so very personal.

      ‘Sorry, you must think me terribly nosy.’ I moved away from the mantelpiece where it clearly took pride of place.

      ‘Don’t worry. It’s hard not to see when it’s centre stage. Not where I would have put it. In fact, I wouldn’t have it up here at all.’ He lowered his voice as he moved towards the door and pushed it to. ‘Occy doesn’t know the half of it where her mother is concerned. Sometimes not knowing the truth is easier than knowing.’ Those words cut deep within me.

      ‘You must find that hard.’

      ‘She doesn’t need to know; no good could come of it. It’s hard sometimes to bite my tongue when she talks about her; she’s always put her on a bit of a pedestal. She thinks she must have gone on to bigger and better things – if it meant leaving her family behind. Although now she’s a little older I think it’s more a case of her realising things for herself, working out that her mother isn’t Beyoncé or Lady Gaga. I’ve also learned the hard way that it’s OK for her to say things about her mother but no one else can. Not even me. But to be honest, Gemma, she doesn’t need me to keep telling her that her mother is a grown-up and can make her own decisions. She could have changed things around for the sake of her daughter but she chose not to. But it’s not my place to say. It’s really not helpful.’

      ‘I know you don’t think it, but you are a good dad you know, Jude.’

      ‘Ah thank you. But you are seeing a different Occy to the one I’ve seen for the last year or so. So very different and long may it continue. You’re clearly having an excellent influence on her. Thanks for all you’re doing for her. I think she’s missed having a female influence in her life, so I’m really thankful.’

      ‘It’s no problem. She’s a good kid at heart. I enjoy having her around.’ I hesitated before opening up about the fact that I couldn’t have children. For some reason it felt natural to tell him.

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Gemma.’

      His response was perfect and genuine.

      I stayed for another drink and we chatted amiably. It was nice to sit and talk to someone new. Jude was interesting as well as entertaining and stories of his antics in the fire brigade made me laugh. He asked lots of questions and showed interest in me as a person too. The conversation flowed freely, which I knew was something I shouldn’t take for granted, especially after hearing so many stories from Meredith, who made me howl with tales of her dating escapades. She’d told me how most of the first dates were with people who just wanted to talk about themselves. The thought of having to go through all that meeting new people absolutely horrified me. An old school friend of mine said she went on the dating apps because she’d got nothing better to do, but to be honest, my problem in life was that I didn’t have enough hours in the day, so I didn’t have any time to waste. In fact, I struggled to understand why some people did. That was why this ‘not-date’ had been a huge success for me. Getting to know a male friend with absolutely no pressure for it to be anything else was just what I needed.

      ‘Thanks for the cuppa and the chat,’ I said. ‘And the night out. I’ve really enjoyed it. I’ll make a move though now. I’m not a great sleeper so will be up with the birds.’

      ‘It’s been lovely,’ Jude replied with a smile. ‘Thank you for coming with us. Let me grab my coat and I’ll walk you back.’

      ‘No, you’re fine.’

      ‘I insist. I’m not going to let you walk home in the dark.’

      ‘I’m a big girl, Jude, I’ll be fine. This is Driftwood Bay after all.’

      I always enjoyed walking around the harbour at night. Sometimes when I couldn’t sleep, I’d pop my coat on over my pyjamas and wander around in the dark, just lapping up its beauty. I’d never felt as safe anywhere else in the world as I did in Driftwood Bay.

      ‘I don’t care. I’m a big burly fireman and I will ensure that you are delivered safely to your door. It’s against my principles for a woman to walk home alone. I know you women are all about women’s rights but I’m old-fashioned and insist.’

      ‘Thank you. I’m all up for equality.’ I grabbed my coat. ‘But only when it suits.’

      He laughed and held the door open for me.

      It was a crisp, cool, dry autumn evening with a full moon illuminating the bay. We could have strolled back down the hill to the café, which would have only taken a few minutes, but we walked via the harbour instead, our footsteps and the hypnotic jingling of metal on metal on the boats the only sounds to be heard.

      We stopped at the side door to the café and Jude looked around.

      ‘Bloody love it here. I reckon you’ve got one of the best spots in the harbour.’

      ‘Hard not to agree. It’s lush, isn’t it?’ I looked around, taking in the beauty of the spot. My safe haven. ‘Thanks again for tonight, Jude.’

      ‘My pleasure. It’s lovely to go out with someone when you both know you’re just friends. Much to the disappointment of my mates at the station, I’m not looking for someone in my life at the moment. Having Occy is taking up all my time and energy and it’s important to me to focus on her. Maybe when she’s got through these last couple of years at school and we know what her next few years hold, it’ll be a different matter.’

      ‘Same here. It’s been nice knowing that this is just a night out as mates. Not going through all that wondering about whether someone likes you in that way, or whether you’ve impressed them.’

      ‘Well, you always impress me, but not in that way – if you don’t mind me saying.’

      We both laughed and shuffled round a little awkwardly.

      ‘So, what do we do now then?’ he asked. ‘Shake hands? Hug? Fist bump? High five? What would happen now in one of your smushy romcoms, Gem?’

      He raised an eyebrow before reaching across and gave me a gentle peck on the cheek.

      I nodded my approval.

      ‘OK, that’ll do it. And at least you know I wasn’t going in for a full-on end-of-the-date snog.’

      ‘Oh God, can you imagine?’ We both fell silent for a second longer than was perhaps necessary, holding each other’s gaze before we broke eye contact.

      ‘Right then. See you soon, Gemma.’

      ‘Night, Jude.’

      I watched him walk away and grinned to myself as a thought popped into my head: if this was a smushy romcom, I bet Jude would be an amazingly good snogger.
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      Occy arrived at the café ten minutes after school finished for the day, again whooshing in through the door with boundless energy and a great big smile.

      ‘Hey, Gemma, how’s it going?’

      She flung her school bag behind the counter and I stopped in my tracks. Her actions took my breath away. It was almost identical to how I would greet Mum, grabbing an apron from the hook in the kitchen and tying it around her waist, while automatically tying her hair back and wittering on about her day. Exactly like I used to.

      Once this thought properly sunk in, it just made me smile. She was literally like a mini-me.

      ‘What?’ She raised her hands in the air and pulled a face, totally oblivious of the memories she had just raked up, which tugged on my heart.

      The bell announced that we had company and I promised to tell her what was making me smile once the rush had died down. This was always a busy time of the day. School mums congregated in the café both after the morning school run and after picking up on an afternoon.

      I had always wanted it to be the sort of place that parents could bring their children to and give them something to do, while taking some time out to relax for themselves. There were a couple of highchairs in the corner for those who brought babies and toddlers, with a big wicker box full of colouring pencils and pads and drawing books along with a bookshelf with a selection of popular books.

      Someone just last week came to thank me, saying, ‘As a young mother, I didn’t realise how rewarding motherhood was but also how exhausting too. I always wished I could just go somewhere to chill out if only for a few minutes’ respite. And then I stumbled across your fabulous café and I’m so pleased I did. It’s my favourite time of the week where I can just be. I tell all my friends about you. But then also hope that they don’t come at the same time as me.’

      We’d laughed together and I’d said that she was allowed to be selfish with her precious time. Just to hear her say this had made my day.

      This was exactly my intention when I created these areas. Mum always used to say that when we were young, she couldn’t even go to the loo in peace and used to laugh with us saying that our downstairs loo wasn’t the family meeting room. In those days, there wasn’t the stuff available that there is now, so hopefully I’d managed to get the balance just right.

      For the older kids, there was an internet corner where they could play some of their favourite games and have some chill-out time watching videos. I was told that the local kids loved my café, just as much as their parents did and I hoped to make each of these areas bigger when the extension work was complete.

      There was nothing in many towns for teenagers to do or places for them to go. Mum always used to say that there should be more youth clubs around. I didn’t have the room for ping pong tables or trampolines like she had in her youth, but I hoped she might be watching down on me, proud of what I had achieved, and what I was hoping to do in the future for the community.

      I hoped that Occy might make use of these areas too if she needed to do some homework and as I was in the café until quite late most days. I was very happy for her to stay. The company would be welcomed.

      With my head constantly down and hardly noticing who I was serving, I looked up in total surprise when a familiar voice said my name.

      ‘Gem…’

      I gulped.

      ‘Luce. Hi. How are you? Is everything OK?’

      She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She moved from one foot to the other.

      ‘I thought I’d pop in just before closing. You got time for a cuppa and a chat?’

      I supposed that I couldn’t put things off for much longer and smiled back at her.

      ‘Yeah sure. Grab that table in the window and I’ll bring us some drinks over.’

      When Occy found me in the kitchen a few minutes later, I was hiding behind the door, doing breathing exercises.

      ‘What the f—’

      ‘Don’t even think about finishing that sentence, young lady.’

      She’d never know though how much she made me snap out of my state of panic.

      ‘OK. So… What’s up with you?’

      ‘Sshh! For goodness’ sake. She’ll hear you.’

      ‘Who will? What are you on about? There’s no one here apart from that lady over there.’

      It took a while for the penny to drop.

      ‘Ah, it’s her you are hiding from. Want me to tell her to do one?’

      I gave a brief derisory laugh.

      ‘No, but thank you. I must go and face the music sometime. May as well get it over and done with. Can you bring two lattes over please?’

      Poor Occy looked so confused. I would have to fill her in at some point soon.

      I pulled myself straight, took a deep breath through my nose and breathed out through my mouth and flung open the kitchen door, pasting a smile on my face. It was time to put on those big girl pants.

      ‘Luce.’

      ‘Gem.’

      She stood and hugged me. It was what we always did but for some reason that day it took me by surprise. I sat opposite her.

      ‘How are you doing? You’re looking…’ I looked into her eyes. Really looked. I could see that she wasn’t herself and that her eyes were a little red. ‘You’re looking well. How’s things?’ Despite how I was feeling, I hoped with all of my heart that she wasn’t here with bad news.

      ‘Oh, I’m OK, but I needed to see you. I needed to know that you were OK. Are you?’

      ‘’Course I am.’ I smiled at her.

      ‘Are you though? Really?’

      I didn’t realise that I’d sighed out loud until she mentioned it. I looked at her face. She normally had a twinkle in her bright-blue eyes and a smile as big as an ocean, but both seemed absent today. I don’t know why it suddenly hit me this way, but in that very moment I realised that I was the one responsible for dulling her sparkle.

      ‘I’m sorry that you can’t have children, Gemma. Sorrier than you’ll ever know but I don’t know how to be around you right now. I love you more than anyone in the whole world. Maybe you could not mention that to James by the way.’ I smirked at this. ‘I want to be happy that I’m having a baby and I want to include you, but I only want that if it’s what you want too.’

      ‘Oh, Lucy! I’m sorry. I’ve been too busy feeling sorry for myself that I didn’t think it would be affecting you too. What a selfish cow I’ve been.’ I took her hand in mine. ‘Can you forgive me? I do want to be part of this… this amazing thing that you…’ I waved my finger around in a circular motion aimed at her belly ‘… have got going on.’

      ‘I’ve never in my life not known what to do around you, Gemma, even after everything happened with Mum and then again with Lucas. But right now, I think you need to tell me what you do and don’t want me to do.’

      She looked so sad, I couldn’t bear the thought that I’d been the one to make her feel this way. I looked over at Occy where she was hovering by the counter with our drinks, not wanting to intrude on what she could see was a very intimate conversation. Talk about reading the room. Her perception skills were first class. She was an expert at it already, even at her young age. I waved her over.

      ‘Sorry, didn’t know whether to come over or not.’

      ‘This, Occy, is my sister Lucy. Lucy, this is my newest and most favourite member of staff. What do you think? Should we tell her?’

      Lucy nodded. ‘If you promise not to let it go further, I might let you into a very big family secret.’

      Occy’s eyes opened wide and a grin broke out.

      ‘I swear.’

      ‘You nearly already did that earlier.’

      ‘Oops, sorry.’ She giggled.

      ‘I promise then.’

      ‘I, owner of this establishment, am going to be… drum roll please…’

      Occy drummed her hands on the edge of the table and waited patiently.

      ‘… am going to be…’

      ‘Oh, get on with it.’ She laughed.

      ‘… am going to be an aunty.’

      The high-pitched squeal that escaped her lips made us both wince; probably made the dogs in the neighbouring village prick up their ears too.

      ‘Oh-mi-God! Oh-mi-God! That’s fantastic news. Congratulations.’ She flung her arms around me and then ran round to Lucy, hugging her too. ‘Oh, I love babies. Can I babysit? I can’t wait to have a baby of my own.’

      ‘Don’t let your father hear you say that. He’ll have a heart attack.’ I laughed. ‘And at the age of fifteen, I hope you’ll be waiting for a good while yet.’

      ‘Ha.’ She scoffed. ‘I don’t mean now. Not for ages yet. Not till I’m ancient, like at least twenty-five or something.’ Lucy and I caught each other’s eye and laughed. ‘I’ve got years ahead of me, but it’s something I’ve always wanted. I know exactly the type of mother I want to be. Someone just like you, Gemma. A friend to chat to, someone to have a laugh with and someone to guide you. You are going to be such a sick aunty.’ She flicked her wrist at me and couldn’t stop grinning. ‘You must both be so excited.’

      I glanced across at Lucy, who had tilted her head to one side, listening intently.

      ‘We absolutely are,’ I said. ‘It’s the best news in the world. I am going to try to be the best aunty possible, but, more than that, I’m going to look after my sister all the way through this pregnancy and make sure she enjoys every minute from now on.’

      I reached across for Lucy’s hand again and looked into those eyes. It was just like looking into my mother’s eyes and a little lump formed in my throat. Sometimes grief struck me completely out of nowhere; I sometimes missed Mum with such intensity it took my breath away.

      ‘Mum would have loved this. I wish with the whole of my heart that she could be here right now. And while we can be sad that she’s not here, we can also be happy that she was the best mum that we could have ever wished for. She taught us to be the best versions of ourselves and I know she’s smiling down on us right now. You’ve got this, Luce. We’ve got this. Together.’

      Occy chewed the inside of her cheek as she stood and quickly announced that she was going to get off. There must be at least a little bit of her that wondered about her own mother at times like this. I hoped we hadn’t upset her with this talk of ours. I’d find an excuse to message her later to make sure she was OK. Or message her dad. Maybe that might be a better way to deal with the situation.

      Once Occy had gone, I explained to Lucy what I knew.

      ‘You and Jude seem to be getting friendly. How do you know all of this?’

      ‘Yes, it’s nice to have friends. Nothing more than that, so you can take that smirk off your face. Neither of us are looking for anything else right now. Jude has Occy to focus on and I have the café. No room for anything else.’

      Lucy raised her eyebrows at me again.

      ‘If you say so, Gemma. If you say so…’
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      A few enquiries had come in via the phone and a couple more people had popped in about the job though all of them were not at all suitable in my opinion. One had seemed pleasant enough, a local man, but he talked more to my boobs than my face. I knew I’d always been blessed in that department, but seriously, it felt like he was a bit of a lech and I couldn’t have someone like that around Occy. She might not know how to handle them and, anyway, she shouldn’t have to. Not that I was an expert, but as a fully fledged grown-up, I could certainly look after myself.

      Another person was another schoolgirl, pleasant enough but she had the grubbiest nails and looked like she needed a good scrub in general. The thought of her going anywhere near food scared me to death. I’d have the environmental health people up in arms.

      Maybe Meredith was right and the most appropriate person would come along at the right time, so it was exciting to get a call from the lady who had contacted me previously. Crossing my fingers, I arranged a time and day for her to come in and I was looking forward to meeting her as she sounded like she could potentially be a good fit, having way more café and restaurant experience than anyone else who had applied.

      When she arrived, I explained that I might have to keep popping away as there was only me in that day. Pat had received a call not long after she’d arrived earlier in the day, from her granddaughter’s school, to say that she was poorly and needed picking up. Her daughter couldn’t do it as she was away at a conference so she’d had to go. I knew that she hated to leave me in the lurch but sometimes these situations couldn’t be helped.

      Rachel was tall and slim of build, casually – but smartly – dressed in black from head to toe, with tied-back hair, and minimal make-up. Her broad, radiant smile was one that I knew my regular customers would take to straight away. As she sat, I glanced at her hands. My mum had always said that you can learn about someone from their hands. Her nails were neat and relatively short and French manicured. And clean!

      Her easy-going nature was a breath of fresh air; in fact we chatted so easily it was as if I’d always known her.

      ‘So, what brings you to Driftwood Bay?’

      ‘I’ve been staying in the Bristol area and am planning to move down here in the next couple of months. I’ve had lots of experience of working in bars, cafés and restaurants as I’ve moved around various towns throughout the years and have always been lucky enough to pick up hospitality work.’

      Fully prepared and armed with references and numbers of people that I could call who would vouch for her, she seemed to be well organised, a quality that is much needed in a business such as mine. Even though she was quietly confident, she showed a little vulnerability too, and when she shared that she had led a troubled life for a while, I could understand that was maybe why she came across as being really likeable. Impressed with her brief explanation of how she’d left behind her past and made a new life for herself, she said maybe she’d tell me more if she got the job and we came to know each other well. I loved nothing more than helping someone if I could and felt there were times in all our lives when we all needed a little helping hand. Everyone deserved a second chance.

      The sound of chatter from outside drew our attention to a small crowd of people in a range of colourful coats and walking gear that had gathered outside the door. One of the group came in alone and introduced himself.

      ‘Hi there, I’m Julian, and I’m the leader of a rambling group. We’ve been out hiking round the coast for hours and we’re all ravenous. I know it’s a big ask but I don’t suppose you might be able to fit us all in for lunch, would you? I am a numpty and should have phoned ahead. We were going to head further on but thought that your place looked so delightful, it was unanimous that we’d like to stop off here.’

      I did a quick head count and there was around twenty of them. I dithered but Julian’s pleading face and the fact that I certainly couldn’t afford to turn away business like that made me realise I had to get over myself and get on with it. Any new customer could be a potential customer for life and they might introduce others to the place too. I apologised to Rachel, explaining that I would have to cut our chat short, and told Julian to invite his group in and grab a seat; I’d work as quickly as I could under the circumstances.

      ‘Why don’t you let me help you now, Gemma?’ Rachel said. ‘No time like the present.’

      It seemed like the perfect solution but I didn’t want her to think I was taking advantage of her good nature. She’d grabbed an apron and started tying it before I’d even agreed.

      ‘Look. I insist. You need some help. It’ll take you hours to get through this lot and that’s without anyone else coming in. I have time on my hands and I can prove myself to you at the same time. What have you got to lose?’

      And prove herself she did. That and then some. Swift and efficient, she sure knew her way around a kitchen and was great at cleaning up as she went along. We worked so well in perfect harmony. Her lovely sunny disposition was a real hit with the customers and she clearly had the ability to stay calm under pressure. A definite prerequisite in a place like this.

      Two hours flew by and when she’d finished cleaning the last table, she went over to the counter and hovered for a minute or two before approaching me in the kitchen.

      ‘So, what do you think? Could I be the sort of person you might be looking for?’

      ‘You really are, Rachel,’ I said. ‘Thanks so much for all that you’ve done. I honestly don’t know what I would have done without you. Do you want to let me know when you know more about your moving dates? If we keep in touch, it should all come together. I reckon you’ll fit in well and you’ll love Pat. I have a young girl called Occy working here too who is a little superstar, and I reckon between us we’ll make a cracking team. I’ll keep you posted about the launch date too when I know a bit more about how Clem’s getting on next door. I haven’t even had chance to go round yet to see how it’s shaping up. It’s been a bit mad.’

      ‘Look, I’m OK for another half an hour or so. I’m happy to hold the fort here if you want to pop on over. It’s gone quiet anyway. No pressure obviously. I know you don’t really know me. But you will only be literally next door and I can shout you if I need to.’

      Did I trust someone that I had known for just a couple of hours? I looked up and bit the inside of my cheek while I pondered. But then I also thought, what’s the worst that can happen? If she ran off with the till money, then it was just a couple of hours’ takings, which I know no one can really afford but in the grand scale of things, it’s only money. Even if it is mine. I glanced at the clock.

      ‘I really want this job, Gemma. More than anything. That’s about all I can say to make you put your trust in me. It’s entirely up to you and no offence taken at all either way.’ She held her palms up.

      ‘I’ll be no more than fifteen minutes. I promise. My number is next to the till if you need me.’ I untied my apron. She took it from me and folded it up, smiling.

      ‘I won’t let you down. I promise.’

      I believed her.

      I grinned as I picked up a pair of tongs and plucked a brownie from the domed cake stand and popped it in a bag. Most people found it difficult to resist my raspberry and white chocolate brownies and I knew Clem would be no exception. Keeping him happy would mean that I had a happy builder on site.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Hellooo! Clem?’

      ‘Hey, Gemma, wasson?’

      ‘All good thanks. Here you go. Little snack for you.’

      He peered inside the bag and licked his lips.

      ‘Working for you isn’t doing my waistline any good, you know.’

      ‘Ah, a little of what you fancy does you good once in a while. I’m sure you’re burning off lots of calories working in here.’

      ‘It’s certainly keeping me active. Have you got time for me to go through where I’m up to?’

      ‘Go for it.’

      Having Clem describe and show me what he’d done so far, and what his plans were next, made me beam from ear to ear. He really was fabulous at his craft and I could already see huge differences. He was working so hard and I was delighted with his progress. We went through dates in the calendar again for when the major knocking through work was going to take place – when I’d need to totally close the café – and I made a note of what I needed to prepare to ensure the closure was for the minimal amount of time. The launch night was discussed again and a tentative date put aside; fingers crossed, if all went to plan, we’d be up and running again the first week of December.

      Seeing it all taking shape was exciting and for the first time in a while I think I was finally losing the fear and starting to look forward to the future. When everything happened with Lucas, I know I fell apart for a bit, but with help from my family and the best of friends, I managed to piece my life back together, building a new future. That was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do and all at a time when I needed my mum more than ever. Though part of me was glad that she’d passed away before everything kicked off because I don’t know how she would have coped with that as well as her illness. At least when she left us, she saw her two daughters contented and safe. And that’s what we all thought as well.

      There’d been a shift within me. I’d stopped thinking about the last couple of years in terms of how sad it had made me. The toughness of those times had made me the person I was today and Meredith was right. Maybe I was brave and courageous; it takes more guts to try something than not.

      The worst that could happen was that things could go wrong, but again, as Mum used to say, it’s better to have tried and failed, than never to have tried in the first place.

      Finally, I was looking forward to this new stage of my life. A new adventure. So what if it wasn’t what I thought the future held for me at one time? It was what it was now and I was going to grab it with both hands and make the most of it. Life is too short not to live it. Mum had made us promise her that we would always live our best lives.

      Singing happily away to myself, I wandered back over to the café, peering through the window before entering to see Rachel laughing with one of the regulars. At the same time, she was using the coffee machine with ease. Typical. It had had taken me weeks to fathom Betty the Beast, and she’d managed it within just a couple of hours.

      I re-entered, thinking about how all was well in my world and feeling grateful for all that I had. Lovely friends, a cosy home, an expanding successful business that I loved, with a team that I felt would work well together. To top all of that, I lived in Driftwood Bay; in my opinion, the most beautiful place in the world.

      I felt such huge gratitude and joy in my heart and as I waved Rachel off, with a promise to stay in touch, I felt incredibly positive about the future.
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      ‘Honestly, Gemma, it wasn’t my fault. How was I to know?’

      I tried so hard not to laugh but was failing miserably and had to apologise.

      ‘I’m sorry, Occy. And it’s not your fault, it’s mine, because I didn’t explain properly in advance. I never thought.’

      Remembering the moment when I had heard a customer raising her voice, I smiled. I’d had my hands full in the kitchen and strained to hear what on earth was going on.

      ‘I just want half a baguette. That’s all,’ the woman shouted.

      ‘Yeah, I get that. But who’s going to have the other half? I need to wait and see if someone else will have the other half before I give you yours.’

      ‘Why? I had half a baguette in here last week.’

      ‘I understand that but if you have half a baguette, that leaves half a baguette behind and that’s waste and I’ve been taught that we don’t waste food. So, we need to find someone to have the other half. One second. Let me ask.’

      After that, all I could hear was Occy clearing her throat and then in a really loud voice, she asked, ‘Does anyone want to buy the other half of this lady’s baguette?’

      I moved into the doorway to see what was going on more closely. The looks she was receiving from the other customers should probably have told her to quit while she was ahead but she didn’t and just went for it again.

      ‘Hi, everyone. Could I have your attention please. I’m so sorry to bother you. But unless someone buys the other half of this baguette, this lady won’t be able to have her half.’

      Those looks again, and a few sniggers around the room yet still she didn’t clock that anything was amiss.

      ‘I’m so sorry, madam, but you might have to wait for a bit to see if anyone else comes in and wants the other half.’

      ‘Seriously, just give me the whole bloody thing. This is ridiculous.’

      Time for me to intervene. I washed my hands and wiped them down my apron as I walked out to the main counter.

      ‘Everything OK out here?’

      ‘Are you the owner?’

      ‘Yes I am.’ I smiled. ‘How can I help?’

      ‘This young lady here said that I can’t have half a cheese and onion baguette. I won’t eat a whole one and I’ve bought one before. She says that she must sell the other half before I can have mine.’

      ‘Ah, that’s my mistake. I’ll get that sorted out for you. If you’d like to take a seat, I’ll bring it over to you. Sorry for the mix-up.’ I’d had to suppress my laughter as I turned to Occy. ‘Occy, can you come through to the kitchen for me please.’

      She had rolled her eyes and headed through.

      ‘What have I done wrong? I’m sorry for whatever it is but I don’t understand.’ Tears appeared in her eyes and started to roll down her cheeks. ‘This job is the only thing that’s ever meant anything to me. Please don’t sack me, Gemma.’

      I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close into my chest and kissed the top of her head, then realised that I’d done this on instinct and that it could be interpreted as being a bit weird, so I moved away. I just wanted to comfort this girl-woman who still seemed to have so much to learn about life.

      ‘Occy, I’m not going to sack you. I love having you around. This is just teaching me that some of the things that adults know are never passed down. We just assume that you know. That’s our fault not yours. This is absolutely not your fault.’

      She sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. Ew! We’d need to get the anti-bacterial wipes out before she went near food or customers again.

      ‘So if someone asks for half of something, maybe a good reminder is that if it’s on the menu then it’s OK.’

      She nodded in response.

      ‘Ah OK, but it is quite confusing, you know. It might also explain why someone was funny over the Coke I gave them earlier too. He asked for half a Coke, so I gave him half a can and he told me I was stupid and asked for the other half.’

      She picked up the menu and pointed out that she couldn’t see half a Coke on it.

      ‘Ah, well, when someone asks for half a Coke, they mean half a pint. Not half a can.’

      ‘And I’m supposed to know that because…’

      ‘You’re not, sweetheart. These are the things that you pick up on the way. I suppose the pint or half pint thing comes from being in a pub and people normally get asked if they want a full one or a half. It’s definitely not you being stupid. I promise.’

      ‘OK, so I understand the half a can of Coke thing now, but half a baguette. Really? It’s so illogical. You wouldn’t give someone half a sandwich. Adults are just weird.’ She turned around in a huff and walked away towards the bathroom. I had to hold back a laugh. She’d made a pretty good point.

      After I took the customer’s food over and apologised, the lady made the effort to come over to make the peace with Occy, which was really kind of her. We ended up laughing about it – the way that adults assume kids know the same things they do – and she went on to tell us about the time she worked in a pub and someone asked her for a bitter lemon and then looked really confused when she went over with a slice of lemon on a plate.

      Occy’s expression was totally blank.

      ‘Bit-o-lemon. Get it?’

      She shook her head.

      The customer and I laughed while Occy just looked at us both as if we’d got two heads, which made us laugh even more. However, it was a lesson to us all to make sure people understand what you are asking of them.

      Later, when things had quietened down, almost as an apology but also because I definitely needed to get more on board with the things younger people did so well, I asked her what she thought we could do on social media to promote the café once the refurb was done. After all, this was what I had originally contacted her about, when Jude first mentioned that she was an expert in this area before I discovered that the person he had talked about was a schoolgirl. She became really animated at that, talking about how we could stage the room and take some amazing shots to make us ‘proper Instagram worthy’. Lucy was right when she said that it was different when someone who knew what they were doing got involved.

      ‘I’ve been using a design package in my media class at school. I reckon I could make loads of really sick graphics for our Insta profile. In fact, I have a couple of projects to do over the next few half terms so maybe I could use the café as my portfolio.’

      ‘Only if it’s allowed. I can’t be getting you to do work for me when you’re at school and doing lessons.’

      The fact that she had called it our Insta profile hadn’t gone unnoticed and it made me feel quite warm and fuzzy. I loved that she was feeling part of something.

      ‘I’ll ask my teacher but I bet they’ll let me because it’s a real project; most of the others will just be doing fake stuff. I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

      ‘Well, just make sure you do ask please. And if you need anything from me to pass on to the teacher, let me know.’

      ‘Thanks, Gemma. You’re the best. So, what are we cooking today?’

      ‘Have you done your homework?’

      ‘I’ve only got a bit to do. It’ll be fine.’

      ‘No, I made a promise to your dad that it would be homework first. This is an important school year for you and you need to make sure you’re doing all you can to help yourself. I know you don’t realise it now, but you’ll thank us for all the nagging when you’re older.’

      ‘You sure about that?’ She huffed and grabbed her school bag, before plonking herself down at one of the tables in the corner.

      After about half an hour, she came into the kitchen saying she was all done, so I suggested we make a huge pot of Bolognese and another of chilli con carne. Occy grated the carrots and chopped the onions and mushrooms, which made me slightly anxious as I had to keep reminding her to stop looking at me while she was talking and concentrate on what she was doing. She then found it highly amusing to do it even more to tease me.

      While I cooked a huge pan of minced beef, I taught her how to crush garlic cloves and pointed out which other spices to add in each pot, and she chatted away ten to the dozen when I asked her about school. I had to constantly remind her to keep on stirring the sauces. While she was doing really well with the cooking, doing two things at the same time was still a challenge at times even if only one of them was talking.

      ‘God, this smells absolutely lush! I’m starting to get hungry now. I haven’t eaten since lunch at school and even then it was just shoving a quick sandwich down before my next lesson.’

      ‘Well, there’s tons of this. You can take some home.’

      ‘You’re the best, Gemma.’ That big beaming smile once more warmed my heart. ‘I like it here.’

      ‘That’s good to hear. I’m glad you are enjoying working for me.’

      ‘I don’t mean just here. I mean in Driftwood Bay. I feel like for the first time in ages I’m finally fitting in somewhere. It’s so much better here than at my last school.’ Her light bulb moment came next. ‘Maybe it’s because I’m feeling happier with life in general. Dad’s not quite as uptight lately which is sick. I’ve got Lizzie now, who is my best mate, and she’s also one of the really cool girls, so people want to be hanging around with us and I love working here at the café. Thank you so much for giving me a chance.’

      My heart squeezed when she said that. To know that I played a little part in her happiness really did fill me with joy.

      ‘Oh, darling, you are very welcome. I think I need you just as much as you need me. Well, you know the café needs you, I mean.’ She grinned. ‘I could take you or leave you if truth be told.’

      I winked at her.

      ‘Yeah, right. You know you love me, Gem.’

      ‘Whatevs, Occy.’

      I did my best teenager impression and pulled a face and she laughed. As we potted some of the Bolognese sauce for her to take home for her and her father, I told her how long she would need to cook the pasta for. It might be nice for Jude to come home from work and relax instead of having to go straight into cooking mode. And it was no hardship when I was cooking a huge amount anyway. But it also felt good to be sharing with Occy some life skills and lessons too.

      ‘What do you do with all this food, Gemma?’

      You had to love kids of that age. So inquisitive and not afraid to ask questions.

      I swallowed a lump in my throat. What I did with the food wasn’t anything I’d shared with anyone yet and I wondered now whether to let her into my confidence.

      There was a little bit of me that was worrying about letting Occy too far into my life. Even if she and Jude moved away again now, I would really miss her. She was a little ray of sunshine in my day and I was loving having her around and being part of my life. Everything I had been through with Lucas had made me put my guard up, not wanting anyone apart from Lucy to be too close. I wasn’t sure if I was totally ready yet, but somehow this girl was cracking through the walls that I’d built around me. I sincerely hoped that I wouldn’t regret it.
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      Every day, the progress in the building next door was becoming more and more noticeable and the whole place was really starting to take shape. It was exciting to watch the headway that Clem was making and see my vision start to come together. I tried to pop in at least once a day even though Clem said that I shouldn’t be so impatient and should leave it longer between visits so that I could see more of the impact. It was quite genius of him to try to complete one half of the building before knocking through. Closing, even if for a few days, would have a big effect on the business and closing for the least amount of time possible was necessary so that we didn’t lose too many customers.

      We were hoping that in a short space of time, we could move the café into the other building and get the work done in the existing café before knocking through and making it one big space. That was the plan and in principle it was a perfect strategic move. We now just had to make it happen.

      Lucy had invited me round that evening and I enjoyed my walk around the harbour to get there. It was starting to get a lot cooler in the evenings and I was glad I had put my coat on, wrapping it tighter around me.

      The glittering sea made me smile as always. I could never decide whether it was prettier by day or night.

      I arrived at the B & B and let myself in. Lucy was sitting in the lounge, tucking into a big packet of cheese and onion crisps. She looked really well, if a little tired, but I was sure she didn’t need to hear that right then. I leaned down to her, gave her a kiss and grabbed a few crisps from the packet.

      ‘Nice, I’m starving!’ I laughed as she gave me a mock look of hurt. ‘It’s good to see you, sis. You look amazing. Clearly being pregnant suits you.’

      ‘Oh, I feel like shit, so thanks, love. I’m either throwing up or eating everything in sight. James says that our shopping bill has gone up at least a hundred pounds a week.’

      Laughing, I flung myself into one of their comfy armchairs, enjoying how it felt like I was being hugged. Their lounge was warm and inviting, with subdued lighting to make it feel calming and cosy. I was so glad that I’d come out. It was good to get away from the café and think about something else for a couple of hours. While I loved it there and was very much looking forward to the future, it was literally filling my every waking moment and I’d recently started to dream about it too. When I wasn’t working, I was in my head thinking about it, planning it, envisioning what it would look like or on my laptop shopping for it, marketing it, and I was looking forward to some well-deserved time to fill my brain with something else.

      Lucy and I spent a lovely evening together while James made himself scarce – of course, after making sure that all the guests were fed and looked after. She said that he was enjoying an excuse to go to the pub with his mates as he wasn’t drinking at home any more, in solidarity with his newly teetotal wife. I wondered whether Jude was one of the people with him in the pub and thought back to a lovely time we’d had all together in the flat a few evenings ago when he’d come to pick Occy up from work. After I’d cooked us some food, we sat and played Scrabble, laughing when Occy kept asking if swear words were allowed. I wondered whether it would happen again soon. I really enjoyed being in their company. The only downfall was that after they left I had felt more alone than ever.

      Lucy and I relived many of our childhood memories and laughed a lot. It was cathartic to remember Mum and the good times, rather than just being sad when we thought of her. It reminded me of how good it felt to laugh. Maybe even life-affirming.

      There was a time after Mum died that I thought I’d never laugh again. When I just existed in a little bubble of sadness. And then just days later, when Lucas left too, it was like my whole life had come crashing down around me. Not only had I lost my mum and my husband, but I’d lost the future that I thought we would all share together. Lucy was the one who picked me up, both physically and emotionally, and now that I’d given my head a good wobble, I was going to make damn sure that I would be the best sister to her, in the same way that she had been to me.

      While we talked about how much Mum would have loved being a grandparent, we also laughed about how much she would have hated being called Granny and we decided that when we talked to their baby about their grandmother in heaven, she needed a more glamorous name. Lucy suggested ‘Glamma’, which we rather liked and, more importantly, thought that Mum would have loved.

      ‘How’s it all going at the café, babe? I’ve had such a mega busy week so far. These days it’s taking all my energy to get up and get dressed let alone look after the B & B guests. I’ve been falling into bed at night and zonking out straight away, so haven’t had any time to pop round to see all the work for myself. I’m so sorry.’

      ‘Don’t apologise, you are growing a whole person inside you. That’s a miracle in itself and must be completely exhausting.’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose so.’

      Lucy seemed to have something on her mind, so I asked her what she was holding back on. She smiled.

      ‘We know each other so well, don’t we?’ She took my hand in hers. ‘I have two things to talk about. I’ll wait till James comes back from the pub for one of them. But there is something important that I wanted to say.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I want you to hear me out before you say anything. OK?’

      I nodded, wondering what on earth she was going to say.

      ‘I think you should change the name of the café.’

      My eyes widened and my stomach lurched. Wow.

      ‘Don’t say a word until I’ve finished.’

      ‘OK.’

      ‘You know that Mum would have loved the fact that you are having work done at the café, don’t you?’

      I smiled.

      ‘This is your time now, Gemma, your time to shine. It’s not Mum’s café any more, so I think that you – and we’ll help if you want us to – should think about a new name. You can reveal it at your launch night. Then it’s a proper fresh start for you. Your business, your ideas.’

      Her pause for thought gave this idea even more of an impact for me. I was a little gobsmacked, a state that was most unusual for me.

      ‘OK, you can speak now, Gemma. What do you think?’

      ‘Gosh, honestly? I don’t know what I think. It hadn’t ever crossed my mind. It’s always been The Harbour Corner Café. What would people think if I called it something different? Would they think I’m trying to get rid of our memories?’

      ‘Darling, you’ll never get rid of our memories. They’re in our hearts. And they’re in our every day. They’re there when I look in the mirror and see our mother staring back at me.’ I smiled. I knew exactly what she meant. ‘She will be in every cake that you bake, every meal that you prepare, every time you smell something that reminds you of her, every time you see a rainbow, a feather. When you hear a song that she loved. She’ll never leave us. You do know that don’t you?’

      I swallowed a huge lump that had appeared in my throat.

      ‘What if I forget, Lucy? Sometimes I struggle to remember her voice. Sometimes her loss feels like it’s so raw I can’t cope. The other day I read something in her handwriting in a recipe book at the café, and it literally took my breath away. What if all that stops because it’s not her café any more?’

      Lucy reached out and wiped away a tear that was trickling down my cheek.

      ‘You’ll never forget her, Gemma. I promise.’

      ‘I’m scared that I will.’

      ‘I know. But I really do think it’s time for you now. This is your new venture. Your ideas and your vision. You don’t have to decide now anyway. It’s just a thought that I wanted to share with you. Just think about it.’

      ‘I will. I promise.’

      We heard the front door slam and a few seconds later, James was stumbling through the lounge door, clearly a little tipsy and pretending not to be. I saw him and Lucy exchange a glance and she nodded as he sat on the arm of the sofa beside her.

      ‘And the other thing we wanted to ask you, together, was…’ They both placed their hands on Lucy’s belly. ‘Will you be this little one’s godmother please?’

      I flung myself at the pair of them. What an honour and a privilege. At that exact moment, I felt like my heart might burst through my body and I hugged them tight.

      I might not have the family I had hoped for, with Lucas and the children we would have had, but what I did have was the most caring sister, along with the most amazing brother-in-law who I thought the absolute world of. What they had asked me was the most precious and special thing that anyone could possibly have ever asked me in the whole of my life.

      I showered them both with kisses.

      ‘You bet your damn life I will. Thank you, thank you, thank you.’
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      ‘I’m not going!’

      ‘But you must go. It’s an awards ceremony and you’re up for an award.’

      ‘I don’t care, Occy; I’m just not going.’

      ‘Dad, you can’t not go. You’re being silly. If this was me, you’d be telling me to go, wouldn’t you?’

      ‘Probably.’

      ‘Then think about that. Why don’t you want to go? Gemma, listen to this. Dad’s refusing to go to the fire awards ceremony where he’s up for an award.’

      We’d fallen into a comfortable routine of them joining me a couple of times a week for dinner in the flat. Jude would finish work and come straight to fetch Occy after her shift, but if he was going to be later, she would stay and do her homework and then we’d all eat tea together.

      It was nice to have company. Jude and I chatted mostly while Occy spent time on her phone messaging with Lizzie. If it was up to me, I wouldn’t have allowed her to have a phone at the table, but it was up to Jude. He was her dad and it was his job to set boundaries. He did explain to me that sometimes he just had to pick his arguments with her and give in over some things.

      ‘Gemma, did you hear me?’ Occy pressed. ‘Dad’s refusing to go to the awards dinner. What do you think about that?’

      ‘Oh, sorry, miles away. So, why’s that then, Jude?’

      ‘Because I’ll be the only one there without a partner, and I’ll feel like Billy No Mates. Being on my own never bothers me until there’s an occasion like this. People always look at me like there’s either something wrong with me, or that they feel sorry for me. Then I’m the one who ends up feeling awkward. I just don’t want to go.’

      ‘Sorry, Occy, but I’m going to agree with your dad here. There are loads of things I don’t go to because I’d be on my own. I don’t blame you, Jude.’

      ‘Thank you, Gemma, I knew you’d understand.’

      I looked across at Occy whose face had suddenly lit up.

      ‘You know there’s a perfect solution to this don’t you, Dad?’

      ‘You think so, do you?’

      ‘Absolutely. Gemma can go with you.’

      Crikey, I wasn’t expecting that.

      I suppose it was a solution but I would need to know much more about it first. That’s if Jude wanted me to go with him, of course. I didn’t really know much about him at all. He might have a bank of women that he could ask to accompany him.

      ‘No, that wouldn’t be right. I wouldn’t ask her to do that.’

      ‘You’re not asking her though, are you? I’m just saying it’s the sensible thing to do. You don’t have anyone to go with and Gemma’s on her own and lonely, so she could go with you. Sorted.’

      ‘I’m not asking her to come, Occy. I don’t want to go. Just leave it.’ Jude had started to raise his voice.

      ‘You said you didn’t want to go because you didn’t want to go on your own. But you don’t have to go on your own. Gemma can be your date for the night.’

      ‘Er… I am here you know,’ I said, trying to butt into the conversation but it was no good. They were so focused on each other it was like watching an intense tennis match.

      ‘I don’t want a date for the night. What sort of a saddo has to beg someone to be his date for the night? Just leave it, Occy. Please.’

      I stood and excused myself, saying that I needed to get something. I needed a bit of distance from this deep conversation, although I could still hear their raised voices from the kitchen.

      ‘You need to have a night out enjoying yourself. You stop in night after night and never go out and have fun,’ she countered. ‘And Gemma would go if you asked her. I know she would. She’s bloody gorgeous and you’d be lucky to have her on your arm as your date.’

      ‘Don’t swear, Octavia.’

      ‘Bloody isn’t swearing. And don’t call me Octavia. How many times do I have to tell you that?’

      ‘Bloody is swearing and Octavia is your name.’

      ‘Occy is my name and stop changing the subject. Maybe “date” is the wrong word. Maybe just friend would be better, then you can introduce her as your friend. Which is exactly what she is.’

      ‘She’s probably not even free on Friday night. And I can’t imagine she’d enjoy a Michael Bublé tribute artist anyway.’

      God, I bloody loved Michael Bublé. What did either of them know about me in the short time that they’d known me?

      Time for me to take back a bit of control here. I headed back to their table.

      ‘Excuse me, you two, but I am free on Friday and there’s nothing I love more than a Bublé tribute. But you know,’ I said to Jude, eyes meeting his, ‘you don’t have to invite me.’

      Jude and Occy both turned their heads to me in synchronisation, then back to each other. They were literally carbon copies of each other. It made me smile, knowing how Occy would react if I said this out loud.

      ‘Why is it always all about you, Dad? Has anyone ever told you how miserable you are? If they haven’t, maybe they should.’

      With that, she flounced out, slamming the door behind her.

      ‘Well, that certainly told me.’

      ‘Ah, she’s just looking out for her dad,’ I said. ‘It’s nice that she wants you to go out and have fun. Not everyone would be the same. Are the awards something you really wanted to go along to?’

      ‘Well, it might have been nice, but…’

      ‘Maybe you should consider going. Tell me, if you had a partner would you go?’

      ‘Yep.’ There wasn’t a moment’s hesitation.

      Bizarrely, I knew exactly how he felt. Someone I knew from my very first job in an office had invited me to their birthday party, which was being held in a social club a few villages away. While it would have been lovely to see her, the thought of going alone was terrifying for me. Who would I sit with? Would I know anyone? Would anyone talk to me? Would everyone be part of a couple? Would everyone be looking at me thinking, Look at that sad old cow over there on her own.

      I suppose I could have asked Lucy to go with me but she’d never met Jenny so it wouldn’t have been much fun for her either. In the end I made an excuse, which was silly because it probably would have been a perfectly lovely evening. I know that if I was part of a couple, I would have had my glad rags and my dancing shoes on raring to go and party.

      ‘Then I’ll come with you.’

      It wasn’t right that he should be missing out when I could help the situation.

      ‘Honestly, Gemma, don’t worry about it. You really don’t have to come. I’d hate to think that we’d guilted you into coming.’

      ‘You haven’t. Where is it at?’

      ‘A big posh hotel near Truro. It’s the Devon and Cornwall Fire Brigade Annual Awards Ceremony.’

      ‘And you’re up for an award.’

      ‘It’s only a regional award but yes I am.’

      ‘So that must be a big thing then?’

      ‘Well, you know.’ He grinned. ‘It’s quite a thing in our field of work.’

      ‘Then Cinders must go to the ball.’

      ‘You don’t have to come with me, Gemma. Maybe I just need to grow a pair and go on my own. I just get so fed up with all the sorry looks I get from half of the wives, and the flirty looks from the other half when their husbands aren’t looking. My station leader’s wife accosted me last time and tried to drag me into the disabled toilet. And I don’t think she needed a hand with her dress!’

      I tried very hard not to feel jealous at this. After all, Jude was just my friend and I had no right to feel that way.

      ‘And my mates… well… they just take the mickey and think it’s hilarious.’ He tried to laugh it off but I could see how much it bothered him. I knew exactly how he felt.

      ‘Are you saying that you don’t want me to go with you?’ As soon as I said it, while I meant it in a joking way, I realised how presumptuous I’d been. How vain of me to assume he’d want me to go with him. He might not want to be seen dead with me.

      ‘Obviously, you might have someone else you’d rather ask…’

      Not sure why, but at this I held my breath. I didn’t quite know how I was going to react if he said he did have someone else.

      ‘Oh, great work, Adams,’ he said to himself. ‘Now I’ve insulted you too!’ He smacked his head with the heel of his hand. ‘There isn’t anyone else that I can ask. There really isn’t.’

      ‘Look, Jude, I know I don’t have to, but if you’d like me to, I’d be honoured. It’s not like it’s a date or anything. Just two friends going supporting each other. That’s what pals do.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes, I’m positive.’

      ‘Well, only if you’re really sure.’

      ‘I am. Really. I haven’t had a proper night out for months. Posh hotel, you say? What’s the dress code?’

      ‘Black tie for the men and evening dress for the women.’

      ‘Oh, blimey! My long frocks haven’t been on a night out for years. I am definitely up for it. That. Not it. Obviously.’

      ‘Only if you’re sure.’

      ‘Stop saying that. I am. If you are.’

      We were both egging each other on to make the final decision.

      Jude sat back and chewed the inside of his cheek.

      ‘Well, in that case, thank you, it’s a date.’ He coughed and rubbed the back of his neck in that way he did when he was feeling a little nervous. ‘I mean a not-date. Of course.’

      I grinned and he smiled back.

      ‘Here’s to Friday’s not-date then,’ I said.

      ‘There’s a car coming for me at seven. Shall we swing by and pick you up?’

      ‘That would be lovely.’

      ‘Thanks, Gemma.’

      ‘No problem. It’ll be fun.’

      He walked towards the door, and as he opened it, he turned, about to say something else. But then he seemed to change his mind.

      ‘See you Friday then. Goodnight.’ He waved his hand in the air as he walked away.

      A night out with a friend would be great. Roll on Friday.
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      Both Meredith and Occy had insisted on coming round to help me get ready for the awards ceremony, even though I told them both that I neither wanted nor needed them to. However, it seemed that my opinion wasn’t important as they’d both turned up just as the café closed and ambushed me.

      Now, coming out of the en suite, a bath towel wrapped around me, I found both of them sitting on my bed, wines glasses in their hands, and a plate of pizza waiting by their side.

      ‘Er… Personal space, guys! Ever heard of it? And that had better not be alcohol you’re drinking, young lady.’

      They roared with laughter.

      ‘Told you she’d say that.’ Occy grinned. ‘Mine has the tiniest amount of champagne and the rest is just orange juice. Honest. Anyhow, you’re not wearing that black velvet dress that’s hanging up there, are you?’

      ‘Yes I am, what’s wrong with it? Don’t you like it?’

      ‘It’s lovely but it’s not as lovely as this one.’ She stood and held up a long slinky scarlet satin dress that I had never actually worn. ‘That one… well, it’s a bit, well… womanly.’

      ‘Well, I am a woman.’

      ‘Yeah, but now this one… It’s proper sexy. You’d look smoking hot in it.’

      The red dress was one I’d bought for a party we were supposed to go to on the weekend Lucas told me that he was leaving me. It had been hanging up at the back of my wardrobe ever since and, to be honest, I’d forgotten all about it until now. They’d clearly been having a good rummage and I wasn’t sure how I felt about them going through my things.

      ‘Oh, I’m not wearing that. I’m not that fond of it,’ I said, the memories flooding back. ‘I’ll go with the black one. Sorry, girls.’

      Meredith and Occy exchanged a glance and I could see that they thought I’d made the wrong decision. However, I really didn’t want to wear the scarlet dress. There was just too much attached to it.

      Occy said that she wanted to do my make-up and, much as I worried about what I might look like, it was easier to not argue. At that moment, I understood what Jude meant about picking his arguments. And so, Occy sat me down and began to do my face. She talked all the way through, telling me what she was doing. Apparently, the smoky eye make-up would bring out the colour of my eyes and the dramatic scarlet lips would stand out against the black dress. I had to put my trust in her, and she kept promising to make me look ‘sick’.

      After that, Meredith assured me she would be able to transform my poker straight hair to that of a film star, with waves that would tumble gently over my shoulders. I wished her luck as it was something I’d never succeeded at despite trying many times.

      When I looked in the mirror, to my complete surprise, I was quite delighted with the result.

      ‘Maybe you’ll find yourself a nice firefighter there tonight.’

      ‘Ha! Thanks, Mere, but the whole reason in me going is because everyone else is going to be married. Anyway, I’m too busy for anyone in my life right now. I’m just not interested.’

      There it was again. A look, between Meredith and Occy that I couldn’t quite decipher.

      ‘OK. Let’s get you out of that dressing gown and into your dress then.’

      ‘You do know I’m an adult and can dress myself, don’t you? Can you pair at least give me some privacy while I get dressed, please?’

      They both grumbled their disappointment, and after they’d left, Meredith shouted through the door, ‘I hope you’ve shaved your legs!’

      Occy cackled and then yelled, ‘And your pits. And your lady bits too!’

      This pair egging each other on was not how I had planned to spend my time getting ready.

      Of course, I had shaved parts of me that hadn’t seen a razor since the end of summer, when I’d retreated back into mainly jeans. No real need when you lived alone anyway, there was no way that either of them, or anyone else for that matter, was going to get that close. It had been a good while since anyone had seen me in my bra and pants and that was not changing anytime soon.

      Quite out of character for me, this evening I had decided to wear a nice set of underwear. Normally these days, with nowhere special to go, I’d just grab the nearest bra and knickers from my drawer and if they turned out to be the same colour that was a bonus. But tonight, I decided to wear a matching lacy M & S set that I’d only worn once before. I’d lost a bit of weight, and as I looked at myself in the mirror, for the first time in a while, I didn’t feel like the frumpy old thing I normally did. I thought I looked OK.

      I slipped into the black velvet dress and went through to the lounge.

      ‘Wit-woo! Look at you!’ Meredith grinned as I walked in.

      ‘Can one of you do me up please.’

      Occy jumped up to help, with a slice of pizza hanging out of her mouth, yelling as she caught her foot on the corner of the chair. In what felt like total slow motion, I saw her falling towards me and before I could stop it from happening, the pizza landed smack bang on my left boob as we both fell to the floor.

      While that was pretty crap in itself, what was worse was the sound of material tearing as I went to get up.

      ‘Shit, Gemma, I’m so sorry.’

      I knew I probably should have told her off for swearing, but I could tell she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry and, to be honest, neither did I. Meredith didn’t seem to have that problem however, finding it particularly hilarious and she didn’t hold back in showing it.

      As I turned, I could see that the dress had split right up to the backside.

      ‘You can’t wear that now.’

      I heard the doorbell ring at the side door and heard Jude shout up, ‘Are you decent?’

      ‘Put the red dress on, Gemma. There’s nothing else for it.’

      I hesitated but could hear Jude’s footsteps mounting the stairs.

      There was literally nothing else I could do so I dashed into my bedroom hoping I’d get there before Jude saw me with my arse hanging out. As I slid the satin material over my head, the memories that I thought I would associate with the dress slithered away.

      I smoothed it down over my hips and looked in the mirror. It fitted me perfectly.

      Taking a deep breath, I walked back into the lounge and their faces stared at me agog. Oh no. They hated it. I looked at them each in turn. I knew this dress was a mistake.

      Occy and Meredith both said ‘wow’ in unison and grinned. Meredith even wolf-whistled. I thought I saw her wink at Occy but it was so slight I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it.

      ‘So. Will I do?’

      I turned to Jude who had just walked into the room and did a very nervous twirl, holding my breath.

      ‘Fucking hell!’
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      ‘Right then… Are you ready? Shall we head off?’

      We reached the bottom of the staircase, me gingerly holding the hem of my dress in my hand and taking each step as carefully as I could in my sparkly high heels. Jude opened the front door and turned to me.

      It was only then that I realised that he looked… well… bloody hot. Obviously if you liked that ‘film star, ruggedly handsome man in a uniform’ type of look. Which, of course, I did not.

      He was however, looking particularly dapper in what I suppose you’d call a dress uniform. A tunic or maybe even blazer it might possibly be called, with a white shirt and black tie and formal trousers. A variety of medals hung from his top pocket.

      ‘I didn’t want to say anything in front of…’ he looked upstairs and saw Meredith and Occy hanging out of the window waving, enthusiastically ‘…those two.’

      They had refused to leave with us, saying that they would tidy up before heading off so I didn’t have to come back to the chaos they’d managed to create all over my bedroom. Occy was staying at Meredith’s for the night, so that Jude didn’t have to clock watch all night and worry about getting back for her. They were looking forward to having a girls’ night in, with a film, and some popcorn if they had any room left after the massive pizza they’d devoured.

      He crooked his arm for me, in which I hooked one arm, while scooping up the hem of my dress with the other.

      He whispered into my ear as he opened the car door and I felt his warm breath on my neck.

      ‘You look stunning.’

      A shiver trickled all the way down my spine.

      ‘Thank you. You’re not looking so bad yourself, Fire Safety Officer Jude Adams. You scrub up well.’

      ‘God, imagine if we were on a proper date, I’m not sure we’d get much further than the back seat of this car.’ He tutted and ran a finger round the inside of his collar. ‘I think I’m a bit out of practice at this dating – or even not-dating – lark, Gemma. I’m sorry. I feel a bit nervous.’

      ‘Get a grip, kiddo. It’s only me.’ My flippant words did not match how I was feeling and, with shaking hands, I fumbled with the clasp on my silver clutch bag.

      I looked over at him with a grin and he took a deep breath and grinned back. And suddenly we were able to both settle into a more relaxed conversation about the café. Time flew by and, before we knew it, the driver had pulled up at the entrance to a very grand hotel that looked more like a stately home. Jude came round and opened my door and once again offered his arm.

      We walked the short distance to the door where we were welcomed by a gentleman in full fire brigade regalia who ticked our names off the list on his clipboard. Once inside, another uniformed officer offered us a glass of bubbly each and invited us to go through to the main bar area where people were mingling.

      Even the entrance foyer was spectacular; a huge sweeping staircase with elegant mahogany bannisters on which I envisaged children of years ago, sliding down, squealing with delight. The ornate carved wooden ceilings drew our eyes upwards and I reached out for Jude’s arm, starting to feel a little anxious, feeling out of place and well out of my depth in a place such as this. I hadn’t been in a room full of people that I didn’t know for a very long time.

      Jude squeezed my hand and I knew he was reading my mind.

      ‘OK?’

      I blew out a big breath and nodded.

      ‘You’ll be great. I’ll be right beside you. And if I forget to say this at the end of the evening, thank you for coming with me tonight. I really appreciate it. There’s no one that I’d rather be on a not-date with, but you.’

      I grinned back at him.

      ‘And if I forget too, thank you for bringing me. I’ve had a lovely time.’

      He laughed.

      ‘We’re like Richard Gere and Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman.’

      I blushed as I thought about some of the things that Richard and Julia got up to in that film and tried to erase that picture from my mind.

      ‘Let’s hope you’re not saying, “big mistake”, to me later and still feel like you’ve enjoyed yourself at the end of the evening.’

      Jude introduced me to several of his colleagues from his current station, along with some other people that he’d worked with before at other places. When the gong rang, its loud echoing sound reverberating around the room, he grabbed my hand guided me over to our table, holding my chair out for me as I sat down. The perfect gentleman.

      ‘It’s good to see you tonight, Adams. Finally, we get you along to something.’ A woman who seemed to be sitting to my side turned to me. ‘And you are?’

      ‘I’m Gemma. I’m a friend of Jude’s.’

      She grinned and shook my hand.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Gemma. Any friend of Adams’ is a friend of the fire brigade. I’m Steph and it looks like you might be stuck with me tonight.’

      I noticed that Jude had become caught in conversation with the person on his other side and, without him, I felt a little out of place, but Steph made polite chit-chat and it wasn’t long before the first course was served. Once we finished, Steph leaned across and whispered to me.

      ‘Any chance you can come to the loo with me, Gem? I’ve just necked three glasses of bubbly on an empty stomach and I’m feeling a bit squiffy already. I might fall over on these bloody great heels if I don’t have someone to make sure I’m steady. Us girls have to stick together, don’t we?’

      I looked across at Jude who was deep in conversation but he seemed to be in tune with me as he glanced up and smiled, then mouthed, ‘Are you OK?’ I nodded before walking away with Steph to the ladies’ room.

      When she came out of the cubicle, she moved towards the mirrors and pouted, re-applying her lipstick which already looked perfect. ‘So, give me all the goss on Adams then, Gemma. How long have you two been…’ She mimicked speech marks in the air. ‘Friends.’

      ‘We are just friends. I’ve not really known him that long to be honest.’

      ‘Well, I’ve known him for the best part of ten years and there’s definitely something, or someone, who has been putting a smile on his face for the last few weeks. I’m presuming that someone is you.’

      ‘That’s nice of you to say so, but honestly, we’re just good friends.’

      ‘Yeah right. And I’m Lady Gaga.’ She winked. ‘There’s going to be a few hearts breaking in the fire station when the rest of the crew meet you. There’s a whole lot of love for Adams going on. A lot of women who wouldn’t mind sliding down his pole, I can tell you. A few men too come to think of it.’

      I could feel the heat rise up my neck and was pretty sure that the colour of my face would soon match that of my dress.

      ‘We’re just friends.’

      ‘OK, if you say so. But since you arrived tonight, I’ve been watching and he’s hardly taken his eyes off you.’ She put me right on the spot and, as she held my gaze, I couldn’t hold hers back for long and was the first to look away. ‘Just saying. I don’t blame him by the way, you’re fabulous! Come on, let’s get back. I’m starving and need something more than a prawn cock to soak up this booze before I’m totally shit-faced!’

      She hooked her arm in mine and staggered back to the table.

      After she said that, I couldn’t help but notice that Jude did keep looking at me. I wondered if I’d got something on my face but I discreetly looked in the mirror of my clutch bag and couldn’t see anything, so I must have been imagining it. He was clearly just making sure I was OK like he promised. I appreciated it.

      The meal was delicious and the wine flowed. Well, it did when you were sat next to Steph. I had to keep covering the top of my glass to stop her refilling it. I had work tomorrow, although I had arranged to have a late start, and I didn’t want to have a massive hangover to deal with. Luckily as she turned away to talk to someone who had approached the table, I managed to pour myself another glass of water; luckily, she hadn’t seemed to notice that I’d drunk more water than wine. A little trick that Mum told me and Lucy about years ago to pace ourselves. The last thing I wanted to do was show myself up, but, more than that, show Jude up.

      Once the meal was over and the tables cleared, there was an announcement to say that the award proceedings were due to start. Numerous commendations were handed out and the final accolade of the night was given in recognition of a special act of bravery. When the chief fire officer told of the tense situation Jude had been involved in, describing the bravery of the single-handed rescue of four children in a house fire, tears streamed down my face. I felt ridiculously proud when they announced him as the winner and he walked to the stage to a standing ovation to collect his prestigious award.

      Steph put her fingers in her mouth and gave a piercing whistle, which dogs in the next county must have pricked up their ears at, and our whole table winced. As Jude returned to the table, he was surrounded by colleagues who were all shaking his hand and thumping him on the back in congratulations. He was clearly well respected and loved. A bottle of champagne had been placed in front of him and one of his station officers opened it and poured.

      When the crowd finally dispersed, he sat and breathed a sigh of relief.

      ‘Crikey, that was intense.’

      ‘That was amazing more like. I didn’t realise you were so hands-on.’

      ‘I was, but since moving down here, less so. It was quite traumatic at the time and the service are all about mental health and well-being so wanted me to be doing a less active role for a while.’

      ‘You’re amazing.’

      ‘Ah no. Just doing my job.’

      He was so humble. This whole evening had reminded me that there were very special people in the world – doctors, nurses, paramedics, police, firefighters, and many more angels without wings – regularly saving lives, thinking it’s all in a day’s work, while I was making cakes and cooking full English breakfasts. Food for thought for sure.

      ‘Oh, I love this one!’ Steph jumped up. ‘Come on, you two. Don’t be boring. Get up and dance with me?’

      As she pulled us both up, Jude leaned towards me and said, ‘Now do you see why I didn’t want to come alone?’

      I giggled. ‘She’s lovely. Just a bit… well… tipsy?’

      ‘Loud and off her tits I think is the expression you are looking for.’

      Steph literally dragged us onto the dance floor but I was thankful she did. It had been absolutely ages since I’d been out dancing and it felt good to let go and lose myself in the music. Mum, Lucy and I loved to dance around the café. Whenever we were feeling down or stressed about something Mum would insist that we all got up and had a good old sing and dance to let off some steam whether we wanted to or not. She alleged that dancing released the endorphins in your blood which make you feel good. I truly loved a good old dance.

      Suddenly, the tempo changed and a slower number came on. I turned to walk back to the table but Jude grabbed my hand.

      ‘Where do you think you’re sneaking off to? You’re here to be my partner tonight, you know. Not leave me standing around in case someone’s wife feels sorry for me. Come on. Let’s dance.’

      I took his hand.

      In hindsight, it was a ‘big mistake’.
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      Pinned close against his body, I could smell the spicy tones of his aftershave. Closing my eyes, I tried to breathe in deeply without him noticing that I might be a crazed lunatic, but God! He smelled so good. One thing about living alone after living with a man is that I missed the smell of a clean, fresh-out-of-the-shower, aftershaved male.

      Being that close to him should have felt weird, but it didn’t. Our bodies fused together seamlessly and swayed to the music, perfectly in harmony with each other, and I had to remind myself that we had committed to being just friends. I buried my head against his shoulder, not trusting myself to look up at him. Doubting myself. I thought that being alone was what I wanted. That I didn’t need to be part of a couple, but tonight reminded me that it was nice to be part of something again.

      ‘Are you OK, Gemma?’

      I looked up and felt my stomach flutter as his eyes locked onto mine and then flickered to my lips and back. His tongue licked his bottom lip and my stomach flip-flopped. I desperately wanted him to kiss me right then and I hoped more than anything in the world that he was feeling the same and that I wasn’t misreading the situation. His head bent towards mine, I could feel his breath on my face, his lips mere millimetres away. I closed my eyes and surrendered myself in anticipation of what would happen next.

      ‘Fuck! Sorry!’

      Steph’s body slammed into us, forcing us apart. Jude raised his eyebrows at me.

      ‘Bit pissed. Well, super sozzled actually. You’ve had him enough tonight. It’s your turn to dance with me now, Adams. He’s hot property you know, Gemma. All the ladies at the station lust after him more than anyone else. And he’s a huge hit with the gay guys too. It’s that aloof single man vibe that he gives out.’ She pinched his cheeks the way a granny does to a baby. ‘He’s irresistible.’

      She lunged at him and I laughed, walking back to the table where I raised my glass and smiled. The last thing I saw before she whisked him away was him rolling his eyes and mouthing, ‘Help.’

      I’d drank way more bubbly than I was used to and it had very nearly got me into a whole lot of trouble just then so I stopped drinking it, reverting to water.

      When the lights came on fully and as people started to bid their goodnights, we gathered our things together, me grabbing my bag and Jude grabbing his award and we fell into the car for the drive home, both shattered by our big night out. Sitting side by side, with his thigh pressing against mine, felt like yet another intimate moment that shouldn’t be happening. If we would have been a couple, we might have snuggled up with each other and I was certainly feeling quietly nervous about being in such close proximity after our near kiss earlier. I tried to shuffle a little nearer to my side of the car and he looked over and gave a little tight-lipped smile.

      The gentle movement of the car must have caused me to nod off because the next thing I knew, we were outside the café and I had woken up to find I’d been leaning on Jude’s shoulder and had dribbled all over his tunic.

      ‘Oh God. I’m so sorry!’

      ‘That’s OK, it needs dry-cleaning anyway after Steph spilt red wine all down it. Twice.’

      ‘She’s quite a character.’

      ‘She is that.’

      We both got out of the car and Jude walked me to my door, unbuttoning the top button of his shirt and unfastening his tie.

      ‘So are you going to make me a quick coffee before bed?’ Even though it was late and dark, the silvery moonlight illuminated his face and I could see him blush. ‘I mean, before I go home. To my own bed that is. I didn’t mean…’

      I bit my lip. This needed to be handled delicately.

      ‘Yep, I’m not on the early shift but will still need to work when I’m up, so it’ll have to be a quick one.’ It was then my turn to blush. ‘Coffee that is. And I do mean coffee only.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ He saluted me and we laughed in relief as I fumbled in my clutch bag for my keys and unlocked the door. His face must have been right behind my backside as we climbed the steep stairs but there was nothing I could do about it and he had the good grace to be looking down when we reached the top and I turned round.

      ‘Have a seat and I’ll go and put the kettle on.’

      Instead of sitting, he removed his jacket and walked towards the window. I had to tear my eyes away to go through to the kitchen. When I returned with two coffee mugs, he was still in the same spot.

      ‘It’s so beautiful up here. I could just sit and stare at that view forever.’

      I unbuckled my shoes and sighed when my feet sank into the sumptuous carpet. It had been a while since I’d worn three-inch high strappy sandals for that length of time and my feet were throbbing.

      ‘I rarely close the curtains. Too beautiful a sight to shut out. There are times even now, when I still find it quite overwhelming, even though I’ve lived here for a while.’

      ‘I’m not surprised. Our house is on a hill, and you can just about glimpse the sea, if you stand up and lean out of the skylight. I’m sure the estate agent told us it had sea views.’

      ‘Ah, surely you know most estate agents elaborate on the truth to sell houses. And if yours was called Russell, then he has quite the reputation for manipulating the truth to suit his needs. Ask Meredith about the lighthouse next time you see her.’

      ‘It feels weird that I can see the lighthouse from here and my daughter is in there, sleeping. I can’t remember when I last spent a night away from her. Don’t tell her this because she’ll call me a freak, but I sometimes stand and just watch her sleeping at night before I head off to bed myself. Wondering what she’s dreaming about, thinking about how amazing she is and how she doesn’t realise it. Hoping that I’m enough for her. Whether one parent is enough.’

      My heart went out to him.

      ‘I’m pretty sure that one parent who loves you deeply is way better than any parent that doesn’t have their child’s best interest at heart.’

      ‘That sounds like it comes from a place of experience.’

      ‘Maybe it does. School was hard for me because at that time it was less common to have one parent. These days, it’s more unusual if you have two. Anyway, tell me about Occy as a young child.’

      I was always good at changing the subject when anyone mentioned my father.

      ‘I hope you’ve got a while. She’s my favourite topic to talk about.’
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      ‘Morning, sleepyhead.’

      I handed Jude a cup of coffee as he stirred on the sofa. He looked a little befuddled as he took in his surroundings.

      ‘Oh God! I fell asleep. I’m so sorry.’

      ‘Hey, it’s fine. It was a long night and we’d drank quite a bit. I did try to wake you, but you were dead to the world.’ I pulled my kimono dressing gown slightly tighter around me, feeling a little self-conscious being in this situation.

      ‘You must think I’m awful.’ He rubbed his brow and raked his hands through his hair, tousling it even more. I dragged my eyes away.

      ‘Not at all. It’s honestly not a problem. There’s some water and some headache tablets there if you need them. I bet Steph also has these for breakfast this morning.’

      He sat up, swung his legs round and yawned as he looked at his watch.

      ‘I feel like I’ve had the best night’s sleep I’ve had in years. Can’t believe it’s nearly nine. You don’t need to go and open up do you? I think you said not last night.’

      ‘No, I arranged for Pat to do that this morning, knowing we’d have a late night, although I should probably get dressed soon and go down and help her. It feels a bit strange not doing the early morning shift. First time in ages.’

      ‘I’d better make a move then. I’m honestly mortified that I fell asleep on your sofa.’

      ‘You looked so peaceful and comfortable, I just threw a spare duvet over the top of you and left you there when I went to bed. Did you not wake up at all?’

      ‘Not once. I think at home, I’m constantly listening out for Occy. She… please don’t tell her I told you this, but sometimes she has nightmares and wakes herself up. The worst thing is that she’s shouting “Mum” out loud sometimes. It’s heartbreaking.’

      ‘I won’t say a word, but that must be hard for you.’

      ‘I just go in and comfort her but when she wakes up the following morning, she never mentions it and neither do I. I’m not even sure if she even remembers. I’ve never asked her.’

      ‘Bless her.’ We were both silent in our thoughts as we sipped our coffee, side by side.

      ‘Right, I’d better get off.’

      ‘I’ll walk down with you.’

      When we reached the bottom of the stairs, Jude stepped outside and stood on the doorstep, before reaching in to give me a peck on the cheek.

      ‘Thanks for… well… everything, Gemma. I had a lovely night. You were the best company. You were amazing.’

      ‘Morning, lovebirds!’

      Clem and Meredith had stopped opposite us, Alice the dog at their feet, both with huge grins on their faces. Jude and I both turned scarlet.

      ‘It’s not what you think.’

      ‘That’s what they all say.’

      Clem winked as he headed into the shop next door.

      Jude shuffled off up the street to do the walk of no-shame.

      Meredith walked off in the opposite direction. ‘I’ll see you later, lady! And be prepared. I want to hear everything.’
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      ‘So, come on! Dish the dirt! I want to know everything. And I mean the whole shebang. Don’t hold back.’

      It would take some convincing that nothing untoward had gone on between me and Jude.

      Meredith had come into the café later that morning, and I was still struggling to get going, probably because it had been a late night, though there were also lots of thoughts going around my head. Starting later had been quite hard.

      It did me good to keep on telling Meredith that we were just friends, nothing more. Re-telling myself as well along with all the reasons why.

      ‘There’s nothing to tell. You’ve got the wrong end of the stick. Totally. There is absolutely nothing going on between us.’

      ‘So, you don’t fancy him then?’

      ‘Well, that doesn’t really come into it, does it? If we’ve decided to be just friends, then I can’t think of him in that way.’

      ‘You do fancy him then?’

      ‘I never said that.’

      ‘You didn’t say no either.’

      ‘Oh, shut up, Meredith.’

      She grinned back at me, loving the fact that while she was teasing me, I was cringing with embarrassment.

      ‘He did look quite hot this morning though,’ she continued, ‘doing the walk of shame with his jacket slung over his shoulder and his tie hanging out of his pocket. With you standing on your doorstep in your dressing gown waving him off, it definitely looked like he’d been rogering you senseless all night.’

      ‘Enough now. Haven’t you got anything else to do with your life but badger me about a non-event?’

      ‘Not really, to be honest – no! And it’s so much fun to see you blushing like a teenager. Sorry, I will stop now.’

      ‘Thank God for that. Now, are we going to look at those fabric swatches you’ve got or not?’

      ‘OK, but don’t think I haven’t noticed that you’ve just changed the conversation.’ She grinned and opened her portfolio, pulling out the mood boards she’d made up with the palettes we’d discussed.

      With our joint vision and Clem’s renovation skills, the new and improved café was coming along nicely. The warm, earthy colour tones would complement the walls where the brickwork was going to be left exposed. The original floors would be sanded back to their original state with a distressed varnished look. There’d be brightly coloured comfy sofas with big squishy cushions for people to sit back and relax, with low coffee tables mixed up with more formal oak dining tables and high-backed chairs.

      In winter, it would be warm and cosy and I could light the fire. The sound of a crackling fire and the smell of burning wood always filled me with joy and I was looking forward to it all coming together. And in summer, it would feel cool and calm. Everything would be perfectly placed to make the most of the amazing view that the café was blessed with. We just needed it to happen now.

      Next up was finding a suitable date to go and have a mooch at some final pieces of furniture and accessories. Most of Martin’s stock had been sold off when he moved out but he had told us about a place that might have what we needed, so we tried to sync our diaries.

      ‘That’s a Monday, can’t do that.’

      ‘Why are your Mondays so inflexible, Gemma? Why all the mystery?’

      ‘No mystery.’ I scratched the back of my neck. ‘It’s just my day to do stuff for me. I mainly just meet old friends. Nothing more than that.’

      Meredith scrunched up her mouth and narrowed her eyes. I changed the subject once more.

      ‘How did you get on with Occy last night by the way? You haven’t said and I’d totally forgotten to ask.’

      ‘Oh, she was great company. After we’d tidied up at yours, we went back to the lighthouse and watched Dirty Dancing, which I can’t believe she’d never seen. Poor child. I left her in bed this morning while we went out for a walk with Alice. She said she was nice and cosy and didn’t want to leave the spare room. Said her room was nowhere near as nice and she’d love hers to be like it.’

      I tapped my lip, deep in thought, and Meredith asked what was going through my mind.

      ‘Let me get back to you on that, when I’ve had more time to think an idea through.’

      ‘That sounds interesting.’

      ‘Mmm, I think it will be. So, what was Occy’s favourite part of the film?’

      We spent the next ten minutes discussing the merits of Dirty Dancing and which line was the most memorable. While I voted for ‘Nobody puts Baby in the corner’, Meredith’s vote was for ‘I carried a watermelon’, and we talked about how sexy Patrick Swayze was in that film and how we wished we could dance like that, with him.

      I loved the friendship I had with Meredith. We’d become such good friends since she’d relocated here. She was just over fifty and with me being thirty-nine, there was a good age gap between us but it never mattered. When she had first moved to Driftwood Bay, she was quite reluctant to admit her feelings for Clem because he was nearly ten years younger, but age was but a number. They clearly adored each other and got on like a house on fire, so why shouldn’t they be together?

      But the great thing was: they weren’t joined at the hip and Meredith still purposely made time for her friends. She’d said this was really important as it was something that she hadn’t done in her previous long-term relationship, prioritising her husband’s wishes over her own, and as a result, her friendships had waned.

      We agreed a date later that week and I asked Pat if she could cover. She was grateful of the extra hours, with Christmas looming and presents to buy for her family. And then, much as it would have been nice to sit in the café chatting with Meredith all day, it was starting to get busy so I thought I’d better get a shimmy on and help.

      Since Lucy had suggested the idea, I’d been constantly racking my brains for a new name for the café and was still considering whether it was the right thing to do at all. I was swaying towards a change. It felt like it was time for a fresh new start for The Harbour Corner Café but it had to be the perfect name. It almost felt like that was the most important part of the whole project. I was trusting in the universe again and hoped that it would come to me. Lucy and James were also trying to think of something suitable, although the name of my business was probably not as much of a priority to them than the name of their child.

      Everything was slowly coming together. A call from Rachel, the woman who had got in touch about the job, confirmed that she’d be in Driftwood Bay a couple of weeks before the launch, which worked perfectly. She said that she’d arranged some rental accommodation and was looking forward to her new adventure. The timing couldn’t have been better; she could get used to the systems that we had in place before everyone got trained up together on the new equipment I was having to install – hopefully a good way for the staff to all get to know each other.

      That evening, I put the finishing touches to the menu and emailed it over to Lucy for her thoughts. It was important to me that, even though it was my business, she felt that she could still have an input. She also had a great business brain and had offered me some fabulous advice over the years – tips that she’d picked up at the B & B.

      It seemed like everything was coming together nicely and all was on track. Time to sit back and relax, breathe a little and enjoy life.
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      The next few weeks flew by and it was an exciting yet terrifying time waiting for the big launch event. Jude and Occy continued to come over for tea and having Occy there meant that Jude and I had returned to how our relationship had been prior to our big night out, slipping back easily into our roles as friends. It felt safe and the right place for us to be.

      Finally, Clem was ready to knock through and the time had come for us to take the biggest step of all. The Harbour Corner Café would be closed for a couple of weeks to pull it all together. Furniture was ready to be delivered and we’d left two clear days before the launch to make sure everything was spot on. There were a lot of changes taking place and Clem was working his backside off, along with a couple of his pals who he’d called in favours from to help, to ensure that the business was impacted as little as possible.

      Luckily Geoff, the landlord of the Harbourside Hotel, had very kindly lent me a converted horsebox which he’d bought years ago and intended to use as a catering trailer for events but never quite got round to apart from at the annual beach party. It was all set up on the front patio and we were able to serve limited food and drinks and people would still be able to sit on the outside furniture. I’d bought plenty of blankets which people could wrap up in if they were cold, but they seemed to enjoy the temporary outside experience and the weather was being incredibly kind to us. Thank goodness.

      Geoff was quite glad to not be doing so much food at the pub. He was getting older and we’d come to an agreement that he was happy for us to become the dining venue in the village and the pub would become more of a drinking establishment. It was an understanding that suited us both and importantly let him wind down. He needed less stress in his later years and wanted to enjoy his business as well as his life.

      The hospitality trade is a hard one to be in. You can’t just not bother to turn up one day and not open. Opening regularly is a necessity and not only that, but you also have to do it all with a smile on your face too, even sometimes, when people aren’t being the nicest to you. So many people in the industry were burning out and businesses closing down due to lack of custom so it was nice to think that we were helping him to continue in a trade that he knew and loved.

      Life is precious and sometimes cut short unexpectedly. Losing loved ones certainly teaches us that. You always think you have all the time in the world to do the things you want, but life can sometimes tell us differently and it’s important to live our best lives while we’re here. The future isn’t promised. The past is gone. The present is a gift that not everyone is blessed with and we should spend our time wisely. I knew that I was blessed to love my work and was excited about the future.
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      The day that Rachel came to Driftwood Bay was a memorable one. I was working on my own from the catering trailer, and the large hiking group had come back, wanting food and drinks. When I saw that she’d arrived, I asked her to grab a seat and bear with me. She did better than that: two minutes later, the door opened and she threw her bag on the floor under the counter, her words music to my ears.

      ‘Right, tell me what I can do to help.’

      We worked in harmony, moving around each other in perfect symmetry, ensuring that our customers were satisfied. When all the orders had been completed and we’d got time to breathe, I turned to her.

      ‘I think I love you already!’

      ‘Well, nothing like being chucked in at the deep end. I hope I was helpful.’

      ‘Helpful? I don’t know how I’ve managed without you. You were like my fairy godmother sweeping in to save me.’

      ‘I’ve found throughout the years that if you make yourself indispensable, it’s harder for people to want to get rid of you.’

      We both laughed.

      ‘Excellent tactics. I like it. I’ve got Pat and Occy coming down to meet you later. It’s so important for me that we work together as a team. That you guys bond, support each other and have each other’s backs.’

      ‘That sounds great, Gemma. Sounds like a really good work ethos to have.’

      ‘Fab. Let me show you around inside.’

      Every time that I’d come into the building recently, I had felt a little shiver run down my spine. Clem was working utter wonders, my vision was unfolding before my very eyes and the change was stratospheric. He’d suggested that we cover the windows for the last couple of weeks so it all remained a secret and, as a result, the anticipation of what we were doing was the talk of the village. I couldn’t wait to unveil the place on launch night and was excited to reveal the new name too. Only Clem, the signwriter and I knew what it was – he’d even sworn not to share it with Meredith.
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      When Rachel returned later, after settling in at her accommodation, I introduced her to Pat and Occy and they got on like a house on fire. Occy and Rachel seemed to form an easy rapport, laughing easily. Occy was old for her years and Rachel appeared quite youthful in hers so they really did bond well. While I sat back and watched them, I felt like Pat would take the ‘Mamma Bear’ role and that, as a team, they would work well together. It was a huge relief.

      After I talked through my plans for the launch event, they all chose their own roles for the evening and made a couple of tweaks to my schedule – all of which made sense –and raised some points that I hadn’t even thought of.

      ‘I bet Lizzie would help out, you know. She’s always saying that if any jobs come up here, she’d love one.’

      ‘That’s a good shout actually. If Lizzie could help you with the serving of the food, and the clearing of tables, that would be great. An extra pair of hands is always helpful and if we get too busy in the future, we might need someone on a more permanent basis.’

      Occy beamed.

      ‘I’m not promising anything though. Until we know how busy it will be, recruitment of staff will probably be gradual. We might have some hectic days before I decide that we have to take on more staff.’

      ‘That’s OK, it’s nice that you’d consider her.’

      ‘Well, if you say she’s OK then I’m happy to take that as a recommendation.’

      The guest list was huge. I’d originally tried to put some names together, but it had felt awkward to invite some people and not others, so we’d basically given an open invitation to the whole village. The local paper had very kindly included a brief report about us, but without a business name or any images, they couldn’t really say a lot. However, they had promised a full-page feature once we were fully open, which was exciting and would be most welcomed. Any free publicity was much appreciated.

      Patio heaters had been borrowed from everywhere possible and there would be sheltered space in the little courtyard garden, as well as some on the patio which overlooked the bay. Hopefully people would mingle in all areas and I prayed for a dry night. We wouldn’t want wind and rain stopping people coming out and enjoying themselves.

      We’d worked really hard on making the outside spaces as lovely as possible and wanted everyone to enjoy them as much as they enjoyed the inside areas.

      What was giving me the biggest headache was that there was a lot of cooking to be done beforehand, as well as on the day, along with my normal Monday cooking duties. I didn’t want to renege on that agreement; people relied on me and I didn’t want to let anyone down. It would be an early start, but I was used to that. Hard work never bothered me and it would be worth it.

      Full meals wouldn’t be available to order on our launch evening, as I thought we would be making it difficult for ourselves. Instead, Lizzie and Occy would be wandering around with taster samples from the new menu which would hopefully give people an insight into what we would be doing going forward. Lucy had been brilliant and had made some amazing suggestions, knowing how easy and difficult certain dishes were to cook. My favourite appetisers were the mini fish and chip tasters served in cones, and the miniature toad in the holes, which used locally sourced pork sausages and a scoop of mashed potato in a Yorkshire pudding. We had cranberry and brie bites for the vegetarians and vegans, as well as caramelised onion and goat’s cheese crostini. Rachel also reminded me that some people are gluten free so I’d have to look up something special for that option too.

      Poor Occy and Jude had been my guinea pigs on a couple of occasions although they didn’t seem to mind sampling the various choices I’d been experimenting with. It was nice to have someone help me make those final decisions instead of doing it alone. We’d spent several lovely evenings together languishing and putting the world to rights and trying out the new menu, and Jude said he’d never seen Occy look so happy.

      Before now, the refurbishment had always seemed like a long way in the distance but now it was nearly here, and I was amazed at how the time had flown by. It was going to be all hands on deck to pull everything together but it was exciting, giving me a fuzzy feeling in my tummy.
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      ‘Ready?’

      ‘You bet!’

      It had always been important to me for Lucy to be the first to see everything completed and in place. There was an hour to go and she’d walked round to the harbour and knocked on the door as I’d requested.

      Standing behind her, I covered her eyes with my hands and guided her over the step.

      I removed my hands.

      She gasped. ‘Oh, Gem.’

      ‘What do you think?’

      She turned to me and then back to the room.

      ‘Gemma… It’s…’

      ‘Do you hate it? Oh God! Have I got it all wrong?’

      She turned to me once more.

      ‘My darling Gemma. I couldn’t be prouder of you if I tried. This is amazing. You are amazing. This is just incredible.’

      The relief was indescribable and I breathed out loudly.

      ‘It was so important to me that you liked it.’

      She meandered around the room, gently running her fingers across the huge, gilded mirror that hung above the fireplace and turned to smile at me. It was the mirror that Mum used to have in our lounge and looked perfectly at home above the fireplace where the wood burner was gently crackling away.

      The main serving counter had been completely revamped, and the huge clock that Mum used to keep in her kitchen took pride of place above the two huge coffee machines at the back. A tall glass cabinet sat to the left, with a display of soft drink bottles and cans, and, on the front, a low-lit cabinet in which the cakes we’d been busy baking were displayed. Colourful gingham bunting ran around the counter, intertwined with glimmering fairy lights.

      ‘If she could see this… do you know what Mum would have said, Gem?’

      We laughed as we said her catchphrase in unison: ‘Just the job!’

      ‘You do know that she would have loved it, don’t you?’

      ‘Oh, I hope so.’

      ‘I know so, lady. God, if she could be here now, she’d be beside herself with excitement.’

      ‘I wish she was, Luce.’

      ‘Oh, darling. Me too. More than anything in the world.’ I noticed that she put her hand to her stomach as she said this and I had to swallow a lump in my throat.

      ‘Look at us. Two successful business owners. And one about to be a mum.’

      ‘And one about to be an aunty too. How exciting.’

      She pulled me tightly to her chest.

      ‘I love you, Gemma.’

      I squeezed her tight.

      ‘I love you too, Lucy. Now there are two more things we need to do, and I want us to do them together.’

      Lucy looked puzzled.

      Because I didn’t want anyone outside to see the sign before Lucy, it had literally been under wraps and I’d had the signwriter make a video reveal. I held up my iPad for her to watch. She gasped and held her heart to her chest, tears appearing in her eyes. She whispered the name.

      ‘The 5 O’clock Somewhere Bistro’.

      ‘You like it?’

      ‘I absolutely adore it, babe. You are wonderful, you know. She’d love – and most definitely approve of – the new name.’

      When Lucy and I were younger, every time Mum fancied a tipple, she used to have a little saying, one that we’ve always used all our lives. That was the name I had decided to call the business, and instead of calling it a café, we’d upgraded it to a bistro. I was so happy that Lucy approved.

      ‘Just one more thing, Luce. Something for the back wall.’

      I put my hand under the counter and passed her a parcel wrapped in tissue paper.

      She unfolded it carefully and removed a photograph of her, Mum and me. I remembered the day so vividly even now. It was from one of her days off and we’d gone to have a picnic on the beach. Lucy and I had made all the food and put the whole picnic together. We are all laughing hilariously at the camera because I’d not long bitten into a Scotch egg which was revoltingly gritty and Lucy confessed to us that she’d dropped it in the sand and applied the five-second rule. Mum had always said that it was one of the happiest days of her life so it seemed the right photo to have on display.

      We took one side each, and hung it up on the back wall, where it could be seen from every angle in the room. I poured us both a glass of Buck’s Fizz – I’d checked beforehand that she could have a small amount of it – and we clinked our glasses together, then raised them to the photo.

      ‘To Mum.’
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      Everyone had their designated jobs and after a little pep talk, where I made everyone stand with their hands on their hips, reciting the words, ‘we are superheroes’ to much laughter, we were finally ready to open the doors.

      I would be front of house, and chief welcomer, with Occy and Lizzie mingling with plates of appetisers and Pat ensuring that the welcome drinks were flowing. Rachel was in the kitchen, keeping on top of the steady stream of food coming through. She said that she loved the behind the scenes work more than being front of house.

      ‘Honestly, Gemma, I’ll be fine. It’ll be a bit overwhelming if the whole village is out. Remember that you know everyone round here, but they’re mostly strangers to me.’

      I did understand. I forget sometimes that living here nearly all my life meant that I knew the locals nearly as well as I knew myself.

      Occy had such a huge grin on her face and kept wandering around telling me, ‘It’s vibe, Gemma, totally vibe.’ I had no idea what that meant, and didn’t want to show my total uncoolness, but thankfully Pat put me out of my misery: apparently, it was the latest phrase to express that something was really good and that I should be flattered. I was truly honoured.

      At bang on 7 p.m., I removed the screening from the window panels and switched on the lights to a loud cheer. I’d been worrying that there would only be a few people turning up but it seemed that we’d attracted quite the crowd. My heart squeezed when I realised that pretty much the whole town had come along to celebrate.

      I opened the door and moved outside to switch on the festoon lights and remove the material that had been draped over the sign.

      Lucy and I stood hand in hand while Pat struck a metal ice bucket with a knife to get everyone’s attention. When the crowd simmered down, I cleared my throat, took a deep breath and made my announcement.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen. I would like to declare the “5 O’clock Somewhere Bistro” open.’

      Once the name could be seen from behind the material, there was a huge round of applause and we turned to grin at each other.

      The village really had turned out in droves for our opening night. I wasn’t sure whether that was because they were joyous in celebrating the launch night or whether it was because there was free grub and booze on offer.

      Surprised to see Geoff in the throng, I headed his way with a glass in my hand and when I reached him I raised a questioning eyebrow.

      ‘One night off a year won’t hurt, cherub.’ He winked and took the glass from me. ‘I wasn’t missing this night for nothing. I’ve known your ma since we were kids and I’ve been a customer in her café since the first day it opened. She would be mighty proud of you, young lady. You’ve done an amazing job. I just can’t be arsed to do food these days. The kitchen would have needed a big renovation and I don’t have the energy and I’ve got better things to spend me money on. I’m so glad you are taking over as the food place in the village and we can concentrate on being a good old-fashioned boozer.’

      We’d be running evenings like the book club and I’d agreed that the local WI group could have their meetings here once a month, and Geoff had mentioned that he’d be keen to be running proper pub quizzes and pub nights. It seemed like an arrangement that would suit us both.

      As I thanked him, I kissed his soft bristly cheek and could see him blushing. Pat grinned at him as she walked past and, not for the first time, I saw him wink at her. She, in turn, got just a little bit too girly for it to be a nothing response. Interesting!

      It was an hour later when I finally got a chance to speak to Jude. I’d spotted him earlier but had told myself I hadn’t really been looking out for him, but when Meredith whispered in my ear, ‘I think you just need to admit that you fancy the pants off him and are perfect for each other,’ I realised that it was probably time to admit it to myself. Maybe in the future at some point, he might even find out for himself too.

      Since the evening he’d stayed on my sofa, my mind had frequently drifted away into daydreams much akin to the plot of a romcom movie: single independent woman meets hot single fireman dad and we lived happily ever after. Sometimes I’d dream of him and it all got a little steamy, making me wake up in a bit of a fluster, and then when I faced him, I had to pretend I hadn’t been dreaming about rolling around in bed with him.

      But life wasn’t always like a fairy tale sadly, as I was about to find out.

      Jude made his way over to me, through a little break in the crowd and handed me a glass of bubbly from the tray that Pat was carrying.

      ‘Bet you haven’t even had chance to have one yourself yet, have you?’

      The cold bubbles hit the spot perfectly, and he kissed my cheek.

      ‘Congratulations, Gemma. This, is… well… it’s…’

      He didn’t seem at all himself this evening. I had to excuse myself to talk to some customers, and when I turned, he was still hovering around, shuffling from one foot to the other.

      ‘Is everything OK, Jude?’

      ‘Have you got time to take a short break? I know it’s a daft question but do you think you could join me outside? I won’t keep you long.’

      Looking around the bistro, I could see that everything was in hand. Occy and Lizzie were both laughing as they were still handing out appetisers and napkins and Pat was in her element going around the room chatting and filling up glasses. For the first time in a while, I didn’t feel needed.

      ‘A breath of fresh air would be perfect right now. I’m a bit hot and bothered from all the rushing around as well as all the adrenaline coursing through my body.’

      Side by side with him on one of the benches that overlooked the harbour, I couldn’t help but feel his warm leg resting against mine.

      I took a huge breath and blew it out slowly, releasing all the anxiety I’d been holding on to for days.

      ‘Gosh, what a relief that it’s gone so well.’

      ‘It’s amazing, Gemma. Well done. I’m super proud of you.’

      ‘Ah thank you. But just look at your daughter.’

      Through the windows, which were just starting to steam up from all the bodies inside, we could see Occy milling about. She looked like the cat that got the cream, taking it all in her stride as if she was involved in events like this all the time.

      ‘Look at her. Happy, smiling away and chatting to people.’

      ‘I know. Who would have thought it? You giving her this job has been the best thing anyone could ever have done for her. She’s gone from being a surly miserable child to a pleasant young lady who’s been a pleasure to be around. It’s all thanks to you. I’m so grateful to you.’

      ‘Ah not just me, Jude. Rachel and Pat have been a great influence on her too. She gets on so well with them both. My little team have come together beautifully.’

      ‘Well, talking of coming together, I have something I’d like to say.’ He turned to face me and took the glass out of my hand, reaching down and placing it on the pavement beside the bench. ‘I didn’t know whether to say anything or not but I don’t think I’m being true to myself if I don’t.’

      My heart started to beat a little faster. I had absolutely no idea what he was going to say, but the butterflies in my stomach were telling me that this was going to be something I might not want to hear.

      He took one of my hands in his and cleared his throat. ‘Gemma.’

      He sounded so serious. What on earth was he about to come out with?

      ‘Since the other night, I’ve not been able to get you off my mind.’

      ‘Oh!’

      That was not what I was expecting to come out of his mouth.

      ‘I may have got it all wrong and I know that we both said that we weren’t interested in getting involved with someone else but I just want to make sure that I haven’t got the wrong end of the stick.’

      I looked down at my hand in his and back to his face. It had come as such a bolt out of the blue when it hit me recently, but deep down in my heart, I knew that I felt the same. I went to speak but he held his palm up and asked me to let him continue before he ran out of courage. I smiled at the thought of this big brave handsome fireman who flung himself into dangerous situations every day being scared of stringing a sentence together.

      ‘When you were sleeping on my shoulder in the car that night, I wanted to pull you to me. I wanted to wake you up and kiss you. I wanted to take you home and have you lie in my arms and… well… you know… more too. I don’t know if I’m imagining that you feel the same, and if you don’t, I’d rather you just put me out of my misery and embarrassment and maybe we could agree to never mention this unfortunate moment again. OK, so that’s it. I’m done.’

      He smiled a crooked smile and raised his eyebrows anticipating my response, looking more nervous than I’d ever seen him before. He looked down at his hands as I spoke.

      ‘But you said that you didn’t want anyone in your life. That you weren’t looking for love. You made it perfectly clear.’

      ‘Totally and that was absolutely the case, but that was until I met you. Sometimes you find something that you didn’t even know you were looking for.’ He mumbled this, still looking down at his fingers which he’d started to twiddle.

      With trembling hands, I put my finger under his chin and raised his head so it was level with mine. We locked eyes. I leaned forward and dropped a gentle butterfly kiss on his lips and heard him sigh. I pulled away. His face literally lit up with a huge smile. I couldn’t help but grin back. Who knew that just one tiny kiss could set off a million fireworks in my stomach?

      He squeezed my hand.

      ‘So, you do feel the same then?’

      I felt my nose wrinkle. ‘Yep.’ I was still grinning from ear to ear. ‘But you were adamant that you didn’t want to get involved with anyone, Jude. What changed?’

      ‘I could ask you the same thing. But I didn’t want to get involved with anyone. I still don’t want to get involved with anyone. I do, however, want to get involved with you.’

      ‘Now that I rather like the sound of.’

      Jude’s brow furrowed.

      ‘I don’t know what I can offer you right now. I’m a single dad who works a lot, with no real plans for a future of my own, and a hormonal fifteen-year-old daughter who takes up most of my time and energy. But I do know that I want to get to know you better and spend as much time with you as I can. And see if this could take us somewhere. Maybe it will. Maybe it won’t. But what do you think?’

      He held his palms up and tilted his head to one side.

      ‘You old romantic, you.’ I nudged his shoulder and scooted even closer to him. ‘I’m not sure my prospects are much better. I’m a divorcee and have just thrown myself into a business where I’ll be working all hours trying to make it a success. My sister is going to need me because she’s having a baby. Shit! It’s only just occurred to me that that might be why I’m throwing myself into this project – because I can’t have children of my own.’

      ‘You think?’

      I laughed.

      ‘OK, so maybe I am; my heart is ever so broken because of that fact as well as my ex-husband having an affair behind my back, and when he got his girlfriend pregnant it nearly finished me off. Still want me now?’

      ‘Yep! You’ve not put me off yet.’

      ‘So where do we go from here?’

      ‘I might have an idea.’ He leaned forward and threaded his hands through my hair, pulling me closer still. My heart was hammering against my chest. Surely, he must be able to feel that. Maybe even hear it. His soft lips met mine and this time we kissed even more slowly than before. Passionately. Deeply.

      Until I heard a voice shouting our names with urgency. It was Occy.

      ‘For God’s sake, will you pair of lovebirds stop snogging like you’re my age and get yourselves over here please. I don’t want to panic you but the kitchen is on fire.’

      ‘Shit!’

      I ran to the kitchen door with Jude hot on my heels. When we reached the building, he told the two of us to stay out front and he’d go and assess the situation.

      When he called me into the kitchen thirty seconds later, he had put out what appeared to be a small chip pan fire and opened the back door to let out the smell of smoke.

      ‘No need to panic here. Everything is fine. Your staff member had it all under control and Occy was just being her normal dramatic self, telling her that I was a fire fighter.’ He spoke to the figure who was turned away from him. ‘Sorry, you must be Rachel. You must think I’m dreadfully rude. I’m Jude. Are you OK? That must have been a bit of a shock.’

      Rachel turned and faced him head on.

      ‘Hello Jude.’

      He literally jumped back and clutched his hand to his chest.

      ‘Oh my God! What the fucking fuck are you doing here?’
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      Seconds felt like minutes as we all took turns staring at each other, open-mouthed, waiting for someone to break the silence. As I should have expected, it was broken by Occy, who steamrollered through the kitchen door.

      ‘I could really do with a hand out here, you know. It’s getting quite busy again and we’ve nearly run out of food.’

      You could literally cut the atmosphere with a knife. I was super confused about how Jude and Rachel knew each other. She’d not long moved into the village.

      ‘I’ll be out in a sec, Occy.’ Jude smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes, though I’m not sure she even noticed as she huffed out loud and flounced back into the main room. ‘Do not say a thing,’ he barked at Rachel. ‘And don’t move. I’ll be back to deal with you in a minute. Gemma, I need a word.’

      He grabbed my hand and led me out of the kitchen’s back door. There, he bent double, his hands on his knees and taking deep breaths.

      ‘How on earth do you know Rachel and why are you so furious with her?’ I asked. ‘I can’t have you speaking to my staff that way. It’s just not on.’

      He straightened himself up and started to rub at his temples, blowing out through pursed lips. It was quite hard to believe that just seconds ago those same lips had been kissing mine.

      ‘Jude? What the hell is going on?’

      ‘That woman in there. That’s not Rachel. That’s Amy. And she’s Occy’s mother.’
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      A chill ran through my bones.

      ‘Jeez, Jude. What the hell.’

      ‘Tell me about it. I haven’t seen her for thirteen years. Thirteen fucking years and then, all of a sudden, she’s here. Oh no!’ His hands flew to his cheeks. ‘Do you think Occy knows that Rachel is her mother?’

      ‘She can’t surely!’

      Footsteps behind us alerted us to the fact that we weren’t alone and we turned to see not one but two people stood watching us.

      Occy screamed out loud and collapsed to the floor.

      ‘She does now…’
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      After coming round, Occy moved herself into a seating position, Jude rubbing her hand.

      ‘It’s OK, darling. You fainted. You’re fine.’

      ‘Fine? Fine, really?’ She looked straight over the top of him at Rachel. ‘Do you honestly mean to tell me that I’ve been working beside you for a couple of weeks now and you didn’t think to tell me that you were my mother? Seriously? What the fuck?’

      ‘I’m sorry, Octavia, I thought it was the right thing to do. I wanted to get to know you first.’

      ‘My name is Occy. Not Octavia. Dad! What is she doing here? Also, my mother’s name is not Rachel. It’s Amy. I’m so confused.’

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine. I literally found out about two minutes before you did. And her name is Amy. Not Rachel.’

      ‘I’ve been going by the name of Rachel for a long time,’ the woman – Amy/Rachel – said. ‘I decided I needed a change. Do away with the old me.’

      ‘Oh nice. You needed a change.’ Jude was now shouting at her. ‘A bit like the change you needed when you left Occy and I all those years ago, you mean? You don’t just walk out on your family when you fancy a change, Amy.’

      ‘Oh, Jude, stop with all the self-righteous bullshit, will you? Some things don’t change, do they? I’m here now and I would like to spend some time with my daughter, getting to know her. We’ve been getting on great, haven’t we Octav—Occy?’

      ‘Well, we were, but that was before I knew who you were. God, this is so messed up. I can’t think straight.’ She rubbed at her temples.

      ‘Honestly, Amy. Rachel. Whatever your name is these days. If you wanted to see Occy, you should have got in touch with me and arranged something.’ He was literally yelling in her face. This was a side of Jude that I’d never seen before and hoped I wouldn’t ever see again.

      ‘And run the risk of you not letting me see her? Not a chance.’ I saw a bit of spittle leave her mouth and just miss him. She was giving as good as she got.

      ‘I’ve never not let you see her, Rachel, and I never would and you know it. You’ve had every opportunity to be part of her life, for years. You chose not to. You made that decision.’ He started to poke the air near her neck and she sensibly backed away from him, sensing his rage.

      When she spoke next, her voice was calm and controlled.

      ‘You made it perfectly clear that you didn’t want me anywhere near her, Jude. You hardly made it easy for me.’

      ‘Easy for you? It was about her. Not you! You can’t just waltz in and out of a kid’s life when you feel like it. Why would I ever want to make it easy for you? You don’t pick and choose when you are in a kid’s life. You are a kid’s life. How many times did you think you could let us down and get away with it? God, you’re despicable. How could you do this to us? To her?’

      He was bellowing now with what seemed like years of frustration coming out. While I didn’t want to interfere, I couldn’t let this continue and let everyone at the launch hear what was going on. Not through embarrassment, but I didn’t want everyone knowing Jude’s private business. It wasn’t doing anyone any good and I thought that I was the only one of us who had the ability to diffuse the situation a little.

      ‘Look, why don’t you all go home and cool off?’ I suggested. ‘Have some time to think about things and work out where to go from here. Have some space to get your heads around everything. You could all go back to Jude’s and talk.’

      ‘She’s not going anywhere near our home. I will not allow her to contaminate it with her... her… rottenness!’

      Jude looked across at me, scowling like he did the first evening I met him. He was like a completely different person to the one who had earlier taken my face in his hands and kissed me tenderly. Was that really only just a few moments ago? It seemed like a whole different lifetime.

      ‘I don’t need space. I need to spend some time with my daughter. I’m her mother after all. I have rights.’

      ‘You gave up the right to be a mother to her years ago, Amy.’

      ‘Rachel.’

      ‘Rachel then. You can change your name but you can’t change who you are.’

      She lowered her head and stared at her feet for a few seconds, breathing slowly. When she raised her head again and looked back at Jude, it was with steely determination in her eyes.

      ‘I’ve spent years changing who I am so that I can be a good person for Occy. So that I can come back and be in her life. And there’s nothing that you can do about it. So if it’s all about her, let’s ask her what she wants. Occy, do you want me in your life?’

      We turned round to get Occy’s answer, but she’d disappeared.

      ‘Occy? Occy love?’ All the colour drained from Jude’s face. ‘Where are you?’ he called out, but the only sign that she’d been there in the first place was the scrunched-up apron that she’d left on the floor. This was not good at all.

      ‘You see, Amy? You just can’t help yourself, can you? Once again you just waltz in and create complete and utter chaos for everyone. You really didn’t think this through, did you?’

      ‘Jude, the last time you saw me was thirteen years ago. You know nothing about me. You have no right to tell me what I can and can’t do.’

      ‘To be honest, right now I couldn’t give a shit about you. Somewhere out there is my daughter and I’m going to find her.’

      ‘Well, she’s our daughter and I’m coming too, whether you like it or not.’

      Jude and Rachel disappeared around the corner and their voices, shouting Occy’s name, soon got fainter before disappearing into the night air.

      I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself, feeling a chill down my spine. Looking behind me, I noticed someone step back into the shadows but I couldn’t see their face. I couldn’t even work out if it was male or female. I moved closer but the door chimes rang out and Pat called out to me.

      ‘I could really do with some help in here, guys.’ She looked surprised to see only me.

      I picked up the discarded apron from the floor, totally discombobulated. How things can change in a heartbeat.

      ‘Everything OK, Gemma?’

      ‘Just bloody perfect, Pat. I’m on my way.’
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        * * *

      

      With Rachel and Occy still missing in action, Lucy and James, and Meredith and Clem stepped in to wind everything down and to help Lizzie and Pat see the guests out while I hovered in the kitchen area not ready to face everyone. They all worked wonders, helping me to clean up. I owed them big time. When the last of the crockery had been either washed up or loaded into the final dishwasher run of the night, I waved them off at the door and took one last look around at the bistro, feeling proud of how everything had come together. As I turned off the lights, I smiled at what we’d achieved.

      But then my smile turned to a frown, thinking about the other events that had unfolded tonight. It really had been an unexpected roller coaster of an evening, from the minute I showed Lucy around before the grand opening.

      All I fancied doing was sitting and looking out to sea for a few minutes to ground me, to download my thoughts and to calm my racing brain, but the black bin bag tied up by the back door caught my eye. The bin men were due the following morning, so I grabbed my jacket from the hallway and headed out, picking up the bag on the way. I dropped it into the big bin in the yard area and made my way to the bench on the corner of the harbour. The same one on which, only a couple of hours before, Jude had told me that he felt something for me.

      Did it really happen or was it all in my imagination? I pulled the lapels of my jacket together, feeling the chill in the air. The inky black sky was peppered with twinkling stars, and as I looked for the main constellations, finally a calmness came over me and I felt a sense of tranquillity.

      Glancing at my watch, I gave a huge yawn and stretched. Today had been one hell of a day and I needed my bed. But first I needed to find out whether Occy had been found.

      I felt the presence of someone behind me and immediately swung round, expecting to see either Occy or Jude – or even Rachel. I’d hoped for Jude, of course.

      I certainly wasn’t at all prepared for who it was – the second person to sit beside me on the bench that night.
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      ‘What the—’

      ‘Hey, Gem.’

      ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

      The very last person I thought I’d be talking to right now was my ex-husband.

      ‘I saw a feature about the refurb in the local paper and thought I’d come over.’

      My eyebrows drew together and I could feel all that tension from earlier return to my shoulders.

      ‘Why would you do that? I’m not part of your life any more, Lucas. You made that perfectly clear two years ago when you went off with Julie. Remember?’

      ‘Of course, I remember. It’s the worst decision I’ve ever made in my life.’

      ‘Well, that’s tough, because it’s the decision you made. How are your girlfriend and your child by the way? I’m sure they’d be happy to hear you talk about them being a crap decision.’

      ‘They’re fine but they don’t need me. They don’t want me. I’ve left her, Gemma. There’s no one I’d rather be with than you. I’ve come back to you.’

      He smiled at me and took my hand, which I immediately snatched away. The words that two years ago I longed to hear meant nothing to me. It was way too late.

      ‘Jeez, Lucas. You really think that after everything that’s happened you can just swan back into my life? What is going on in that head of yours?’

      I thought back to Jude ranting at Rachel earlier and felt total sympathy with him. Here, in this situation, Lucas thought he was only affecting me but he was also affecting Julie and their baby too. Rachel was impacting on both Jude and Occy. What was wrong with these people?

      ‘I’m not interested, Lucas. I have nothing to say to you. I’m going in now. Goodnight.’ I stood to walk away but he grabbed my hand again.

      ‘I’ve got nowhere else to go. Please. I’m begging you.’

      I should never have hesitated. I should have walked away. Kept my head held high. But that one moment of hesitation gave him the opportunity to get into my head. He jumped up and stood in my way, maintaining eye contact.

      ‘What if it was always meant to be this way, Gemma? What if we were always meant to find our way back to each other? I love you and don’t want to live without you.’

      He was planting ‘what ifs’ into my head and I knew that I should never have said the words that next came out of my mouth, but I did.

      ‘You’d better follow me.’
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        * * *

      

      As I handed Lucas a mug, I purposely sat in the chair opposite him to keep my distance. My arms were folded and I felt very defensive of my surroundings, especially when he said he’d forgotten how nice it was in the flat above the café.

      ‘Why are you here Lucas?’

      We could sit and pussyfoot around each other, making polite conversation or we could get to the crux of the matter.

      ‘I’ve told you. I’m not happy without you.’

      ‘And it’s taken you two years to work that out.’

      ‘No, it’s taken me two years to do something about it. I’ve known since the beginning but I was too ashamed to admit that I was wrong, to beg you to have me back.’

      ‘So why now?’

      ‘I suppose it’s just all come to a head. I thought that I couldn’t live without having a child and, yet, I don’t feel like that any more. I’ve been waiting to get those paternal feelings, but they just never came. Julie and the baby are a unit together, and I feel like an outsider looking in. I suppose at first, I was flattered that she showed me interest and then when everything happened with us, she was there for me. Then when I found out she was pregnant and you weren’t, I was stuck in the middle. Damned if I left you because of what we’d gone through and damned if I left her pregnant and alone. I thought I was making the right decision, but it turns out she didn’t need me all along; I was just surplus to requirements. Once she’d got the baby that she wanted so badly, she didn’t want me any more.’

      ‘Wow. So, you thought, I know. Poor Gemma will still be so heartbroken over me that she’ll have me back in a heartbeat? Is that about right?’

      ‘Well, I thought you might still love me and give me a second chance.’ He leaped up from his chair and came to sit on the arm of my chair. ‘I know how much you loved me. Please think about it. We were good together, weren’t we?’

      Over the years since we’d split up, I’d thought about our relationship a lot. We did have our wonderful moments of course. But I also remembered some really crap ones too. When we first got together, Mum said he loved himself more than he loved me and I recalled the nickname she called him, Mr Flash and Fly-by-night. Lucas thought it was flattering. Mum did not consider it to be a compliment.

      Anyhow, we were both different people now. I’d grown much more independent. I’d had to be. I wasn’t that weak, pathetic wife he knew me to be.

      ‘We could move to another part of the country. We could do anything we want. As long as we’re together.’

      ‘I’ve just invested in my business, Lucas. You know that. That’s why you’re here. Because you saw the feature about it.’

      ‘Yes, I did and you can call it a bistro but it’s still just a café in the middle of nowhere, isn’t it? Who has even heard of Driftwood Bay? It’s never going to be on the map properly, is it? I could see whether there’s any jobs going in any other of our regional offices. We could move and have a fresh start.’

      My heart pounded. I felt totally offended. I’d poured my heart and soul into this business venture. The same business that had saved me when Lucas had left me broken-hearted. I wondered just how far Lucas would go to satisfy his own needs. He was only really thinking about himself. Again.

      ‘You have a child now, Lucas. Have you thought about that?’

      ‘Of course I have, but to be honest, babies and toddlers aren’t that entertaining, are they? I could arrange to see her at holiday times. And it’s not like you can do much with a girl as a dad anyway. It would be different if it was a boy…’

      There was so much to unravel in that, particularly when you were saying it to someone who could not have children. I thought back to lovely Jude and how he tried to be the amazing father he is every single day, putting his daughter ahead of everything. The things that he did for his daughter, and that he’d do even more if she let him. These two men were poles apart.

      That then got me drifting to thoughts of Jude, Occy and Rachel and wondering what was going on with them tonight. I grabbed my phone and dropped Jude a text, asking if he’d found Occy. He responded immediately, briefly telling me that he was still out looking.

      Lucas took my phone from my hand and put it on the arm of the chair. He turned my face towards his.

      ‘I love you, Gemma, that’s what is important here. Please give me another chance.’

      ‘I think you should leave,’ I said stiffly. ‘You can’t just turn up here and throw all of this at me and expect to just slot back into my life.’

      ‘I’ve literally got nowhere to go, Gemma. Please can I just stay here tonight then I’ll look at finding somewhere else tomorrow? I’ve got no chance of getting anywhere at this time of the night.’

      Glancing at my watch, I couldn’t believe it was already well after midnight. I couldn’t even call Lucy as I knew she’d be asleep by now. She was knackered when she had left earlier and she needed all the sleep she could get. And, thinking about it, James had arrived late to the launch because he said that they were fully booked at the B & B and couldn’t get away. So, there wasn’t even the chance for Lucas to get a room anyway.

      Misery was written all over Lucas’s face. This was the man that I’d spent years with. Living in the same house as. Sleeping in the same bed as. Doing far more intimate things with than I didn’t want to think about right then. I remembered how much I’d once loved him. How I thought we had a future together. What if we were where we were meant to be right now? Were we always meant to come back together in this way?

      Julie’s face suddenly popped into my head and I remembered that he’d got another woman pregnant and left me. This was completely messing with my head.

      I stomped off to the airing cupboard and fetched the spare duvet.

      And for the second time recently, I threw it over a man who was on my sofa, and declared that I was going out.
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      Hearing Jude before I saw him, I walked towards his voice. He was yelling Occy’s name and I literally banged into him as we both rounded a corner from different sides.

      ‘Oh God, I thought you were her then.’ His shoulders slumped and he looked thoroughly despondent.

      ‘Sorry, Jude. Where have you looked?’

      ‘I’ve looked everywhere. Of course, I’ve looked everywhere. I can’t bloody find her.’ He raked his hands through his hair and I could see that he was shaking, quite near to tears. ‘Sorry, Gem. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I’ll bloody kill Amy for this. Where on earth can she be hiding?’

      The word ‘hiding’ prompted a childhood memory.

      ‘Come on. I’ve just had an idea. I might know a place she could be.’

      I grabbed hold of Jude’s arm and pulled him along with me down onto the sand and towards the far side of the bay. When we were children, there was a cave that all the local kids used to play in, totally hidden from view. The stories about Smuggler’s Cove in years gone by used to scare me to death but it was somewhere that I had a feeling Occy would know about. I’d heard that a lot of the local kids still went there now to smoke and drink.

      As we reached the rocks near to the cave, we heard the murmur of voices. I pulled Jude back out of view and put my fingers to my lips. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could distinctively hear two female voices. I tugged Jude down to the side of me and crept up to the top rock where I knew we’d be able to get a better view without being seen.

      Sure enough, there was Occy at the end of the water, kicking at the gentle waves with Rachel about five feet behind her. Being that little bit closer meant that we could hear some of their words even if they were very quiet.

      ‘I just wanted to get to know you first. Get you to like me as a person before I told you who I was. I was always going to come back for you, Octavia.’

      ‘It’s bloody Occy. I’ve told you that.’

      I looked up at Jude and he smirked despite the circumstances. He made to move forward and I could see that he was about to head down to where they were and launch into a tirade, but I held him back and shushed him again.

      ‘And how was I supposed to know you were always going to come back for me? I’m not a mind-reader.’

      There was a huge part of me that was incredibly proud of Occy for not being a pushover. Another part of me was wondering exactly what Rachel’s motive was for coming to see her now. Or were her words completely genuine?

      ‘Surely you’ve thought of me over the years. Wondered if I’d ever be in touch?’

      ‘Of course I have. That’s why I got the job at the bistro. So I could save up.’

      Jude turned to me, puzzled. I put my fingers to my lips again.

      ‘What do you mean? What does that have to do with anything?’

      ‘I was going to save up. Then, when I was eighteen, I was going to try to find you. When I could afford to.’

      Jude gasped and I thought they might hear him. But they continued to chat.

      ‘I never wanted to upset Dad, but I did want to find you. Ask you why you left me. So, I’m asking now. Why did you leave?’

      Rachel exhaled. ‘I thought it was the right thing to do. I’m sorry, Occy, I really am.’

      Occy kicked at the waves. You could have heard a pin drop. Not a murmur from either of them.

      This was all my fault. I was the one responsible. The conduit for all this mess happening. If I’d never offered Rachel a job, then none of this would have happened. I hoped that Occy and Jude wouldn’t point the finger of blame at me. I’d been racking my brain to work out whether I could have stopped this happening but there was no way that I could think of that I could have done it differently, some way to ensure Rachel’s real identity was revealed to me at any point.

      ‘Occy, I’m your mum and there’s never a day gone by that I haven’t thought of you.’

      Jude huffed out loud and again I had to shush him. If they knew we were here, they might stop talking and there were things we might never find out.

      ‘Really. I didn’t even get birthday cards from you for half the years you’ve not been around.’

      ‘I’ve been a crap mum. I know that. But I’m back now and I want to make it up to you. I want to be in your life all the time. I’m here to stay. Unless… Well...’

      ‘What?’ Occy turned to face her.

      ‘Unless you wanted to come and live with me somewhere else.’

      ‘Right, that’s it.’ Jude stood from where he’d been crouching behind the rock and marched over, yelling at Rachel before he even reached where they were standing.

      ‘You’ve been back in our lives for less than a few hours and are causing complete and utter pandemonium. You have no right to do this, Amy. Occy! Grab your things. We’re going home. It’s late.’ He pointed at Rachel. ‘I’ll get your number from Gemma and I’ll call you to arrange to meet. When we’re ready to talk to you. And not until then.’

      As Jude thundered past, with Occy in tow, that flirtatious smile from earlier a distant memory, Rachel had the good grace to hang her head. Dithering about whether to stay or go, I suddenly remembered that if I went back to the flat, I’d have to deal with Lucas. Jude and Occy were disappearing into the distance so I turned to Rachel, who was sitting on the sand with her head on her knees. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her whatever the circumstances.

      ‘Fancy a cuppa?’

      She nodded and gave a wistful smile, before pulling herself up from the ground and slowly walking towards me with sunken shoulders.

      Lucas being in the flat meant that we couldn’t go up there, so I opened the front door to the bistro and flicked on one of the lights at the back of the room and put the kettle on. It didn’t seem worth firing up Betty for just two cups.

      ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ I plonked the cups down on the table, suddenly feeling totally overwhelmed. What a day. Was it ever going to end?

      ‘Where on earth do I start?’

      Two hours and two hot chocolates later, Rachel was completely spent after pouring out her heart to me. She said that she would always regret the way she’d handled everything, and that she wanted to make sure she had the chance to make amends with her daughter. She felt she had to try, even if Occy didn’t want to hear it, or Jude wouldn’t allow her the chance. That Occy deserved to have a better mother than she’d been and that she wanted to try to explain her side and somehow move on.

      I said I’d walk her back to where she was staying. She looked shattered, as was I. Ironically, the place she was renting was only two streets away from Jude and Occy. They could have bumped into each other at any point.

      ‘Rachel, I don’t normally offer advice unless I’m asked, but right now, I think I should. Just give Jude some time. He might come round.’

      ‘Don’t be fooled by Jude’s self-righteous behaviour, Gemma. There’s a lot of things you don’t know about him. Even though you think he’s a saint. I can assure you he is not. And thank you but no, I didn’t ask for your advice.’ The door closed behind me.

      I stared at the door incredulously for a second or two, then walked back down the hill to the harbour.

      My phone pinged to signify a text.

      
        
        You awake?

      

      

      Jude.

      
        
        I am.

      

      

      

      
        
        What a night!

      

      

      

      
        
        You can say that again. You both OK?

      

      

      

      
        
        Sorry to leave you at the beach. I just needed to get Occy back. My head just won’t let me sleep right now. How come you’re still awake?

      

      

      

      
        
        I can only imagine. I’ve had quite a night myself. I’ve been sat in the bistro with Rachel since you left and have just taken her home.

      

      

      The three dots appeared, then disappeared. I waited. And waited for a response but there was nothing until I reached the bottom of the hill.

      
        
        I can’t believe you are siding with her, Gemma.

      

      

      

      
        
        Jude, I’m not siding with anyone. She was upset. I listened. That’s all.

      

      

      

      
        
        I’ll speak to you tomorrow. Goodnight.

      

      

      No kiss to end his message. He was clearly in a mood with me.

      Taking in a deep breath and then puffing out my cheeks, I approached my front door. I glanced over at the bistro, the lights now out, the doors locked. It felt like the launch event had never happened. Was it really only a few hours earlier? Such a lot had happened since.

      I crept up the stairs to the flat, not wanting to wake Lucas. Ridiculous that this was my home and I was the one creeping around. It used to really annoy him when I came in late at night and woke him. Suppose old habits are hard to break.

      I needn’t have worried. He was sat up, in just his boxer shorts, the duvet I threw at him earlier on the floor.

      ‘Where’ve you been?’ He didn’t sound very happy.

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘You’ve been gone ages. Where’ve you been?’

      Courage rose within me. He didn’t know the new me but he was going to meet me now.

      ‘Where I’ve been is absolutely nothing to do with you. I have a life here, Lucas, if you hadn’t noticed. I have friends and I have family. You are not part of my life any more. You walked out on me two years ago!’

      ‘Of course I haven’t forgotten that. That’s why I’m back now to make amends.’ His voice softened. ‘Come here, Gemma.’ He held his arms out to me. ‘Come here, love.’

      While I could have done with a bloody big hug right then, Lucas was not the person I needed it from. And if I did, would it give him the wrong idea? Would it make me waver and feel like I should forgive him? If I hugged him, would it lead to something more? I looked over to a picture of me, Mum and Lucy on the mantelpiece. We’re smiling with our arms wrapped around each other. What would Mum advise me to do right now? I closed my eyes and, in my head, asked her to help me.

      My decision came to me in a flash.

      ‘Go to sleep, Lucas. I’m going to bed.’

      As I walked to the bedroom, I heard him mutter something under his breath.

      Looked like this was the night that I was going to piss everyone off.
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      Leaving Lucas fast asleep on the sofa, I crept out past him and down the stairs to the bistro. I didn’t want him there. He was making me feel uncomfortable in my own home. Getting used to my own space was one of the hardest things I’d had to do over the last couple of years and now I had, I was feeling completely claustrophobic. I hadn’t even been able to have a shower that morning for fear of waking him up. The last thing I wanted was for him to start a whole new conversation. I could not give in to him. Feeling sorry for him the previous night had already made me wobble.

      As I opened the door to the bistro, I thought about the launch event. All the shine had been stripped away. Last night was supposed to be my night. The night that the business was relaunched with a new name and a new future. But how could it be when the past was still hanging over me in this way?

      I dropped Lucy a text, asking her if she could talk and she said she’d call me in ten minutes. I knew she was an early bird, even more so now she was pregnant as she was struggling to sleep. In fairness, I didn’t know where to start with her. Did I tell her about Jude and his declaration? I’d have to tell her all that I’d found out about Rachel then too. And what if she ran into Lucas before I had chance to tell her he was around?

      Why was my normally simple life, suddenly in turmoil? I’d not long started the day and already had a monster of a headache.

      When the phone rang a few minutes later it all came tumbling out.

      ‘Oh my God, Lucy, first Jude told me he liked me, then Rachel turned out to be Occy’s mother, then Lucas turned up and—’

      ‘Gemma, stop. Breathe.’

      Years ago, Lucy had taught me the art of square breathing, where you imagined the four sides of a square. If you inhale in and then out, using the corners of the square as a counter, your breath slows down and you feel much calmer. I used this technique now and immediately felt better.

      ‘OK, now start at the beginning.’

      Explaining everything from the night before took a while but Lucy listened intently, waiting for the right moment to comment. I could hear heavy breathing while I was talking, which made me think she was doing stuff at the same time. Then there was a tap at the window and, lo and behold, there she was.

      As I opened the bistro door to her, I burst into tears.

      She held me to her chest and soothed my sobs by rubbing my back.

      ‘OK, are you opening up today?’

      ‘Well, yes, we’re meant to be. It’s our first day but who knows what staff I’ll have. Everyone is due in at eight, and I know Pat will be here, but who knows if Rachel or Occy will turn up. It was gone 3 a.m. by the time I got back last night. And I have no idea if Jude will even let Occy come in...’

      ‘OK, let’s take things one step at a time. James is holding the fort at the B & B and he can manage without me for an hour or two.’ She rubbed her belly and gave me a nervous smile. ‘Have you eaten? Have you had a drink yet?’

      As I shook my head, she waddled her way behind the counter and flicked on the kettle.

      ‘I can’t work that blooming thing.’ She pointed to Betty the Beast. ‘But I’m sure you have a tin of instant somewhere, don’t you?’ She rummaged in the cupboards until she found a jar. ‘This’ll do.’

      A couple of minutes later she handed me a coffee and sat down beside me with a camomile tea.

      ‘I’m sorry. You don’t need this stress, Lucy. I shouldn’t have called you.’

      ‘I’m your big sister and if you can’t call me when you need a shoulder to cry on then who can you call?’

      ‘Thanks, love.’

      She patted my arm.

      ‘So firstly, what are you going to do about Lucas? Have you got any thoughts at all?’

      ‘There’s a bit of me that wants to give him, us, a second chance. He’s my husband. Am I stupid?’

      ‘He was your husband. Before he started shagging that old slapper behind your back. Then he left you and had a baby with her. And all of this while our mother was dying of cancer. And then he left you just after we lost her. Do tell me you haven’t forgotten all of that.’

      ‘And I’ve never been sorrier about anything in my life,’ came a voice from the doorway. Neither of us had heard Lucas come into the bistro from the interior door. ‘Hey, Lucy.’

      ‘Lucas!’ She gave him her best ice queen stare.

      ‘I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you all, if you’ll allow me to.’

      ‘It’s up to Gemma what she does, Lucas. She’s her own woman. But if she’s asking for my advice, then I’ll be sure to give it to her. And my advice will be to steer clear of you because you are a lying, cheating scumbag who doesn’t deserve to clean my sister’s boots, let alone ask for her forgiveness.’

      ‘I understand that you want to protect her—’

      ‘I’m her sister. Of course, I’m going to protect her. Which is incidentally what you should also have been doing as her husband. Remember those vows you took? To love and to cherish? For better, for worse? Sound familiar at all?’

      ‘Stop! Please!’ I yelled at the pair of them. I rubbed my temples, looking at the clock. Fifteen minutes till opening time and I still hadn’t prepared a thing.

      ‘Lucas, please just go. I can’t think straight with you around and I have a bistro to open.’

      ‘I don’t have anywhere to go, Gemma.’ He looked down at the floor.

      ‘You should have thought about that before you double-crossed my sister, shouldn’t you?’

      Lucas tutted at Lucy, rolling his eyes. That was the last straw for me. She was right.

      ‘You are not my problem. Now just go.’

      He walked towards the door then paused.

      ‘Can I have a word in private please,’ he asked. ‘Just one more minute of your time.’

      I walked towards him and shooed him outside.

      ‘Gemma. I love you more than anything in the world.’

      ‘And…’

      ‘I will make it up to you every day for the rest of my life. I swear to you.’

      ‘Your promises are pretty shit to be honest. How do I know you won’t change your mind when the next pretty girl comes along and bats her eyelashes at you?’

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Jude and Occy walking towards the bistro. Great, that’s all I need right now.

      Jude’s eyes widened as he got closer and even more when he saw Lucas pull me towards him and – before I even knew what was happening – kissed me, full on the lips.

      ‘I’ll call you later. I love you.’

      And with that, Lucas walked away, leaving me staring at his back.

      Jude shook his head at me.

      ‘Can any of you women actually be trusted at all?’

      ‘It’s not what you think, Jude. Let me explain.’

      He held his palm towards me.

      ‘Save it, Gemma. I’m not interested. Occy wanted to come to work and I brought her because I didn’t know whether Amy would be here or not. Is she working today?’

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. The way Jude just looked at me was full of disgust and disappointment. And who could blame him? Last night we were talking about exploring us and maybe the chance of building a future together. I know that, as a parent, that’s not a decision that’s taken lightly. Not only do you risk your own emotions should the relationship not work out, but also the emotions of your child too. And now, he just saw another man kiss me and tell me that he loved me. I could only imagine how it must have looked.

      ‘Jude, please let me—’

      ‘Just leave it, Gemma. It’s fine. What’s the score with Amy?’

      I still couldn’t get used to him calling her Amy.

      ‘She’s meant to be in at 8 a.m., same as Occy and Pat. She’s not arrived but there’s still five minutes yet.’ I looked up. ‘Oh actually, here she is now.’

      Pat and Rachel were walking down the high street together. When they reached us, Pat nipped inside discreetly.

      ‘Amy, we need to talk,’ Jude said sternly.

      ‘I’m due to start work. Can we chat later?’

      ‘No! Now.’ His voice was cold and hard, not the loving, caring voice that I’d heard the night before when we sat together on the bench. She looked towards me and I nodded my approval before taking Occy inside the bistro. She didn’t need to see this.

      I noticed that she looked awful. Her eyes were red and puffy and she looked absolutely shattered. In the space of a few hours last night, the poor kid had had her world totally and utterly turned upside down. When we got inside, she fell into my arms and burst into tears. I held her close to my chest, stroking her hair, soothing her.

      ‘Oh, Gemma. I just can’t believe it.’

      ‘Do you want to go home?’ I asked.

      ‘God no! I want to work to take my mind off everything. Dad is walking around like a bear with a sore head and snapping my head off. I dread to think what he’s saying to her out there.’ She nodded to the area outside where Jude and Rachel were clearly having a heated discussion.

      I made a decision. We were strong capable females. And we would get through this one way or another.

      ‘Right, lady. Get yourself up to my bathroom and wash your face. You’ve got mascara all down your cheeks and look like a panda!’ Occy laughed. It was good to see her laugh again. ‘Chop-chop. We’ve got a bistro to open.’

      Lucy asked if I needed her to stay and help but I said that she should get off. The last thing she needed was to be on her feet working. She should be resting and saving her energy for when the baby came. She looked tired and I felt responsible for dragging her out.

      ‘Call me when you’ve got some time.’

      I nodded and she leaned forward and kissed my cheek.

      ‘We’ll talk about…’ she pointed to Jude outside ‘…the other stuff. You’ll be OK, you know. We’ve gone through worse.’

      She was right. Yes, going through the whole Lucas-leaving-me debacle was truly awful, but it was nothing compared to losing our wonderful mum. Grief literally exhausts you. It’s like a constant sad cloud hanging around you. And you try to shake it off but it’s like a rucksack full of rocks that you carry around. You can move it from one shoulder to the other, and temporarily it feels a little better, but then it gets heavy again. Because it is. But you get used to it being heavy and eventually you accept that’s exactly what it is and always will be. Some days it’ll feel heavier than others but it’ll never get physically lighter.

      It was only when the counsellor talked to me using this analogy that I truly registered what grief was.

      Nothing could have prepared us for losing Mum. We both thought that because we knew it was coming, it wouldn’t be so bad, but, God, it was awful. We’d had to carve a new life for ourselves without the one person in it that we’d never known life without. Mum was always there if I needed her. To pick up the phone, to ask her advice, maybe just to listen to me when I needed her to, and then she was just, well, gone. And I was still so very sad. Sad for a future that we wouldn’t have together and sad that she wasn’t here to see what was going on in her girls’ lives. That she didn’t know what was happening in the bistro, that she didn’t know about Lucy and James having a baby.

      Meeting Jude finally brought sunlight into my day. My days were better when he was in them, and once I’d admitted to myself that I did like him in that way, when he told me he felt the same, I was totally elated and thought it was a huge turning point in my life. That things were starting to look up and I – we – had a future to look towards. Yet that world had come crashing down around me within minutes.

      Maybe I was right all along. It was easier not to get involved with anyone, not to fall in love; then you wouldn’t get hurt.

      Jude and Rachel were still out on the patio, both looking like they’d calmed down a little, and were now deep in conversation. I didn’t think she’d be able to break away to help us to open up any time soon. She looked like she had far more important things to sort out.

      Occy looked around the door furtively. ‘In all the fuss this morning, I’ve forgotten to bring my make-up bag with me. One false eyelash fell off upstairs so I’ve had to take them off. Can I go home and sort my face out? I can’t face the world looking like this.’

      ‘Darling, you look so much prettier without all that shite on your face.’

      I flipped my head around to see who’d just spoken and gasped out loud when I saw Pat’s face. Occy looked horrified.

      ‘I’m sorry but it’s the truth. You are such a natural beauty and you’re hiding it under too much make-up. You don’t need it. You are truly beautiful. Inside and out and if anyone says anything different to that, you tell them to come and see me.’

      ‘What do you think, Gemma?’

      ‘The truth?’

      She nodded, and with her eyes wide in anticipation, she looked so vulnerable.

      ‘You look beautiful, Occy. You are lovely. Pat’s right. You don’t need it.’

      That smile that was capable of lighting up any room returned.

      ‘Do you think, she… Rachel… Amy… Mum… shit, what on earth do I call her? Do you think she’ll work here today? I don’t know what to say to her.’

      ‘I honestly don’t know, but what I do know is that I can see a group of early morning walkers heading this way and they look hungry. We need to get our arses into gear and get this place open. Occy, would you like to do the honours?’

      She seemed delighted to be the one to turn the closed sign round to open. On its first proper day of business, it was Occy that declared the bistro officially open.

      ‘Let’s get this show on the road!’
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      The walking group was a lovely bunch and great trade for us, even though they kept us on our toes. Rachel had come in to work after she and Jude had parted company, and for the whole of her shift, she and Occy were pussyfooting around each other, saying nothing but everything at the same time. The poor kid shouldn’t have to be put through this. The situation would be hard enough for an adult to cope with. Look at what a tizzy Lucas had got me in returning after two years, let alone a mother turning up after thirteen.

      Occy looked every bit a little girl today, without her warpaint, quite pale and her eyes were still a little red. I wondered what on earth was going through her mind.

      Because it was a gorgeous day, we had the bifold doors open; those who wanted fresh air sat out on the patio and those who felt the cold, stayed indoors. Seagulls squawked and swooped to pick up any crumbs that had dropped to the floor, and as I went out to clear the tables, I took a moment to take in my surroundings and do my daily appreciation of the beauty of Driftwood Bay.

      Boats bobbed in the distance, at the pub on the opposite corner Geoff was taking in a beer delivery and along the harbour there was a general hustle and bustle going on, with the sunshine bringing lots of the neighbours out for walks. It felt good to be here. There was no way I could leave, even if Lucas and I decided that there could be a way forward for us. I couldn’t believe I was even considering it, but I had loved him once. Very much. And that was a lot to forget.

      As I looked out towards the bright sunlight, I saw Jude walking around the harbour. He was looking down at his feet and just looked defeated.

      Should I approach him or leave him to it?

      What I really wanted to do was to wrap my arms around him and make everything better. But I knew I was unable to make what was hurting him go away. It was something that needed to be dealt with, somehow in the best way possible for everyone. Maybe I could just be his friend. He looked like he needed one right now.

      As I stepped down from the patio to go to see him, I heard shouting from indoors. Thank goodness we’d gone quiet and all the customers had left for the time being. I’d been dithering, which had delayed me from going to see Jude. Now that decision had been taken away; my attention was clearly needed inside.

      ‘Hey, hey, hey. What’s going on?’

      Rachel and Occy were squaring up to each other, their faces inches away from each other’s. Pat was busying herself behind the counter, not knowing whether to get involved or leave them to it. However, we all were already involved, one way or another.

      ‘Gemma, she keeps saying she wants to talk to me, but Dad has told me not to talk to her without him being here.’

      ‘I’m your mother, Octavia. And if I want to speak to you, I will.’

      ‘How many times do I have to fucking tell you? It’s Occy!’ She was practically screaming at her. ‘You can’t even get my name right.’

      ‘That’s enough,’ I said, feeling it right that I intervene. ‘Come on Occy. Let’s go for a walk and get some air. Rachel, are you happy to stay? Or do you need to finish for the day?’

      She nodded back at me. ‘I’ll stay.’

      I tucked Occy’s arm in mine and we headed to the beach, where luckily, her dad was no longer around. It had been a few days since I’d walked on the sand and when I suggested a paddle, she looked at me as if I’d gone mad.

      ‘Come on. Shoes off. The cold will be invigorating.’

      ‘Fucking freezing more like.’

      ‘You need to stop swearing, young lady.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Gemma. It feels like it’s my only outlet for anger at the moment.’ She hung her head. A carbon copy of her father. The likeness took my breath away. I couldn’t see one bit of Rachel in her.

      We leaned on each other as we removed our trainers and socks, and when her feet hit the water Occy squealed like a toddler.

      ‘Oh, get in there, you big wuss.’

      As she got used to the water she got braver, and as she was wearing knee-length cut-offs, she went in a little further than me.

      ‘Who’s being a wuss now? Come on!’ she teased, grabbing my hand, and pulling me further into the water which was now splashing around my ankles. Shit the bed! It was cold. I was worried about my skirt getting wet but it was also good to see Occy smile even if it was temporary. I had achieved my aim.

      Glancing behind and not seeing another soul on the beach, I hoisted up the bottom of my skirt and tucked the hem into my knickers. When I turned round, Occy had her phone out and was snapping a picture.

      ‘If you ever show anyone that, you and I will fall out!’

      ‘Ha. I’ll put it on the bistro’s Instagram feed. What do I get if I don’t share it?’

      ‘You get to keep your job. How’s that for starters?’

      ‘Are you allowed to say things like that these days?’

      ‘Probably not, but you’ve got no evidence that I said it.’

      She threw back her head and laughed, pulling me in even further with one hand, while tucking her phone in her back pocket with the other. After last night, I didn’t think any of us thought we’d be together today and certainly not that we’d be laughing.

      We allowed the gentle lapping waves wash over our feet and held our faces to the winter sun, which still felt like it had healing properties. The distant chimes of the boats could be heard in the harbour, a beautiful background sound along with that of the crying gulls. Breathing in deep the fresh, salty sea air was so good for your soul, even if you felt that your toes might drop off at any second with frostbite.

      ‘Come on, it’s going to get busy soon. We’d best head back to help Rachel and Pat.’

      Occy followed on behind.

      ‘I wish you were my mum, Gemma.’

      I stopped in my tracks and swallowed a huge lump that had appeared in my throat. I turned to face her and tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. A pointless exercise as it just popped back out again anyway. I couldn’t speak.

      ‘I just feel like you, well you know… You get me. Also, I think my dad has the proper hots for you.’

      I reached forward, still not finding the right words, and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Come on.’
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      You could cut the atmosphere in the bistro with a knife. Thank goodness the customers didn’t know what was going on and it was only us insiders who could see.

      Every time I wandered past the window, I looked out to see if Jude was around. I’d noticed him walk past a couple of times throughout the day, and would have loved to pop out but we were so busy I didn’t get the chance. The last time he’d passed, I sent Occy out just to let him know she was OK. He must have been in turmoil.

      We were so busy, and with Occy and Jude so much on my mind, I hadn’t had time to think about Lucas, so when his text came through asking what I was doing later that night, it came as a surprise. I really didn’t have the time or the energy to think about him or us, or whether there even was the chance of an us, so I just put my phone to one side. He’d have to wait.

      Rachel left around three, after the lunchtime shift, but Occy said that she didn’t want to go home yet and asked if she could stay on. I didn’t have the heart to say no but only agreed on the condition that she worked on our social media profiles and if she got the OK from her dad first. She showed me his text back to her, saying that it was fine and he’d be back to pick her up from work at five.

      It was a quiet couple of hours, but it was all still so positive for the business. Compliments about the work we’d done at the bistro kept on coming in from all our visitors, we took a booking for a baby shower, and quite a big group for afternoon tea for the following week.

      I didn’t realise the time when the door went at five and I turned round to see Jude standing before me. He looked so forlorn and sad. I wanted to reach out and touch his face. Comfort him. Make everything better. But it wasn’t my place. I didn’t know what he wanted from me right now, or even what I could give.

      ‘Any chance of a word, Gemma?’

      I nodded.

      When he refused the cup of coffee I offered, I told Occy we’d be outside for a few minutes. Just because he didn’t want one, didn’t mean I couldn’t. I’d not sat down for hours and couldn’t remember the last time I’d had chance to have a drink or some food.

      I sat down opposite him at one of the tables, and cradled my cup, focusing on the swirls on the top of the froth as I waited for him to speak.

      ‘You know I like you, don’t you, Gemma?’

      I nodded. ‘Same.’

      He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      ‘If this was a different time, I’d be doing everything I could to win you over. But right now, I can’t make you any promises. I have to prioritise what’s going on here and now and sort out this shitstorm that Amy has created. You do understand that, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course. And what you saw wasn’t what you think.’

      He shrugged as if he didn’t care. It cut me to the core.

      ‘Is there anything I can do to help you?’ I asked.

      ‘Not take sides maybe?’

      ‘I won’t be taking sides, but… and I say this as your friend… there are three of you involved in this. You. Occy. And then Rachel aka Amy. I find it so weird that we know her as something different.’

      ‘I know.’ He looked down at his hands.

      ‘As someone who doesn’t have a mum in her life and would do anything to have her back, all I’m saying is that maybe you have to put what Occy wants ahead of everything. Surely as a parent, that’s what you must do.’

      ‘I appreciate your candour, Gemma, but as someone who has never been a parent, I think I’m the best person to know what’s best for my daughter, don’t you?’

      It cut through me like a knife. Obviously, I was perfectly aware of the fact that I had never and would never be a parent. It was the cruellest thing he could possibly say to me. Knowing how much I’d been affected by my infertility, he couldn’t have hurt me more.

      I stood abruptly. However much he was hurting, it didn’t give him the right to talk to me this way.

      ‘OK, Jude. I’ll leave you to it.’

      As I turned to close the door behind me, he was raking his hands through his hair. I knew that he was going through a lot right now but if he wasn’t careful, he was going to lose everyone who cared about him and end up with nothing and no one.
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      I turned the ringer off and flung my phone on the chair, not wanting to deal with it pinging yet again with another message from Lucas. It wasn’t sorting out the dilemma I was now in, but I didn’t want to talk to him. I still hadn’t responded to his message from earlier. I didn’t know how to. What on earth did I say when I didn’t know how I was feeling?

      It felt as if my flat had been contaminated by him. An unwashed coffee cup sat on the breakfast bar and the top was off the biscuit tin. This reminded me of how he used to be. Untidy and expecting me to run around after him. Even when he was trying to win me back, couldn’t he have tried just that little bit harder? Maybe old habits were hard to break.

      Throwing myself into cleaning everything I could still didn’t take my mind off all that was going on.

      If he’d been unfaithful to me once, would he do it again? And if I went back to him, how long before things slipped back to how they’d been before? Or would he have learned his lesson? He said he’d changed, but how could you know? So many thoughts were spinning through my head and I had an absolute blinder of a headache.

      I lay on the bed for a while but sleep couldn’t have been further from my thoughts, my mind flitting from one scenario to another. One where Lucas and I were together and then another where his child was calling him away and he had to go. When I thought about the fact that the man I once loved so much had a child with another woman, it wrenched at my heart. After all we’d gone through trying to conceive, he’d gone and done it anyway. Not only that, but he was also throwing all of that away, walking away from his family, saying that he wanted to be with me.

      Mum always used to say that she would do anything for her children. I know that she had been wounded when our father left us, but she made up for us only ever having one loving parent by being the most amazing mother ever. We came first for her; she even put us above her own happiness. I couldn’t imagine having children and not doing the same. A tear rolled down my cheek at the thought of not being able to feel like this about a child that I had carried in my body and brought into this world. While I had accepted that it would never happen for me, it still made me sad. It also made me sad for Lucas’s child, that he didn’t seem to feel that way about his own flesh and blood.

      The thumping sound in my head made it feel like it was going to explode. Then I realised that it wasn’t my head, it was someone pounding on the front door. Luckily, from my bedroom window, I’d be able to see who was there and I wanted to look because if it was Jude or Lucas, then I was going to ignore them both.

      But no need to worry. It was Meredith. She grinned up at me, waving a bottle of white wine. I opened the window and shouted down to her.

      ‘I’m not really great company at the moment, Mere.’

      ‘Yep, I know. Lucy told me.’

      ‘God, is nothing sacred around here?’

      ‘Not when you’re friends. So, are you going to let me in or not?’

      ‘Suppose so.’

      ‘Thanks for the enthusiasm.’

      ‘I’m sorry! It’s just… all… well a bit too much at the moment.’

      ‘And that’s exactly why you need a drink with your mate. Now, where are your wine glasses? This bottle of Pinot isn’t going to drink itself.’ She grinned at me again from her spot on the pavement outside.

      ‘Just a small one for me though. I don’t really feel like drinking and I really fancy an early night.’
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      Two bottles later, I did feel better. Talking it through with Meredith had helped. I still didn’t have any definitive answers, but I did have more substantial pros and cons for getting back together with Lucas or binning him off altogether. And Jude, well… She did bring Jude up and after the first huge glass of wine went down so quickly, my feelings for him came tumbling out so we discussed that too.

      As Meredith left, she hugged me on the doorstep.

      ‘You’re so lovely, you know, Gemma. You’re kind, you’re honest, and you have so much to offer someone. Lucas doesn’t know what he’s thrown away and Jude doesn’t know what he could have if he played his cards right. You wear your heart on your sleeve. There are no secrets with you.’

      ‘Oh, I’m not so sure about that, Mere.’

      Only two nights ago, I’d left Driftwood Bay to head off to Truro to carry out my weekly secret mission and this thought didn’t make me feel particularly honest right now. However, I still wasn’t ready to share about that just yet so I pushed it back down.

      ‘It’ll all work itself out in the end,’ she said. ‘Either way. But don’t be forced into making a decision by someone who let you down so badly. I know I don’t know Lucas and all the ins and outs of your relationship and there are always two sides to every story, but I do know that he destroyed your life and that’s not something that you can do to someone and then just expect to jump back into their lives when it suits you. Especially when that person is someone as lovely as you. And when that person has not only rebuilt their life but is living a bloody good one, fulfilling their hopes and dreams. You’ve become someone who is not just surviving, but thriving.’

      ‘Thank you. Maybe I just needed to hear all of that tonight. I really do appreciate you coming round and forcing me to be in company. It’s so hard when you have a customer-facing business; you feel like you must paint on a smile and show everyone that it’s all OK. All I’ve really wanted to do today is curl up into a little ball and cry.’

      ‘I get that, mate, I really do.’

      ‘And what the hell I do about Occy and Rachel working together is another thing to worry about. I can’t have them squaring up to each other all the time.’

      ‘Maybe you need to suggest that the three of them, Jude, Rachel and Occy, sit down and sort out something. It’s not fair on you otherwise.’

      ‘I don’t think that Jude is up for hearing advice from me right now.’

      ‘How on earth have you managed to find two stubborn men?’

      ‘God knows. Maybe at least the fact that I know Lucas is the way he is is good. It’s come as a big surprise about Jude though. Maybe it’s a case of better the devil you know.’

      ‘I’m just asking you to remember that he was the one that started all this. But you’re the one that gets to make the decision now. You know we’ll all stand by you, whatever you decide, don’t you?’

      ‘I’m not sure Lucy will.’

      ‘She will. If you choose Lucas, then she’ll come round in time. Maybe not straight away and I think he’ll have to prove himself to her but only because he broke your heart, Gemma.’

      ‘If you don’t love, you don’t get hurt. Maybe I just need to go back to that idea of being on my own and then no one can hurt me. It’s safer.’

      ‘I totally understand that, but the risk there is that you might also never have great love. What if Jude turns out to be the love of your life and you turn him away because you’re scared to get hurt?’

      ‘But what if I invest two years of my life with him and then it doesn’t work out? Wouldn’t that be a total waste of time?’

      ‘You could look at it like that, or you could look on it that you would have lovely memories from those two years together.’

      ‘But when someone has a child, you become attached to them too. So that would be a double whammy.’

      ‘I get that, Gemma, but you can’t go into a relationship wondering what might happen when it doesn’t work out. You can’t protect yourself from life.’

      ‘Can’t you?’

      She kissed me on the cheek.

      ‘Just think about everything and you can make your choice in your own time, if and when you’re ready, but you shouldn’t make a decision based on nostalgia Gemma.’
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        * * *

      

      My phone had been sat on the side, ringer off and face down for the last three hours. When I picked it up, with blurry eyes, I noticed that there were thirteen missed calls from Lucas and four text messages asking me to ring him.

      Plucking up some courage that Meredith had instilled in me, I sent one simple message back saying that I’d call him when I was ready. Then I turned off my phone and went to bed.

      Sleep was fitful and I dreamed that we were in the olden days. Lucas and Jude were dressed in long jackets with tails and riding boots and were engaging in an old-fashioned duel. I ran towards them, hearing a gunshot and my own voice yelling, ‘No!’ One of them had fallen to the ground and I fell down too. From the ground, I saw the other walking away, but I couldn’t see which one it was. Which one was still alive.

      When I woke, my heart was pounding and it took a while to get back off to sleep again.
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      The following morning, I could see Jude was walking along the beach, kicking at the sand. He looked up at the flat, and I stepped back, hiding behind the lounge curtain. It was a glorious day and a walk on the beach would have done my hangover the world of good, but there was no way that I would go out there while he was there. I couldn’t face him right now.

      When I noticed that he’d gone, I grabbed a fleece and a blanket from my coat cupboard and went downstairs to make a coffee, popping my head out of the door to make sure that the coast was clear before heading out.

      Breathing in the salty sea air always warmed my heart. I loved listening to the rhythmic sounds of the harbour and it never failed to soothe me. I dusted sand from a flat rock before laying down the blanket and I perched on the edge, watching the hypnotic ebb and flow of the gentle waves. It was a lovely sunny start to the day with blue skies overhead and my head was starting to clear.

      ‘Budge up!’

      I looked sideways. Bugger.

      ‘Hi, Gemma.’

      My heart began to race. Still, he had this effect on me.

      ‘I know I have no right to ask you this but I wondered if you’d do me a favour?’

      ‘You know I will, Jude.’

      ‘Thank you. I wondered if you might allow Occy to stay over after work tonight for tea. Amy and I need to talk and, while we need to talk to her too, I think our initial chat should be on our own.’

      I sighed. I was clearly a soft touch where this family was concerned.

      ‘Sure.’

      I wanted to say that I thought it was a good idea but after his outburst yesterday I didn’t want to comment or offer anything that could be misconstrued as advice.

      ‘Thank you. I really do appreciate it. How are you?’

      I gave a brief derisory laugh.

      ‘That good, eh?’

      ‘Oh, I’m OK. It’s just been a bit of a week.’

      ‘You can say that again.’

      I wasn’t used to there being an awkward silence between us. We had spent weeks constantly filling time with chatter. I looked down at the ground not knowing what to say.

      He cleared his throat.

      ‘I owe you an apology, Gemma. I should never have said what I did yesterday, about you not being a parent. In the short time you’ve known her, you’ve been more of a parent figure to Occy than Amy has been her entire life.’

      ‘You were upset.’

      ‘I was, but it’s no excuse. I was hurting and, in response, I hurt you and that’s never the right thing to do. I’m sorry.’ He looked down into his hands which were linked loosely on his lap.

      I placed my hand on his, and a little shiver ran up my spine when my skin touched his. He looked up and our eyes met.

      ‘Can you believe all this happened just when I’d told you how I felt about you? Talk about great timing. What a bloody mess.’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘And what about you? Do you mind me asking what’s going on with you and the man I saw kiss you yesterday?’

      ‘Lucas.’ There was a moment’s silence. I drew a breath. ‘He’s my ex-husband.’

      ‘Oh. I see.’

      ‘You can see what you want to see, Jude.’

      ‘I know that I saw him come out of your flat first thing in the morning, kiss you and tell you he loved you. I presume that means he spent the night and that you are back together.’

      ‘Did you see me kiss him back? No. Did you hear me tell him I loved him? No. If you’d have walked into my flat yesterday morning, you’d have seen that he slept on the sofa. You should never assume anything, Jude. Surely you know that.’

      ‘God, I wish things were different right now.’

      ‘Me too. Then you wouldn’t have just insulted me by insinuating that I slept with the man who broke my heart the minute he walked back into my life. Maybe you don’t know me at all. I will have Occy tonight, but it’s for her sake, not yours.’

      Gathering the blanket from beneath me, I stood and walked away, holding my head high. I walked away from someone who I had hoped just a couple of nights before might feature strongly in my future.
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        * * *

      

      Occy arrived for her shift after school but was quiet and not herself at all. She was back to wearing a full face of make-up, false eyelashes, false nails, and clearly fake tan, even though she knew she shouldn’t be wearing any of it while she was at work. Rachel had not long finished her shift but I’d managed to work the rotas so that they didn’t even cross over and risk seeing one another.

      When we’d finished work and cleared everything away, I asked her if she’d like to do some cooking and when she nodded her approval, I asked her to close the bistro’s blinds.

      When I told her what I was thinking of making, her eyebrows raised just as I’d hoped. It never failed to be a conversation starter.

      ‘What on earth is a frisky pudding?’

      ‘It’s something that my mum taught us to make as children. Something that used to cheer us up when we were feeling a bit down. We used to cook together as a family. You’ll like it, I promise.’

      We threw together the ingredients and Occy asked me lots of questions about when Lucy and I were younger. It was nice how she was interested in listening to me talking about our lovely mum. There was a little bit of me that didn’t want to tell her what a wonderful lady she was, because I didn’t want her to be sad that she’d missed out on this type of mother, but at the same time, she needed to know that there were different types of mums and even mother-figures in the world.

      ‘She sounds great, your mum. I wish I’d have met her.’

      ‘She would have loved you, Occy. But we don’t choose who we get. We were just incredibly lucky that our mum chose to be the type of mum she was.’

      ‘That’s what it’s all about though, isn’t it, Gemma? A choice. And my mum chose to leave me and Dad. Nobody made her do it.’

      ‘Well, I’m not defending her, but sometimes we feel that the choices we make are the only ones we have. It’s not always as cut and dried as we think it is. Is there anything I can help with? Do you want to talk about it?’

      She sighed. ‘I’m worried about telling Dad how I really feel, because I don’t want to hurt his feelings. And I don’t know how to deal with that. He’s everything to me, Gemma, and he’s put his whole life on hold for me.’

      She looked so desolate. I hoped with all my heart that a solution could be found for this situation.

      ‘But remember,’ I said. ‘He chose to do that. Because he thought it was the right thing to do. Tell you what, while I get these into the oven, why don’t you make us one of your hot chocolate specials and then you can tell me all about it.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I don’t really know where to start,’ she said once we’d sat down.

      ‘Maybe you just let it all out and then we can start to unravel it. How does that sound?’

      She gazed out of the window, seemingly focusing on a boat, out on the horizon. I knew that if I stayed silent, she would talk when she was ready.

      ‘OK, so I know she’s been a shit mum but I want to get to know her, Gemma. Before I knew she was my mum I really liked her and we had a laugh.’

      ‘Well, that won’t change. You can still have a laugh with her.’

      ‘What if Dad won’t let me?’

      ‘Well, maybe when you’ve said all this to me, we can work out a plan of how to let your dad know how you feel without hurting his feelings.’

      She nodded.

      ‘I love my Dad. So much.’ A tear plopped onto the top of her hot chocolate.

      We both smiled.

      ‘Your dad is a lovely man.’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘I knew it. You fancy him.’

      ‘As I said, he is a lovely man. He’s kind, generous, loving.’ That eyebrow stretched even higher. ‘He’s a great dad and a really good friend, that’s all. That’s all we can be right now.’

      ‘But that’s another thing,’ Occy said. ‘I think he’d like more than that with you. He’s scared to show his feelings. Mum leaving damaged him more than he’d ever let on. He’s a big brave fireman but I think he’s scared to be with someone else. He’s trying to protect himself.’

      I gulped. That all sounded rather familiar.

      ‘He’s had “lady friends”—’ she mimed speech brackets in the air ‘—but when they’ve wanted more, he runs a mile. I’ve never seen him with anyone else the way he is with you. He’s always happy and smiley these days. You turned his frown upside down.’

      I smiled. ‘That’s nice, Occy, but I think you and your dad need to think about you and your mum right now. Concentrate on you. I’m not going anywhere.’

      ‘Thanks, Gemma. Maybe Mum and Dad might get back together.’

      She looked at me as if she was expecting me to answer this. Or say how I felt about it. It had crossed my mind more than once. Even if Jude didn’t want to do it for himself, it might be something he chose to do for the sake of his daughter. And if he did decide this was the best option, then he couldn’t really be blamed. Mum probably would have done the same for us.

      ‘How would you feel about that?’ I asked tentatively.

      ‘I suppose it might be all right. God, they could be talking about that right now. But also, what if she’s not sticking around and wants to go and live somewhere else and wants me to go and live with her? She mentioned that before. Will he want to give me up? Oh my God. What if they make me choose?’

      Occy started to sob and quite suddenly her breathing started to get extremely erratic. She began to thump her chest. Her face was going red and she tried to reach for her bag. She managed to whisper the word ‘inhaler’ to me and I delved into her bag until I found a blue inhaler and handed it to her. After a couple of puffs, she was less red and seemed a little calmer.

      I sat and rubbed her back as she nestled into me. Finally, her breathing returned to normal.

      Just as we’d settled back into the moment, a loud noise began to sound off from the kitchen – the smoke alarm. An acrid smell was beginning to seep out and it was progressively getting worse. We looked at each other and Occy wrinkled her nose.

      ‘Fuck!’ she yelled out.

      ‘Occy!’

      She smiled despite the situation. ‘I think I’m allowed that one.’

      As I flung open the back door, I saw the smoke billowing from the oven. I grabbed the oven gloves and removed the baking tray full of very burned frisky puddings.

      ‘Well, they were a huge success then.’

      Occy laughed. ‘Call the fire brigade.’

      ‘Christ, they’re the last people we need to see right now! They’d probably send your dad.’

      We started to laugh and then when Occy snorted loudly, it made us laugh even more. I threw the baking tray into the yard and wafted a tea towel at the smoke alarm.

      When the smoke had cleared enough for the beeping to stop, I put my arm around Occy’s shoulders and said, ‘Come on, let’s go and watch a film upstairs.’

      She dipped her head to one side. ‘You got popcorn?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘You got Netflix?’

      ‘Of course!’

      ‘Can we watch something with Ryan Reynolds?’

      ‘Hell, yeah!’

      ‘I love you, Gemma. Race you!’

      I stood dumbfounded and watched the back of this brave, sassy, spirited teenager that I’d become dangerously fond of over the last few weeks. As she took the stairs two at a time, I whispered, ‘I love you too.’
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      It was nearly ten o’clock and still no word from Jude. Occy stretched her arms above her head and yawned. This was excruciating for me let alone for her, although I do think watching the film had taken both our minds off the situation – Ryan Reynolds was a rather lovely distraction!

      And at least Lucas had adhered to my request of him not contacting me; I was glad that was one complication I didn’t have to deal with right now.

      A thump on the front door made us both jump and I headed downstairs. Jude put his fingers to his lips and in a low voice asked if he could come in. I nodded and closed the door behind us but he didn’t head for the stairs. The size of my tiny entrance hall meant that we were in very close proximity, and as we touched arms, I flinched when a static jolt shocked us both.

      ‘Can I talk to you for a minute before we go up?’

      ‘Yep, of course.’

      ‘I just wondered how she was?’

      ‘She’s scared that her life is going to change. She’s scared that she’s going to lose you and she’s scared that she doesn’t know what her future holds.’

      ‘I thought she might be.’

      ‘Have you managed to sort anything out tonight?’

      ‘I hope so. I just hope Occy approves of our suggestions.’

      I picked up on the fact that he said ‘our’. That sounded hopeful.

      ‘Can I ask you one really important thing, Jude?’

      ‘Anything.’ He tilted his head and when he looked into my eyes my heart melted to mush. He was just so lovely, and in that moment I knew that I was totally and utterly head over heels in love with him. What a time to realise.

      ‘Do I call her Rachel or Amy?’

      He grinned. ‘Funnily enough, we talked about that tonight. Is it OK if I go up?’

      ‘Yep, I’ll make myself scarce for a minute or two. Are you getting straight off or can I get you a cuppa?’

      ‘You haven’t got anything stronger, have you? I think we might need it. I’d love to stop and have a drink with you. Would that be OK do you think?’

      ‘Sure.’

      Despite me worrying about what he was going to tell me, I needed to know and the sooner the better so we could all move on.

      ‘I’ll never be able to thank you, Gemma. You’ve done so much for me and Occy and I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. You’ve been such a good friend to me. To us both. You’re a superstar, you really are, and I’m sorry I’ve been a bit of an arse.’

      For some reason, the way he phrased his words made it seem like he was talking about the past and not about the future. I wondered what he might be about to divulge to Occy.

      ‘Just a bit of an arse?’

      ‘OK, a huge twatting twat then. More like it?’

      I grinned as I retreated to my bedroom but I left the door open. Despite my wanting to give them some privacy, I must admit I hovered outside the door to see if I could hear what was going on. Sadly, their low whispers were out of my hearing range but it wasn’t long before Jude called my name.

      I took a deep breath and joined them.

      ‘You got that drink now?’ he asked.

      ‘I’ll grab us a bottle.’

      Occy was on the sofa, snuggled in close to her dad who was sitting in the spot that I’d been in just a few moments ago. Bless her, she looked so comfortable and she was trying so hard to keep her eyes open but within seconds was gently snoring. I covered her with a blanket and she turned the opposite way, nestling into the corner of the sofa on a big squishy mohair cushion.

      ‘You must have the comfiest couch in Cornwall, you know.’

      ‘I know. It’s seen more action in the last month than it’s had in the last two years.’

      I blushed as Jude raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that right?’

      We locked eyes again until I blinked and looked away.

      ‘So. How did it go?’

      ‘As well as it could, I think. I’ve just checked with Occy and we’ve said that the three of us will meet up tomorrow. Rachel – and to answer your earlier question, she will from now on be known as Rachel – would like to spend some time here in Driftwood Bay, getting to know Occy. So, we’re going to discuss them doing that with a view to maybe it increasing to an overnight stay – if and when Occy is comfortable, and then maybe at some point even a whole weekend.’

      ‘How do you feel about that?’

      He looked down.

      ‘Honestly, Gem? It scares the shit out of me. What if we do all of this and she decides it’s all too much again and clears off? Occy doesn’t really remember much about the first time her mum left, and none of us know what the future holds. I don’t think even Am—Rachel knows, but if we don’t try it none of us will ever know.’

      ‘Maybe this could be the best thing that’s ever happened to either of them?’ I said. ‘I know you’re worried about Rachel being in her life, but what if she really has turned over a new leaf and wants to make amends? It could be the best thing for Occy and really that’s what matters, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, you’re right. I know you are, but it’s bloody hard. It’s been me and Occy for so long. We’re a team. I know we’ve not always been perfect and she hated me when we first moved to Driftwood Bay, but since she started working for you at the bistro, it seems like life is on the turn for her. She’s made friends at her new school. She talks to Lizzie nearly every hour they are not at school together. She’s a different kid. She smiles all the time. She’s eating better, sleeping better even. She’s happy.’

      ‘That’s great to hear. But she’s also growing up, Jude. She needs a female influence in her life. I’m not saying that you don’t do a great job, but there are things that girls go through that she might not want to discuss with you. Things only a woman can answer. And I know you have women at the station, but it’s not the same, is it?’

      ‘I’ve got you, Gem.’

      ‘You have and I hope we’ll always be friends. And I’ll be here for Occy as much as I possibly can.’

      Jude bristled slightly and I wasn’t sure if I’d been too abrupt. I felt like we were really pussyfooting around each other.

      ‘It all feels like it’s the right thing to do. For Occy. You’re the one who has helped me to see all of that. Even if I was too much of an arse to realise it at the time.’

      ‘And Rachel, what has she said? Do you really think she’s turned over a new leaf?’

      ‘Who knows. I don’t think she knows herself, but chatting with her tonight has made me realise that maybe you can’t always have the answers that you want. Rachel yelled at me earlier, saying I can’t go on punishing her for something she did more than thirteen years ago. That if we want to move forward for Occy’s sake, I must forget the past. She knows I’ll never forgive her, but I can move on.’

      ‘Maybe it’ll be good for you as well, Jude. Holding on to everything that happened in the past can’t be good for you either. This might free you too.’

      ‘Possibly. But when I saw Rachel breaking her heart tonight, over the amount of time and things she’s missed out on in Occy’s life, I felt sorry for her, Gem. I’d built her up to be some sort of a monster over the years but she’s not. She’s just a woman who’s beaten herself up for the last thirteen years for leaving her daughter. Perhaps she doesn’t need me constantly reminding her of what she did and how it affected everyone’s lives. And, after all, Occy’s not so bad, is she? Not now?’

      ‘She’s lovely, Jude. You’ve done an amazing job with her, whatever you think.’

      ‘Who knows what will happen? None of us can predict the future. Maybe Rachel will try to be the best mum that she can be and it’ll work out brilliantly and we’ll all be happy. Or maybe she’ll try and she’ll fuck it up again, and we’ll have to pick up the pieces once more, but I suppose none of us are ever going to know until we try... It’s all about Occy and her happiness, and that’s all that matters.’

      ‘And you’ve explained all that to Occy? She’s happy with all that?’

      ‘She wants to give it a go. I must let her be a part of the decision-making in this situation. It’s her life as much as mine. She knows that there’s a possibility that it might not work out the way she hopes and she’s as nervous as hell about it, but she wants us to try. She likes the idea of us trying to be co-parents. She did just say though, before she fell asleep, that she’s worried that if she’s with her mum more that I’ll have nothing else to do. If I don’t have to spend all my time looking after her, I might get lonely. Bless her.’

      In that instant, I felt a moment of courage. Maybe Occy wasn’t the only one who had to take a leap of faith and try something to see if it worked out. We all have the power within us to change our lives. We don’t need to wait for someone else to come along and do it for us. It’s not anyone else’s job to make us happy, it’s ours. Sometimes we must be brave and empower ourselves. We just need to be prepared to take a chance once in a while.

      I moved over to where he was sitting and knelt before him, took the wine glass from his hand. After taking a deep breath, I leaned forward.

      ‘Maybe I could help you with that. After all, none of us should be lonely, should we?’

      Our lips brushed, and I heard Jude sigh. Just as our kiss became more intense, more passionate, Occy spoke.

      ‘Oh, thank fuck for that. About time, but what are you two like? Get a room!’
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      Lucy came waddling up to the bistro the next morning and I smiled as she approached. It was such a lovely day and I was having five minutes outside. She seemed to be suddenly acting and looking very pregnant and I could tell that she was loving every minute. Her bump was beginning to be quite prominent and she looked radiant, despite her telling me that she’d been throwing up nearly every morning for most of her pregnancy so far. She said it was a total swizz that it was only for the first few weeks. Almost squatting down on the chair, and sighing louder than anything I’ve ever heard, she subconsciously rested her hand on her belly as I made her a ginger and lemon tea.

      ‘How you doing, love?’

      ‘I’m OK. Feeling fat and frumpy. I’m tired and tetchy. And bloody James won’t leave me alone. Says he feels horny all the time with a pregnant wife and constantly wants to put his—’

      ‘Whoa. Too much information. Stop please!’

      She laughed. ‘You’re a prude.’

      ‘She’s really not, you know.’ Occy just happened to stroll past at that time, on her way to school, grassing me up big time. ‘You should have seen her and my dad snogging the faces off each other last night.’ She chuckled and walked away.

      ‘Oh, thanks, Occy.’ Lucy laughed. ‘Good to know. Anything you want to share with your sister, Gemma?’

      She turned to me and my face was on fire.

      ‘Penny for them?’

      I’d drifted off for a few seconds, thinking of the night before.

      Jude and I had parted company a little awkwardly when he and Occy went home, and then a little later had been texting each other. He said that he and Occy had sat up talking for half an hour and were meeting Rachel today to make some arrangements.

      I’d been a little concerned that we’d gone from kissing one minute to him talking about Rachel again but then he’d asked me if I’d like to go to the cinema tonight. This time on an official date. Not a not-date.

      The excitement I felt at this was like nothing I’d felt before. Lucas and I had been friends before we got together but this newness with Jude, this huge thrill that I was feeling was brand new to me and I liked it. Maybe it was hope, maybe it was anticipation, even a little nervousness.

      I had fallen asleep with a big grin on my face and a warm heart.

      ‘When I have something to tell you, I will,’ I said, to which Lucy raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s just something we’re taking slow and seeing how it pans out.’

      ‘And Lucas?’

      ‘I’ve not spoken to him for a few days. While he was messaging me and hanging around it felt like a cloud lingering over me. I’m enjoying the break from him to be honest.’

      ‘Well, hopefully this will give you some perspective. Do you miss him? Does Jude know about him? And does Lucas know about Jude?’

      I pondered my sister’s questions.

      I realised that I didn’t miss Lucas. I was more annoyed with him for coming back into my life and disrupting it than happy to see him, though I wasn’t sure if it was just because of the circumstances. I was maddened by his arrogance to think that I’d just accept him back without much question after all he’d put me through.

      Jude did know about Lucas, but not really everything. It was probably something that I should discuss more with him. I didn’t want to start our relationship with any secrets so I would have to ensure that we spoke before we took anything any further. Honesty is always the best policy in my book, so things don’t come back and trip you up later.

      And did Lucas know about Jude? Did he deserve to know what was going on in my life? I didn’t think he did. He had assumed he could just step back into a life that he had stepped out of. He hadn’t asked if I was with anyone else. He didn’t actually care. It was all about him and what he wanted. However, there was always still a little voice in my head saying, What if you are meant to be with Lucas? What if he has changed? Remember how much you loved him once. Maybe you should give him another chance.

      It had all been quite confusing, but all I knew right now was that I was looking forward to spending time with Jude tonight.

      For the second time that morning, a question from Lucy pulled me away from daydreaming.

      ‘So what was this about Christmas that you dragged me out to chat about? It’s come around so quickly, although I’ll be glad to shut the B & B down for a few days and have a bloody good rest.’

      ‘Good, because I’ve been thinking. I was considering doing Christmas dinner here?’

      ‘Thank Christ for that. I was dreading cooking this year.’

      We both laughed.

      ‘Well, you do it every year but now I have more space and I was thinking about getting everyone together. You and James obviously. Mere and Clem, and we could invite her mother and Clem’s dad Martin too if he wants to come. Oh and Vi too. I bet she’ll be on her own for Christmas, she normally is and says it never bothers her, but it would be so lovely to have a big meal together with all the people around that are a big part of our lives.’

      Vi lived in one of the houses in the harbour with her dog Gladys, and after a fall, had been building her confidence again, getting out and about following weeks of not being able to walk. It was lovely to see her back to her old self, with a great deal of help from Meredith, instead of being sent off to an old people’s home which is what her grandson thought would be for the best. She had proved him wrong and had a new lease of life.

      ‘And Jude?’

      ‘Well, yes. If all works out between me and Jude, then Jude too. And Occy, of course. Maybe even Rachel.’

      Lucy pulled a face at that part.

      ‘Hear me out. This could be Occy’s first Christmas with her mum but if we did a big dinner here, it could mean that she doesn’t have to choose who to spend it with. She could have her mum and her dad.’

      ‘Is that not a bit weird though?’

      ‘I think maybe we all have to behave as grown up as we can in a situation like this. If it means that everyone is happy then it’s the perfect solution. Blended families are all the rage these days, don’t you know?’

      She dipped her head to one side and stared at me.

      ‘So, you have it all worked out then. When did you get so wise, Gemma?’

      ‘I had a good teacher.’ We both looked across at the picture of Mum and smiled. ‘Let’s make it a Christmas to remember. One that Mum would have done if she’d been here and one that she’d be so incredibly proud of. And I promise you won’t have to lift a finger.’

      ‘Now that I do like the sound of, although I suppose I could, like, sit on a stool and stir the gravy or something.’

      ‘That would be a huge help. Thanks, sis.’

      She grabbed the menu off the table and batted me on the arm.

      ‘No need to be sarky! I think it sounds perfect, Gemma. What are you thinking? Around two o’clock-ish?’

      ‘Well, it’s still a while away but, actually, I have something else to do around midday so I was thinking more around four or even five o’clock. I’m also going to open the bistro first thing for a couple of hours to do bacon and egg sandwiches and other stuff like that. The local hiking group have said that they do a massive walk on Christmas Day morning and wondered whether we might be open. Not sure I fancy doing a big fry-up, so might keep it quite simple, but I reckon I’d be daft to turn that down. And I think it might be a cracking start to our Christmas Day.’

      ‘It sounds like a belter of an idea. But what’s so important that you have to do on Christmas Day at midday? I know you are my sister, but, honestly, you are quite mysterious at times, you know.’

      ‘Maybe I’ll share it with you soon. Just something that I must do. Please don’t ask for more than that right now.’

      She scrunched up her face and narrowed her eyes, holding my gaze.

      ‘OK. I’m sure you’ll tell me when you’re ready.’

      ‘Thanks, Luce.’

      ‘Anyway, your nephew or niece is bloody starving. Don’t suppose there’s any chance of a full English today?’

      I grinned.

      ‘I am eating for two, you know.’ She winked at me.

      I’d never seen my sister look more happy or more beautiful as she did when I watched her tuck into her breakfast. She deserved this so much and I felt proud of myself for overcoming my selfish feelings and no longer experiencing that pang of jealousy that I first had when she told me she was pregnant. Now, even though I was envious of what she had going on in her life, I was simply truly grateful to be part of it.

      Maybe we just had to live in the here and now, forget about the past and not worry about what the future holds. Just enjoy the moments we experience each and every day. Some people aren’t lucky enough to wake up. Some people are breathing their last breaths and it’s our duty to honour those people by living the best life we can.

      Wow. That was profound. Perhaps, I’d just found the meaning of life.
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      ‘So, how do you feel?’

      ‘What, you mean because my daughter is spending the evening with her mother for the first time in thirteen years?’ He blew out a long, loud breath. ‘Not sure really. Not sure how I’m supposed to feel.’

      ‘Are you happy to go to the cinema still? We don’t have to.’

      ‘No, I’d like to go. Maybe it’ll take my mind off things. Sorry, that makes me sound like I don’t want to go with you. God, now I’m making a right hash of this.’

      ‘Before we go, I wondered if I could just have a minute or two. There are some things I really want to share with you if that’s OK.’

      He looked worried, but I reassured him that it was nothing mega serious – just some stuff to know before he decided whether he wanted to take things further with me. I told Jude that Lucas wanted us to get back together and that I’d seriously considered his proposition, but that after giving it a lot of thought I’d decided it wasn’t what I wanted. I just didn’t want to go into whatever we had together without him knowing that I had considered it. I felt that it was only right.

      ‘Is that it?’

      ‘Yep, that’s everything.’

      I suppose once I’d said it out loud, it didn’t seem as much as it did in my head.

      ‘I just felt that you deserved to know what I’d been thinking. I had to be sure. And I am. Never been surer of anything in fact.’

      He stood and pulled me to my feet. As he moved closer, his gaze was intense and long, and everything else seemed to melt away. He bent his head towards mine and my breath caught in my throat as I closed my eyes and moved towards him too, not a millimetre of space between us. His body pressed against mine, he gently threaded his fingers through my hair, then ran a finger slowly down my cheek. My whole body tingled with anticipation. When he pressed his lips to mine, warmth flooded through every part of my body. God, if this is how I felt when he kissed me, I could only imagine how he might make me feel when we were naked. He suddenly broke away.

      ‘Shall we go to the flicks then?’ He winked and I knew that I’d fallen harder for this man than I ever thought possible. Hook, line and sinker.
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      We came out of the cinema holding hands and laughing. I had made him watch a romcom, under duress of course. But we were laughing because he admitted that he did have a little tear in his eye at the point of the climax, the moment when it feels the two lovers were fated never to be together. But, as in all good romcoms, they got their happy-ever-after.

      ‘If only life was so simple, Gemma.’

      ‘Ah, but where’s the enjoyment in that?’

      ‘I’ve surprised myself to be honest,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think I’d be able to switch off at all but snuggling up to you on that double sofa-seat, holding hands tightly, seemed to do the trick. Thanks for tonight. I’ve really enjoyed it.’

      He dropped a tender kiss on my lips. I shivered. I had no idea how he did that to me.

      ‘Me too. So how are you feeling now?’

      ‘Interested to see how Occy’s evening went. Intrigued to know how much she will tell me. Wondering what happens next?’

      ‘Maybe don’t press her, let her tell you in her own time. She’ll be feeling all sorts of emotions right now. Throw into that her teenage hormones and she’s probably ready to spontaneously combust with overwhelm. This has been a lot for her, Jude. She’s not taken it lightly. Just let her take it at her pace.’

      At that moment, I decided to backtrack slightly, knowing I was doing that thing again of offering advice when it wasn’t asked for. Sometimes when someone told you something, they just want you to listen, not to fix things.

      ‘Just my opinion obviously. But that’s just what I’d do. She’s your daughter and you know her best.’

      ‘I do, but you’re also quite wise too and you do throw another perspective at the situation. A female one too. Come on, let’s go and pick her up.’

      We drove the short distance to Rachel’s; her curtains twitched as the car pulled up and, soon after, Occy came running down the path with her rucksack over her shoulder.

      ‘OK, love?’ her dad asked and she nodded.

      ‘How was the film?’

      Jude had clearly been paying attention to the film as he began to witter on about the plot, taking the mickey out of me for crying at the end. I grassed him up by telling her that he was quite moved by one scene in particular.

      They dropped me off at the harbour. Jude and I exchanged a quick but tender goodbye kiss on the lips – with Occy saying that she would look the other way. Then she squeezed my shoulder from the back of the car and said, ‘Goodnight.’

      I’d hoped I might hear from Jude after Occy had gone to bed but I didn’t get a message or a call so I settled down in bed and picked up a novel from my bedside table. It reminded me of my plans to organise a book club at the bistro so I grabbed the notebook and pen I also kept beside my bed to make a note. Otherwise, I’d be worrying so much that I’d forget, I wouldn’t sleep and then would probably be so tired the next day that I’d forget what I was supposed to remember anyway.

      I wasn’t particularly worried that I’d not heard from Jude, it just might have been nice to get a goodnight text. Funny how when you are older, you feel less anxious about things like that. I wasn’t sure if it was because you feel less pressure for everything to work out so you don’t let it bother you so much, or because you’ve actually got to an age when you have been through so much other crap in your life that it’s not really the end of the world when things don’t quite work out how you thought they might.

      But as I drifted off to sleep, I heard a text message come through. A message from Jude to say that all seemed fine and Occy had wanted to stay up and watch TV for a bit, curled up on the sofa with him, so he’d made the most of it. I sat and thought about how it would feel if we were all doing that together, playing happy families. Or would they do that with Rachel? Because they were a family.

      I was too tired to think about it any more so just sent a heart emoji back, put the phone down on the bedside table and nodded off. I had a big day ahead of me and I needed to have my wits about me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘I’m so glad that you invited me to meet you, Gemma, it’s so good to see you.’

      I wrapped my hands around the mug of coffee I was holding, trying to stop them from shaking. When he texted me to tell me he had gone away, I felt relief that he wasn’t going to pop up from around a corner unexpectedly, like he had before. That told me a lot so I asked him if we could meet up when he was back.

      ‘Did you enjoy your holiday?’

      ‘It was OK. Bit strange being alone, but I needed to get away and, to be honest, I didn’t know where else to go. Abroad and away from everyone and everything for a week seemed like a good plan.’

      ‘It’s the right time now, Lucas, for us to talk.’

      ‘Gemma, please let me go first.’

      ‘But I—’

      He held his palm up to me, determined to say what he needed to say.

      ‘I’ve been an idiot. I don’t know what came over me. You were just so focused… Sorry… we were just so focused on having a baby that I felt like that was all that mattered to you. It felt like I could have been anyone. When I met Julie, I never meant it to go as far as it did. At first, it was just a bit of fun; she made me feel good at a time when I was feeling a bit shit. None of it was even her fault. I didn’t tell her I was married until after she found out she was pregnant. And when I confessed it to her and told her that we couldn’t possibly bring that baby into the world, she was distraught. She threatened to tell you everything. She was determined that she was going to have the baby come what may and said that if I didn’t tell you she would. You know the rest.’

      I breathed in deeply and then blew out the air through my cheeks. Wow. I’d been blaming the wrong person all along. Yes, Julie had wrecked my marriage but she’d been in an awful predicament herself. The poor woman.

      ‘I want to do the right thing, Gemma, I really do. I love you and I would do anything to have you back in my life. I tried to make it work with Julie. After all, if it didn’t work, then what was it all for? But we drifted further and further apart. I felt like I was an intruder in their life and that they didn’t need me. She told me that after the split she took over all the child-rearing duties because she didn’t want to impact my life too much. What she saw as helping me, I saw as shutting me out.’ He hung his head.

      ‘You know I’m not going to take you back, Lucas, don’t you?’

      He gave a brief nod and we locked eyes.

      ‘I’m so sorry. For everything.’

      ‘Life moves on. People move on. I loved you. So very much. But when someone hurts you that much, you can’t always repair the relationship. It’s like a plate that you’ve dropped on the floor and it gets smashed into pieces. You can put the pieces back together but the cracks are still there. They’ll never really go away and the plate is never as strong as it was before. It could crack anytime.’

      ‘I should have talked to you more. I wish I had.’

      ‘The past is the past, Lucas. Let’s all look forward now.’

      ‘Are you and that Jude bloke together now?’ He tried hard but couldn’t help but spit the words out, his eyes pleading with mine to know the answer.

      I nodded. ‘We are.’

      A loud breath escaped from his body. He looked down at his hands, then back up into my eyes.

      ‘Does he make you happy?’

      I smiled as I thought about the feeling I got every time I saw Jude. The way my heart flipped and my tummy felt like a million butterflies were fluttering around in it.

      ‘Yes. Yes, he does. Very.’

      ‘Is he kind?’

      I thought back to our plans for Christmas dinner and how he had offered to help me – not just because he knew I would welcome it but also to allow Occy and Rachel to spend a few hours together alone.

      ‘Yes he is. Very.’

      ‘And is he kind to you?’

      Without hesitation, I nodded.

      Lucas took my hands in his.

      ‘I hope you’ll be happy together, Gemma. You deserve nothing more than the best. I know that might sound strange. I’m sorry that things have worked out this way. I should have behaved better towards you and I’ll spend the rest of my life making sure that I never do that to anyone else.’

      I squeezed his hands back. ‘Thank you. Now you need to go and find your own happy. I wish you good luck and love in your life. Goodbye, Lucas.’

      As I walked away, I felt a tear trickle down my cheek. But it wasn’t from sadness. It was from the overwhelming sense of relief that I felt, knowing that I could now move on without the past overshadowing the future.
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      As I drove to Truro that evening, I realised that everything was now sorted, that this was a fresh start for me and Jude.

      I unloaded my car and went into the soup kitchen where I was welcomed warmly with a hug from Mike, who had been managing the centre for several years. He sent two of the centre workers out to help me to unload the car. The boot was full of boxes of leftover food as well as meals I had made specifically for the centre.

      ‘Fancy a cuppa?’ he asked.

      ‘Would love one, especially before I make that journey back again.’

      ‘You really do go out of your way for us, Gemma. We really do appreciate it, you know. What you do for us makes such a difference. Not just to the centre, but...’ He swept his arm around at the room. ‘To all of these people too.’

      The hall was busy. It was packed full every time I came, which was normally at night, after the bistro was closed and I had more time to spare to help out. But what I couldn’t do here I did back in the bistro where I could prepare food in advance. It was nice to know that I was helping someone; I felt like it was all worthwhile.

      I bade everyone goodnight, said I’d see them later in the week and headed back to the car. But as I was leaving, I could sense someone was behind me.

      I felt the hand on my arm and screamed out loud.

      Mike came running out, asking if I was OK.

      ‘Yes, I am. Sorry for screaming. I was just taken by surprise. Thanks, Mike.’ As he returned to the emergency exit, I eyed up the hand that was still on my arm, and then up to his eyes. ‘What the hell, Jude? You scared the shit out of me.’

      ‘Sorry, Gem, but what on earth are you doing here? You told me you were going to see an old school friend.’

      ‘Mike is an old school friend.’

      ‘Is that all he is?’

      ‘He’s also the manager of this soup kitchen.’

      ‘So, you’ve come to see him? Is there something going on between you two?’

      ‘Is that what you think of me? That I’d be seeing you and someone else. If that’s what you think, you don’t know me very well at all. You can trust me, you know.’

      ‘But why did you never tell me you were coming here? Why all the secrecy?’

      ‘I can’t tell you. It’s just… It’s not something I’ve ever shared with anyone. I… just… can’t.’

      ‘Gemma, you’re scaring me a bit now. What on earth are you hiding?’

      ‘Why are you even here? Where’s Occy?’

      ‘She’s gone to Rachel’s. She rang and asked if Occy could have a sleepover. I couldn’t really say no, but couldn’t get it off my mind, wondering how it was going for them, so I headed round to yours and I don’t know what made me do it and please don’t shout at me, but I saw you going out so I followed you. I knew you were keeping something from me, but I didn’t know what. I wasn’t planning to follow you but I did. What’s going on?’

      ‘Is Occy staying over at Rachel’s then?’

      ‘Yep. Why?’

      The biggest sigh escaped from my whole body.

      ‘You’d better meet me back at mine and I’ll explain everything.’

      ‘OK, Gemma.’ He paused before asking quietly, ‘Are we OK?’

      I smiled at him. Now I was going to have to tell the truth about a secret I’d been harbouring for the last two years. Once the truth was spoken it could never be unsaid and everything would change. And if Jude knew, then perhaps he’d encourage me to tell Lucy too. Maybe I was stupid to think that it was something that I could keep from everyone forever.

      That night, the drive back to Driftwood Bay, normally a time that filled me with joy, felt like one of the longest drives I’d ever done.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Drink?’

      Jude nodded and took the bottle of brandy I’d been carrying from me, along with the two glasses, and poured two huge measures.

      I took a deep breath before I sat beside him, perched on the edge of the sofa. This was going to be one of the hardest things I’d ever done. But if I faltered now, it would be harder than ever.

      ‘When my mother died, I found something out that she’d kept from me and Lucy, a secret she’d kept for years.’ Jude’s brow furrowed as he listened. ‘Years ago, my father left us. We were told that he’d moved away and didn’t want to be part of our lives. We were young and, I suppose, I just accepted it. However, once a year Lucy and I received a letter from him, saying that he was sorry he couldn’t be with us but that he thought about us all the time and wished us well for the year ahead.’

      My mouth felt dry and I took a glug of brandy before continuing.

      ‘When I was sorting through some things at Mum’s house before she died, I found a box she’d left at the back of the wardrobe. I found a letter in it from Mike, who as I said, is an old school friend but it was addressed to Mum. In the letter, he introduced himself as my school friend and that he’d been working at the soup kitchen for about six months. He went on to describe a man who had queued up for food who looked familiar. He said he’d been wondering for days where he remembered this person from, and then when he appeared again, Mike instantly remembered that he was mine and Lucy’s father. He introduced himself, asked if he could join him and they began chatting. He learned that my father was terminally ill and that his biggest regret was that he never got to apologise to his family for abandoning them and that he was sorry he hadn’t got in touch at all over the years. So, together, they sat down and wrote to my mum, doing just that.’

      I sipped at my drink again and took another deep breath, wiping away a stray tear that had run down my cheek.

      ‘I found the letter when Mum was poorly and didn’t know what to do, whether I should bring it up or not, but it totally consumed me, Jude. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I knew she wasn’t well but I had to ask.

      ‘Because what confused me about the letter was that he said he hadn’t been in touch, but he had. He wrote to us, every year. That’s when Mum told me that those letters weren’t from Dad at all, that she wrote them and sent them to us because she didn’t want us to think that he’d abandoned us.’

      ‘Oh God, Gemma. What did you do?’

      ‘She was so ill and we knew she hadn’t got long left to live, so I couldn’t be angry with her for long.’ Tears rolled down both cheeks freely now, as I remembered the night that I had stormed out on Mum. I’d sat staring out at the sea, wondering what on earth I’d do with the information I now had.

      I sniffed and Jude handed me a tissue from the box on the coffee table.

      ‘I couldn’t stay away from her. She was so ill, Jude, and she asked me to promise her something – something that I didn’t know whether I could do. She asked me never to tell Lucy. To protect her from the truth.’

      Jude moved closer to me and took the glass I was cradling and placed it on the table. He pulled me into his chest.

      ‘Gem, that must have been awful. So, did you ever tell Lucy?’

      ‘No, but it’s been haunting me ever since. Sometimes she mentions the letters and I have to change the subject quickly, hoping that I don’t let on that there’s something untoward. Lately, I’ve really felt the need to tell her. I know Mum was protecting us both from hurt. She also said that she was protecting our memory of Dad. That we didn’t need to know that he never got in touch. She said that she only ever meant to do it once, but that we were both so pleased to get the letter from him, that she thought maybe another time wouldn’t hurt. Then she felt that she was in too deep and knew that with her death, the letters would die too so that she would have to tell one of us. I’m sure she was glad it was me who happened across Mike’s letter, because Lucy was more of a daddy’s girl, and she didn’t want to shatter her illusions for the rest of her life.’

      ‘So, what’s happened since your mum died? Surely the letters must have stopped?’

      I hung my head in shame.

      ‘I’m an idiot, Jude.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘Because after Mum died, I carried on sending them.’

      ‘Oh, Gemma.’

      ‘I know! I know!’

      ‘Hang on. Surely she’d notice the handwriting was different?’

      ‘Mum had written a couple more, and was planning on having her best friend post them. But seeing as I knew, I took them on instead. I should have just come clean but Mum didn’t want me to upset Lucy any more than she needed to. So, I’ve been posting them for the last two years. Lucy gets so excited when she sees them. But I don’t know what to do now. You’re right. His writing can’t just suddenly change, can it? I think I’m going to have to come clean. Do you think she’ll ever forgive me?’

      ‘She’s your sister and she adores you. I think even if she’s a little bit pissed off with you, she’ll still love you and in time will forgive you. Sleep on it. See how you feel again tomorrow.’ He paused and looked at me closely. ‘The one thing that still confuses me though is why have you been helping at the soup kitchen?’

      ‘Truth?’

      ‘The truth is always best, Gemma. I always remember my own mum saying to me that if you tell the truth, it becomes part of your past, but if you tell lies, it becomes part of your future.’

      ‘She was so right. I’m sorry, Jude. I shouldn’t have kept any of this from you.’

      ‘I hate to think of you carrying this burden alone. To be honest, I thought I was going to see you throwing yourself into another man’s arms, so this is definitely not what I was expecting. So let me ask again. Why the soup kitchen?’

      I hung my head.

      ‘I was ashamed.’

      ‘Ashamed of what?’

      ‘Of what people would think. My own father had to end his days getting food from a soup kitchen. That’s how he lived. Mike told me that he lived in a local hostel most of the time, he’d had mental health problems all his life and his only outlet was other women, because they made him feel good. Mum gave him a choice to sort himself out and be with us, or to move out and that’s what he chose.

      ‘No matter what he did, he was still my dad and I decided to help at the soup kitchen because…’ It was so hard to say this next part. It’d been in my head for so long and saying it out loud was almost confirming everything all over again. ‘I might not be able to help my own dad, but I might be able to help someone else’s. Kindness costs nothing and Mike’s kindness helped mine. I wanted to repay him by helping the centre and other people just like my father. So, there you go. That’s it. You know everything now.’

      ‘Oh, darling. Come here.’

      Jude held me close and my shuddering sobs reverberated through his body.

      ‘I’ll be right here by your side if you decide you want to tell Lucy the truth.’

      ‘Thank you. I do want to tell her. I know she’ll be hurt, but I think she should know. Then we can all truly move on and she won’t be waiting for the next letter and I won’t be sitting worrying myself to death about why I can’t send it.’

      Jude gently cupped my face with his hands and wiped away my tears with his thumbs.

      ‘You are the kindest, sweetest, most beautiful person both inside and out that I’ve ever met. You’ve changed my life, Gemma. Mine and Occy’s lives. You really have.’

      Our eyes locked. Right there before me I had a wonderful human being and I knew that I wanted him by my side forever. With him I felt like I could do anything and everything. I knew it was time to tell Lucy, and I would do it as soon as I got the opportunity.

      He kissed me gently at first and then more intensely, running his fingers through my hair. The kiss became deeper very quickly and I knew that I wanted him then more than I’d ever wanted anyone before. I tugged at his hand and led him through to my bedroom where the light of the silvery moon cast a warm glow across the room. The moon wasn’t the only thing experiencing a warm glow and our lips hardly left each other’s as we moved across to the bed. And then he gently pushed me backwards and showered my face with tiny, butterfly kisses that made my whole body tingle.

      ‘Occy is staying out for the night, you say?’

      He grinned and nodded. As I nuzzled into his neck, he closed his eyes and I could feel his body shudder in response.

      ‘She is.’

      ‘What are the chances of you staying out for the night too?’

      ‘I’d say that the chances were pretty high to be honest. You thinking of anywhere in particular?’

      ‘I might have an idea.’

      ‘Gemma, if you do that thing you just did to my neck again, I’m not sure I can be held responsible for what happens next.’

      So, I did it again!
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      ‘Is everything OK, Gemma? You sounded so strange when you asked if you could come round.’

      ‘It is, Luce, but I do need to talk to you and you might not like what you hear.’

      ‘Gemma, just spit it out.’

      ‘It’s not that easy Luce, it’s something I’ve not told you about before but I think that now is the right time to tell you. I reckon we both need a fresh start, and with you having your little one coming into the world soon and me having the business and well… Jude and Occy in my life now, then it’s time.’

      ‘God, Gemma, just tell me.’

      Lucy’s lounge was warm and cosy, as was the whole of the bed and breakfast, but her and James’s private quarters were particularly inviting. When my marriage ended and I’d lived here, before I moved into the flat, it had been a wrench to leave. They’d always made me feel so welcome and part of their family.

      I looked over at a photo that was on her mantelpiece of me, Mum and Lucy and took a deep breath.

      ‘The letters that we’ve been getting from Dad.’

      ‘Er… yes…’

      ‘They’re not from him.’

      She looked at me blankly and then tilted her head to one side. Her expression was so hard to decipher.

      ‘I—’

      I held my palm up to stop her speaking. If I didn’t get this out now in one go, it would be harder still.

      ‘Let me explain please.’

      I went on to tell her everything. From Mum keeping it a secret from us, to me continuing the lie and keeping it from her. When I’d told Jude, it was the first time I’d said it all out loud. Hearing myself say it again, this time to the person who mattered the most in the whole universe, made me feel awful. I just wanted to tell her as quickly and painlessly for us both as I possibly could.

      ‘So, that’s everything. Do you think you can ever forgive me? I’m so sorry I kept it from you but it was only because I was trying to protect you.’

      Her vacant expression left me wondering how she was really feeling. I could see her mind working overtime, trying to process everything that I’d just told her. What I wasn’t expecting was what she said next.

      ‘I know.’
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      ‘What do you mean you know?’

      ‘I’ve known for years.’

      My hands were trembling and my heart pounding. What the hell was going on?

      ‘Years ago, I came downstairs after having a nightmare. It was late at night and Mum was sitting at the dining room table writing and she put the pen down and left the room to get me a glass of water. I saw the letter on the table. When she came back, I moved away and made out that I’d never been near the table or seen anything. She shuffled all her papers together and put them away quickly after that. But I saw it, Gemma. I saw that it said, “Forever in my heart, love you always, Dad.”’

      ‘Oh my God, Lucy. Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘Because you were always so happy to get those letters. You thought that Dad wrote to us every year and how could I hurt you by telling you the truth? It would have shattered everything you’d ever known. My job as an older sister is to protect you from harm and upset. And then when we lost Mum, at the same time as you were going through the break-up with Lucas… I couldn’t have told you then. I wanted to shelter you from any more hurt. Not replace Mum, because no one ever could do that, but as your older sister, I wanted to do all I could to protect you. I did bloody wonder how they kept on coming after Mum died, but I thought she must have asked someone else to post them. What I didn’t ever think of is that the someone else would be you.’

      We both laughed through our tears.

      ‘I should be the one asking you for your forgiveness, not you asking me. I wonder why Mum never told us though all those years ago.’

      ‘She told me she didn’t want our illusions of our dad shattered. When she got the letter from Mike, she thought that she could continue that protection. If we thought she’d been lying for years, we might not have forgiven him or her. At that point, she was already ill and didn’t want us to fall out with her for the last few months of her illness.’

      Just thinking about this reminded me of what a painful time of our lives that had been and tears flowed down my cheeks as realisation set in. Jude was so right about lies being a burden. What a pickle we’d all got ourselves into, just to protect each other.

      ‘Come here, you daft old tart!’

      I burst into tears as I moved towards my sister and she pulled me close into her chest.

      ‘God, your boobs are fucking huge, Lucy.’ I half laughed, half sobbed and then realised I’d got hiccups.

      ‘Ha! I know. James says he loves to—’

      ‘No! Too much.’

      She laughed and wiped away my tears.

      ‘We’ve all hidden this from each other for so long because we didn’t want to hurt each other.’ She smiled. ‘Each of us were trying to protect the other two. I couldn’t have ever wished for a better mum and I couldn’t wish for a better sister. If my child is an only child then so be it. But my hope for him or her is that they get a sibling and they have the same amazing relationship that we do. I know we have our moments but we’ve always been there for each other, haven’t we?’

      I nodded and sniffed.

      ‘We always will be. I love you so much, Lucy.’

      I squeezed her tightly.

      ‘I love you too, Gemma.’
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      ‘Occy, can you do me a favour, love, and pop upstairs into the stockroom and grab me a box of napkins please? We need to replenish what we have down here and while it’s quiet, it’s a nice time to top everything up behind the counter.’

      ‘Sure, just the one?’

      ‘Please.’

      Occy clomped up the stairs. It still amazed me that someone who was a size six in clothes, and as light as a feather could make so much noise. Funny, isn’t it, how some people are naturally quiet and others are not? Occy, since the moment I met her when she burst through the door like a whirlwind, slamming the door behind her, had always had an unignorable presence in my life. Yet Pat, who was worth her weight in gold and admitted herself that she could do with losing a stone or so, glided around as if she were on castors, always appearing out of nowhere in stealth mode.

      Pat and I both stood at the foot of the stairs and listened to Occy squeal as she went stampeding across the roof above us and ran down the stairs, descending them two at a time. She flung herself at me, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

      ‘Oh my God, Gemma, thank you, thank you, thank you.’

      ‘Well, if you’re going to be staying over from time to time then you’re going to need somewhere you can call your own.’

      ‘Can I go back up and look properly now?’

      Her face lit up and it was so good to see that smiling seemed to be her default setting these days. It was Rachel who had given me the idea to give her the spare room I’d been using to keep stock in and it was Rachel who helped me to clear it out. And Mere had helped to design and convert it into a gorgeous room which she assured me Occy would love to stay in; a room that was grown-up but not too serious. After all, even though Occy was a young woman, there was still a little girl in her, as there is in all of us.

      I followed her upstairs and stood leaning up against the door frame as she walked around the room, touching surfaces lightly with her fingers. The walls had been papered in vibrant multicoloured jungle paper, and there was a three-quarter-sized bed with oodles of cushions bursting with colour scattered on top of the white linen in the centre of the room. The dressing table, which also doubled up as a desk, was surrounded with twinkling fairy lights, creating a beautiful space to both study and apply make-up.

      ‘It’s amazing, Gemma. I absolutely love it. So totally vibe.’

      Jude appeared behind us.

      ‘Now, do you see that thing in the corner? That is called a wardrobe, Occy. Have you seen one of those before? It’s a bit like your floordrobe at home but the clothes are kept inside it instead of on the floor.’

      She came across and batted his arm playfully and he grabbed and hugged her. It made me realise what a long way they, as a twosome, had come. When I first met them both, they were like distant relatives who just lived in the same house, butting heads all the time. Now, even though her mum was back in her life, instead of growing apart, which we all worried might happen, they’d become so much closer. He was letting her stand on her own two feet a lot more, and the mature way that she had incorporated another parent into her life, as well as accepting me as her dad’s partner, was highly commendable.

      Seeing her standing with her arms round her dad’s waist totally overwhelmed me and I had to walk out of the room for a moment. I stood looking out of the lounge window, taking in everything that had changed over the last few weeks.

      Footsteps behind me let me know I was not alone.

      ‘I can’t ever thank you enough for all you’ve done for me, Gemma.’

      ‘You’re welcome, sweetheart. I’m glad you like it.’

      ‘Not just for the room, even though it’s proper vibe. But for all the other stuff too. The giving me a job, listening to me, getting Dad to give me the chance of getting to know my mum. It’s all down to you and I will always be thankful to you.’

      She flung herself into my arms. Over her shoulder, I saw Jude stood in the doorway, watching us, a melancholy smile on his face.

      ‘I love you, Gemma.’

      ‘I love you too, Occy.’

      I kissed the top of her head and breathed in the smell of teenage girl, a heady mix of fake tan, vanilla and cheap make-up. I loved it.

      ‘Are you sniffing me?’

      ‘Er, yeah.’

      ‘I might love you, Gemma, but that’s just weird.’

      She grinned as she pulled away.

      ‘Can I go and grab Lizzie and show her?’

      ‘Of course you can.’

      She practically leaped down the steep stairs two at a time. Because the building was so old, every time she did it, I expected to hear her yell that she’d fallen, but she was becoming a master.

      Jude strode across the room.

      ‘Thank you for all that too, Gemma. I hope you know how much I love you.’

      He pulled me towards him and held me close against his chest.

      ‘Are you sniffing me?’ I asked.

      ‘Er, yep.’

      ‘Weirdo.’

      ‘Thanks, babe.’

      ‘But you’re my weirdo. I love you too, Jude. Thank you for changing my life too.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      As I walked towards the dinner table, I took in my surroundings and thought about how my life over the last few months had changed so dramatically and how we’d arrived at today.

      This morning couldn’t have started more perfectly, with the first rays of sunlight lighting up the room and the sunrise casting a pink and orange glow over the harbour. Jude and I gazed out while sat in bed drinking coffee, Occy’s snores coming from the spare room and sleepy snuffles from the foot of the bed, reminded us of the new addition to our family. Reg was a gorgeous little eight-month-old working cocker spaniel, a tiny brown bundle of fluff and energy. When we heard that he needed a new home, we went to meet him and he completely melted all of our hearts. He was the perfect Christmas present for us all.

      When we dragged ourselves from the warm bed downstairs into the bistro, we welcomed the hiking group, who were all up bright and early and in high spirits in their Christmas jumpers and Santa hats. Some even poured whisky from their hip flasks into their morning drinks to warm them through to accompany their breakfast sandwiches.

      We welcomed many of the neighbourhood before they headed off to church for the Christmas Day morning service with Reverend Rogers, who we found out later had already had one sherry too many before he faced the congregation and was a little tiddly. Apparently, he’d needed a little Dutch courage before he declared that it would be his last service as he was moving on to pastures new and the church would be closing down. He hadn’t been brave enough up until now, choosing to save his news for today.

      While Occy and Reg enjoyed some time alone with her mum, Jude and I spent three hours over at the soup kitchen dishing up a cracking Christmas dinner. The atmosphere was jolly and festive, the queues never seemed to diminish and we were exhausted but fulfilled. I knew that when I got some time to spend with Lucy over the next few days, I would tell her the reason why I felt that I had to be involved and why I didn’t feel like I could share it with her before then. Now I was at peace with the truth, it was time to share it with her too.

      The Christmas tree lights twinkled on the eight-foot tree which stood in the corner of the room. I’d allowed Occy and Lizzie to decorate it at the beginning of the month. It wasn’t quite how I would have done it myself but the squeals of delight we heard from them when hanging tinsel and gaudy baubles was worth the sacrifice. When Occy showed her dad, he said it was a stunner and had tons of character, after which he had raised his eyebrows and winked at me over the top of her head.
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        * * *

      

      I took in the vision before me.

      Lucy, my dearest most darling precious sister, looking more radiant than I had ever seen her look. Due in the spring to breathe new life into the world with her husband; the brother I never had, James. I could not have asked for a better brother-in-law and someone I knew would make the most amazing father to my nephew or niece.

      Meredith, someone I know truly will be a friend for life. Brave, dependable and adventurous, and although she’d only moved to Driftwood Bay quite recently, had already proved that she would be there for me whenever I needed her. And her lover Clem, clever, super skilful and another wonderful human, who without him, the 5 O’clock Somewhere Bistro wouldn’t be the thriving business that it is today.

      Meredith’s mother Lydia. Someone who had realised that it didn’t matter how late in your life you discovered that you could change, and then did. She had decided and proved that we all deserve and can have a second chance at life. Lydia had been helping Rachel a great deal in accepting that motherhood came in all shapes and sizes. She knew this because she was determined to spend the rest of her life making up for her own shortcomings over the years to Meredith.

      Martin, a lovely man, who without him letting me buy his building, I wouldn’t be in the position I’m in today, and who I reckoned was getting closer with Lydia every time I saw them together. I don’t know if I was the only person that spotted what I felt were special glances and smiles at each other.

      Dear Violet, who was sat with a party hat on, laughing and joking with Occy as they pulled a cracker. Violet was a grandmother figure to everyone in Driftwood Bay and loved dearly by us all. Under the table, by her feet, were Gladys, Alice and Reg, in prime position, ready in case a scrap of turkey dinner might fall onto the floor where they would hoover it up quicker than greased lightning. Living in Driftwood Bay made all dogs fast at foraging, as they had to beat the scavenging seagulls.

      Lucas. My past but also maybe a tiny part of my future. Watching him and Julie share a moment, over the head of their little girl who was squealing at the present she’d just unwrapped, made me smile. They weren’t together any more but were working out their future, which was inevitably linked now, whether they liked it or not, by the gift of their child. Lucas needed to find his own kind of happy now. Sometimes what we think we want isn’t what’s the best thing for us. But he was a big boy and had to work it out for himself. And Julie, well, she was rather lovely and had been super grateful for the invite to share dinner all together.

      Rachel. Someone who had owned her mistakes and was trying to make up for them every single day. We don’t always do the right things in life, but we do what we think is the right thing at that time, with the information we may have. I hoped she had found peace by finding Occy and I hoped that one day she’d find it in her heart to forgive herself. I think that until she does that, she can’t truly be free. She was a work in progress, but then aren’t we all?

      Occy. My darling, feisty, brave, fearless, kind, forgiving Occy. Beautiful inside and out. The daughter I might not have given birth to, but one I loved with all my heart. I might have not had the past with her, but I did have the pleasure of being part of her future. And with all those fantastic qualities she had, the world really was her oyster. I knew that she would go far.

      And finally, Jude.

      The kindest, most thoughtful, handsome, wonderful man I could ever wish to meet and someone I was so lucky to have in my life. After Lucas, I never thought that I would ever find love again. But from the moment I met Jude when he walked into my café, with his thunderous face and his furrowed brow, he’d always been on my mind one way or another.

      The love I have with him is different to the love I had with Lucas – and maybe each relationship is like that. You don’t replace the love you had. You just find another different kind of love, and I know that this is a deep, meaningful and fulfilling one for us both. Two people bringing out the best in each other and living their best lives.

      Instead of protecting myself from love, I had thrown myself into it wholeheartedly, and Meredith was right: if I hadn’t been brave enough to step into this relationship, I would have missed out on so very much.

      As I looked across at the shelf at the back of the bistro, which took pride of place looking out over the whole room, I smiled at the photograph of my mum. The lady who made me the person I am today and taught me everything I know. And as I looked around me now, I looked at the people who would make me the person I would be tomorrow.

      You can’t change the past, but you can use it to shape the future.

      Family isn’t always about the people you are related to by blood. Sometimes family is a mix of people you choose to have in your life for all time. Families are all shapes and sizes these days. However dysfunctional we may be, we are a beautiful, blended mix of old and new, good and bad.

      If you are lucky to have all of that together, have people who you love and who love you right back, and for most of the time get on well with each other, then you are truly blessed.

      I’m so fortunate that I’ve been able to find my family.
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      We hope you enjoyed reading Finding Family at the Cornish Cove. If you did, please leave a review. If you’d like to gift a copy, this book is available to purchase in paperback, hardback, large print and audio.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      
        
        Gabby laughed loudly down the phone.

        ‘There must be something wrong with my hearing. For a minute there, I thought you’d said you’d just bought a lighthouse.’ She continued to laugh.

        Silence from my end of the call stalled her laughter for a second or two and when she spoke again her voice started to wobble.

        ‘Meredith Robinson! Please tell me you’re joking.’

        ‘Erm. I’m actually not joking. I really did buy a lighthouse.’ I couldn’t believe it myself, so I wasn’t quite sure how my best friend would take my news and had been avoiding her calls for most of the day.

        ‘What the f—’

        ‘I know you’ll think I’m mad but—’

        We had a habit of blurting out what we were thinking at the same time. We’d done it since we met in primary school.

        ‘I’m finishing work in an hour. I’ll be straight home. I think you need to tell me what the hell is going on.’

        I glanced at my wrist. If Gabby finished work in around an hour, and it took her about twenty minutes to get home, I had just a short amount of time to comprehend myself what had actually just happened, let alone with her. Just over an hour to understand why I’d just done the maddest thing I’ve ever done in my life and then to put that into words to explain to my bestie. That’ll teach me to do evening drinking alone.

        As I glanced at my phone, my hands were trembling but at the same time, there were excitable butterflies in my stomach. It was a good job Gabby had stayed over at Luke’s last night, so I didn’t have to face her that morning.

        I took a deep breath as I walked down the hallway of her home, which had now been my home for the last twelve months, and glanced in the hall mirror which hung above a chest of drawers that I had painted in a duck-egg-blue colour last summer. As I looked at myself, I wondered who the hell was the person reflecting back at me. I gulped and the realisation of what I’d actually done began to sink in.

        Oh! My! God! I really had just gone and bought a fricking lighthouse!
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