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Chapter 1

Glancing at her watch, Beth squinted against the bright afternoon sun to see the Number 64 bus emerge from around the corner and trundle towards her. The training course she’d been attending, How to Manage Your Time More Effectively, had finished early and she wasn’t expected back at work until the following morning. She could jump on the bus and go home, slip on her new yellow sundress, put a bottle of wine in the fridge to chill and make a chicken and avocado salad. When Matthew arrived home, he would be pleasantly surprised and they could spend the evening curled up on the settee.

The queue at the bus stop all stood a little straighter, slipping phones into pockets and grabbing shopping bags, eager to be home and relieved that they could finally escape the punishing heat of the city streets.

Beth paused. Or she could go back to the office and finish the client report sitting on her desk which would make the following day a great deal easier. Which also meant that she could travel home with Matthew. The wine wouldn’t be chilled and she would have to wait for a shower because Matthew always seemed to get to the bathroom before she did. And he would probably suggest a pizza for tea rather than a salad.

But it would be worth it, she decided with a smile, because even after two years of sharing their garden flat on the outskirts of Bristol, Beth still felt ridiculously happy whenever they arrived at the front door together, holding hands and ready to step inside. Even if she always had to wait for the shower.

The brakes squealed as the bus stopped, but Beth continued walking. She would go back to the office, she decided. She would finish the report and go home with Matthew. And, as an added bonus, she could walk past the small jewellers and see if it was still there.

Ignoring the crowd of people now pushing onto the Number 64, Beth continued walking, her pace picking up slightly. The previous week, she and Matthew had been walking back to the office, hand in hand after a shared lunch. The city centre was wilting beneath a summer heatwave and as she’d pushed her sunglasses up a slightly sweaty nose, it had come into view, catching the light and reflecting a dozen sunbeams in her direction. It was small and delicate, an oval ruby flanked on each side by a trio of tiny diamonds and she hadn’t been able to stop the small gasp from escaping. It was perfect, exactly what she would choose, if anyone asked her to choose an engagement ring that was.

Matthew had followed her eyes.

‘What are you looking at?’ he’d asked, scouring the window display. His eyes had lit up and he had taken a step closer to the window.

‘Lovely!’ he’d murmured appreciatively.

The ring sat next to a pair of ornate gold hoop earrings and for a moment, Beth wondered whether he was looking at the ring or the earrings. But he had taken her fingers in his own and squeezed them gently, before lifting them to his lips and pressing a soft kiss on her knuckles.

Beth’s heart had begun to flutter deep inside her chest and it hadn’t stopped since. Was Matthew about to propose?

When Matthew had first asked her, hesitantly and with a bashful grin, if she would join him for a drink after work, Beth had accepted with an almost unseemly speed. The handsome architect, with his blond hair and light blue eyes, had caught her attention within days of Beth starting work in the same city office. She had watched beneath her lashes as he walked along the corridor by her desk and blushed furiously if she found herself sharing a lift with him. A couple of times she thought she had seen him glance her way and once he had definitely smiled as he held the door open for her. So, when he asked one evening if she would like to join him in the wine bar a few doors away from the office, it never even occurred to Beth to say anything but a speedy yes.

That first night had passed by in a blur of conversation and laughter as they discovered so much in common, that they’d hardly stopped talking. Sitting in a corner of the noisy bar, two glasses of Pinot neglected and growing warmer by the minute on the table between them, they had ignored the rise and fall of the chatter all around them, totally engrossed in the other’s life story.

At the end of the evening, Matthew had walked her to the bus stop, holding her fingers tightly in his own and Beth had closed her eyes, wondering if it was foolish to feel so happy and excited after just one evening.

Almost three years later, Beth still felt both happy and excited. She loved their flat, the kitchen which wasn’t quite big enough for both of them at the same time, the rather squishy settee where they curled up to watch TV, the bedroom with its lopsided headboard and even the slightly inadequate bathroom with the dodgy plumbing. It was their home and she loved sharing it with Matthew.  She was utterly content with their lives.

But if Matthew was about to propose, Beth was ready. She was ready to discuss the possibility of a house and babies and a future that involved the two of them. She was ready to become Mrs Matthew Pettigrew.

She’d even allowed herself a little daydream where Matthew suddenly appeared in their living room, one hand behind his back as he asked her to marry him before producing the ruby ring and slipping it on her finger.

Pressing her face to the window, she could see the ruby ring still sitting in the window, twinkling in the sunlight and beckoning a finger on which it could find a new home, although the hoop earrings were gone and replaced by some rather pretty pearl drops, and with a happy smile, she continued on her way to the office.

Beth’s desk was on the fourth floor of the large building occupied by Stretch Your Horizons Architectural Service. The open-plan area was freezing in winter and relentlessly hot in summer. Over the last few days, the gentle tapping of keyboards had been overtaken by the soft whirring of fans and the occasional flapping of flushed faces. Maybe she should have gone straight home after all, thought Beth as she exited the lift and felt the temperature increase by several degrees. Now she would be arriving back at the flat with her dress clinging to her back and no desire to cook anything.

Pausing only to glance at her emails and say a cheery hello to her fellow workers, she walked back to the inner lobby and up to the sixth floor where Matthew worked. She could message him to say her plans had changed but how much better if she delivered the news in person and could see the smile on his face.

Despite the company’s constant denials, everyone knew that the air conditioning was far more efficient the higher up the building you travelled. On the very top floor where the CEO had his nest, it was positively arctic. The sixth floor was occupied by people such as Matthew, would-be executives hoping eventually to make it to the top floor and no matter how hot and sticky the day, a constant blast of cool air surrounded them.

Beth looked around at the sea of workers all looking calm and collected, not a single fan whirring. Beyond the array of desks was a corridor housing a line of firmly closed doors, including Matthew’s, and at the head of the corridor perched a desk occupied by a small, dark-haired woman who paused in her rapid typing and watched as Beth approached.

‘Is Matthew in his office?’ Beth asked the woman who guarded access to the corridor as ferociously as a lioness protecting her brood. No one accessed any of the secluded offices without getting clearance from Shirley first.

Hardly pausing, because Beth knew the answer would be ‘yes’ followed by a smile and an instruction to pop along and visit him, she was brought to a halt by a restraining hand held aloft as Shirley peered over her horn-rimmed glasses.

‘Beth! Matthew said you weren’t coming back this afternoon.’

‘The course finished early. I was about to go home but then I decided it was the perfect time to catch up with some work.’ Because, as the entire office knew, Beth was ridiculously conscientious, hardworking and always far too keen to please. ‘Is Matthew in because…’

‘Why don’t you go back to your desk and I’ll let him know you're here?’ suggested Shirley, her horn rims swivelling in the direction of Matthew’s door.

‘It's okay, I don't mind waiting if he’s on the phone,’ reassured Beth. ‘I'll be quiet!’ and she began walking down the corridor.

‘No! Really, I think you should go back downstairs and I'll tell him you’re here.’

Beth laughed. Because Shirley was clearly having a small joke at her expense. Why on earth would Beth go back to her desk and insist that Matthew come down two floors to see her when she was already here?

‘Anyone would think you didn’t want me to see him,’ she chuckled. ‘It will be a nice surprise because I told him I wasn’t coming back.’

She gave the older woman a big grin and continued down the corridor to open Matthew’s door, relishing the cool air and the thought of his expression when he saw her.

‘Surprise!’ she announced gaily.

She could still hear Shirley’s objections drifting down the corridor and for a moment she thought she understood. Why hadn’t Shirley simply explained that Matthew wasn’t in? And that someone else was using his office, although she was struggling to make out who it was sitting in his chair. Tilting her head to one side, she gazed in confusion at the silk blouse behind the desk before realising it was someone with their back to Beth, someone sitting astride a figure in the chair, someone held firmly in place by a pair of strong hands that were running caressing fingers passionately across the silk-clad back.

Oh heavens, she thought, her eyebrows raising. Matthew would not be impressed if he found his office was being used for a clandestine meeting in his absence.

‘I'm sorry,’ she apologised, stepping backwards. ‘I didn't mean to interrupt!’

The roving hands stopped, clenching the silk frantically for a moment before disappearing from sight. The gyrating back also stopped, as did the soft moans that had been filling the office.

For a moment, neither figure in the chair moved and deciding that she would rather not know who was occupying Matthew’s chair, Beth half turned towards the door.

‘Beth?’ asked a strangled voice. ‘What are you doing here?’

Beside her was a row of perfectly symmetrical certificates and diplomas, all declaring Matthew to be the very embodiment of a qualified and responsible architect, together with a photograph of the two of them taken at the office Christmas party, seven months earlier. He was standing with his arm around her, gazing down at her adoringly as she clung to his chest looking ecstatically happy. Her gaze settled on their faces, his slightly ruddy from an excess of champagne, her hair beginning to fall from its sleek chignon. They really should take photographs much earlier in the evening, thought Beth, when lipstick was still in place and updos remained up. 

The door was only a few steps away and for a moment she considered walking out, back down the corridor and returning to her own desk. She didn't have to acknowledge the shocked voice, or turn around and face the chair where the writhing had been replaced by the sound of clothes being rearranged.

But even as her heart told her to run and hide, she turned slowly, her teeth biting hard onto her bottom lip as she prepared herself.

The two quivering bodies had parted, a slim blonde woman now standing by the desk and Beth could see Matthew clearly, sitting in his chair, feverishly rearranging his shirt and tie.

For a moment the whole room spun slowly around, Beth’s legs shaking so much she wondered if they would continue to hold her upright as her mind searched for an explanation that wouldn’t involve breaking her heart.

‘Matthew?’ she whispered, her face white. ‘What…what are you...’

‘You said you weren’t coming back to the office,’ he croaked, his eyes swivelling in panic between Beth and the woman by his side. ‘I thought you were going straight home.’

‘The course finished early and I had work to do…’ Beth shook her head. Why were they talking about work and her early return? Why weren’t they talking about what had been happening on Matthew’s knee?

‘What’s happening...what are you doing…’ she began, her voice cracking as horror began forcing its way up her throat. This couldn’t be happening, this wasn’t happening.

Dropping his eyes, Matthew developed an obsession with the buttons of his shirt which weren’t lining up even as he tugged and fiddled with them.

‘Matthew!’

‘I didn’t know you were coming back,’ he muttered, as he fastened the last button and snatched at the tie that was draped jauntily across his monitor. ‘You said you weren’t coming back.’

‘But I did,’ Beth cried out. ‘I don’t understand…’ her voice broke again and one hand crept upwards, pressing itself against her mouth as she tried to stop herself from sobbing.

‘Matthew! Talk to me,’ she tried again as his eyes refused to meet hers, pinning themselves to his desk as he wriggled uncomfortably in his chair. ‘What’s going on?’

The woman slipped her silk blouse back into her skirt, running a light hand over her tousled blonde hair and tucking it behind her ears, the light from the window catching the pair of ornate good hoops she wore and almost blinding Beth. She slid her feet back into her shoes and waited for Matthew to answer, before sighing impatiently.

‘I would have thought it was obvious,’ she said, her voice cool. ‘It’s exactly what it appears to be.’

Matthew’s eyes opened wide and he reached his hand towards her.

‘Laura,’ he said, his voice pleading. ‘Please don’t…’

‘Don’t what?’ She brushed his hand away with a small tut. ‘She’s just found us together, darling. It’s time to tell her.’

Beth’s eyes flew back to Matthew. Darling!

Why was Laura, daughter of Lester Carmichael, owner of the company, calling Matthew darling? Why was she in Matthew’s office without her shoes on? And why had she been sitting astride Matthew in his chair?

‘Matthew?’ Beth whispered, her lips trembling so much it was difficult to get the words out. She tried to remain calm, hanging with grim determination onto the hope that Matthew was about to give her a perfectly reasonable explanation for the writhing and the moaning. Especially the writhing. ‘Tell me what’s happening!’

She needed him to stop staring at his shirt and take her in his arms. She needed him to rub his chin on the top of his head as he always did when comforting her, to hold her steady against his chest where she could hear his heartbeat, another of her favourite occupations. And she desperately needed him to tell her that she had misunderstood the situation, that he loved Beth with all his heart, just like she loved him.

‘Tell me!’ she insisted, her voice rising in panic.

Finally standing up, Matthew raked his hand through the blonde hair that Beth loved to run her own fingers through, and nibbled on a lower lip that Beth had spent some time kissing only that morning.

‘Beth…’ he began, his eyes flitting feverishly between Beth and Laura.

‘What!’ Beth almost shrieked. Why was he still standing by his desk? Why wasn’t he at Beth’s side, reassuring her that she was having some kind of hallucination, a heat-induced nightmare?

‘What do you need to tell me?’ she begged taking a step towards the desk.

‘Er…’ he mumbled. ‘Er, actually…er’

Beth wondered if her heart was going to burst. Why was Laura looking at him so impatiently? Why was he looking everywhere but into Beth’s eyes?

‘Matthew,’ she sobbed, ‘look at me. Tell me…’

‘We’re in love,’ interrupted Laura, with the faint suggestion of an eye roll as Matthew stuttered and stammered his way into another silence.

Beth gasped, one hand creeping up to rest on a heart that she had just heard crack.

‘What,’ she asked faintly. ‘What did you say?’

‘It’s been going on for a while actually but Matthew is very fond of you,’ said Laura with a small shrug. ‘And being such a kind person, he couldn’t bear to break your heart.’

Whereas Laura, apparently, had no such qualms.

‘He hasn’t found the right time to tell you. But I think it’s good that you’ve found out. No more creeping around, no more pretending.’

Who had been pretending, wondered Beth, the blood rushing through her veins and her breath coming in short jagged bursts. She loved Matthew. Matthew loved her.

Tears began to gather on her eyelashes, turning the two people in front of her into shadowy images caught in the afternoon sun. Her head was swimming, every limb shaking.

‘Matthew…’

‘I’m sorry,’ he mumbled, his eyes swivelling anywhere but in Beth’s direction. ‘It’s er…it’s true. Laura and I are, well we’re…’

‘In love!’ declared Laura firmly.  ‘We’re in love.’
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Chapter 2

Leaving the office, Beth stood outside in a daze, shivering despite the heat. People pushed past her impatiently as she stood motionless in the middle of the pavement, wondering what she should do and where she should go.

Home, she thought numbly. That’s where she needed to go. Back to her flat where she could allow grief to consume her and the tears to flow unchecked and she began to walk quickly down the road, hoping another bus would arrive before the floodgates opened and Beth’s grief became something that all the commuters on the Number 64 route would be forced to share.

She only just made it. Catapulting herself through bus doors which weren’t fully opened, she ignored the outraged shout from the driver and dashed along the street to her flat, key in hand. Closing the door behind her, she slid down its length to land in a desolate and soggy heap on the floor, sobbing loudly and throwing in the occasional wail to release some of the heartbreak.

It was some time before the tears finally dried up and other than the occasional jagged sob that threatened to split her heart in two, she fell into an anguished silence. She had fallen in love with Matthew Pettigrew almost instantly.  As they had laughed their way through their favourite films and argued good-naturedly about their favourite books, she had fallen head over heels in love with him. They had been so happy in their flat, with each other, with their life together. She had even thought he was about to propose.

But it would appear that while she was planning their future, he was falling in love with someone else and she pressed the back of her hand against her mouth to stifle the anguished howl that threatened to spill out.

Head thumping and her mouth dry, Beth dragged herself upright catching sight of herself in the hall mirror. Her naturally curly hair, which she claimed was verging on mousey but Matthew always insisted was strawberry blonde, was stuck to one side of her face. Her dark blue eyes were swollen and red-rimmed and her normally heart-shaped face was puffy and damp with tears. She stared for a moment, then continued to the kitchen. The wine, chilled or not, was needed.

Her phone pinged and she saw a message from Sally.

Sally: OMG -just heard – You all right?

Beth seriously felt that she may never be all right again.

Beth: I’m ok

It was a lie and Sally would know it instantly. But it gave Beth a crumb of dignity.

Sally: I’d like to say I can’t believe that he would do something like that

Beth: But?

Sally: Well, I never pretended to like him. Always thought he was stringing you along

Sally had never made any secret of her low opinion of Matthew. But Beth would gently reprimand her friend whenever she became too vocal, happy in the knowledge that Sally was wrong and Matthew was a wonderful person. It would appear Sally’s instincts had been better than Beth’s own.

Sally: Do you need anything? A chat, therapy, alcohol?

The chat could wait, therapy was too expensive and she had the alcohol. It would seem in the short term all Beth’s needs were accounted for.

It suddenly occurred to Beth that maybe she’d spent the last few weeks being the laughingstock of the office.

Beth: Did you know?

Sally: No!! I would have told you! Are you sure you don’t want me to come round?

It was tempting. Sally would listen patiently as Beth cried and wailed and told her how much she loved Matthew. How she thought Matthew had loved her. But these were all things Beth could do very well on her own. And nothing that Sally could say or do would make Beth feel any better.

Beth: No, I think I’m better by myself tonight

Sally: He’s a loser. And a cheat. And Laura’s just as bad. Once she sets her sights on something….

Laura had arrived at their company only a few months earlier. Her role was vague, her qualifications uncertain but she made no secret of her intention of taking over the business from her father one day.  She had commandeered the large corner office, evicting the current occupant, and had taken the parking space next to her father’s Rolls Royce, leaving a parking war in her wake. It would seem that she had also decided to take Matthew Pettigrew.

But Matthew wasn’t company property. He was Beth's. And Matthew should have been able to explain this simple fact and refuse to be claimed. A sob broke free and Beth rubbed her eyes gritty with tears and salt.

Beth: He could have said no

Sally: But he’s weak and pathetic and was never good enough for you. Probably saw it as a way up the greasy ladder!

Beth sniffed sadly. Matthew was the golden boy of the company and Beth had been so proud of his determination to succeed. But it would seem that his ambition was greater than Beth had realised. Maybe the lure of the CEO’s daughter and a penthouse office had just been too tempting for him to say no.

But he was supposed to love Beth. He had told her that he loved her, he had acted like he loved her. He had held her in his arms each night and woken her with a kiss each morning, surely all acts of love, and more tears wound themselves down her soggy face to plop onto her lap.

Sally: Sure you don’t want me to come over?

Beth: Sure

Sally: I’m so angry with him. And her!

Beth: I feel so stupid

Sally: He's a lying two-faced bastard, you weren’t to know!

Beth: Maybe I should have been able to tell he was in love with someone else

Sally: Why?!! He kept saying he loved you! And I doubt if there is any love going on -not really.  Just a whole lot of lust

Beth: Oh God! I think that’s even worse!

Sally: He’s a useless pathetic excuse for a man. I hate him!!

Beth: Me too.

Except that she didn’t, she loved him and her hand shook as she took a deep drink of wine, grabbed some tissues and retreated to the corner of the settee, only to catch the scent of Matthew’s aftershave on one of the cushions. Burying her head into its velvety depths she remembered him next to her, his arms wrapped around her as he told her that she was his soul mate, the one person who understood him, the rock by his side.

It was several minutes before the latest wave of tears subsided. With her wine glass now empty and the tissues becoming dangerously low, Beth wandered into the kitchen sniffing gently, her eyes blurry with tears. Her throat was raw from crying and her heart ached so much she could feel it thumping sadly.

Beth: Do you think I got the wrong end of the stick?

Sally: What end of the stick could you possibly be holding? He’s having an affair with her!

Beth: But maybe I should have stayed and asked more questions, made sure I understood what was happening

Sally: Such as what? How long have you two been shagging? How long have you been carrying on behind my back? You always give in to him too easily! But not this time. He’s betrayed you- there is no going back

Beth: It hurts

Sally: Oh honey! I bet it does. He’s behaved so badly, don't forget that. Don't forgive him. EVER!

Beth groaned, topping up her glass and hugging the bottle tightly to her in search of some comfort. Sally was right of course, but it was still breaking her heart in two.

With only a rapidly disintegrating tissue left, Beth found her bag, digging at the bottom in search of more and finding not only half a packet, but the letter that had arrived that morning. Taking the tissues, letter and a very large glass of wine into the living room it took several attempts before she could clear the tears from her eyes long enough to make sense of the contents. Eventually, the tear-stained letter was read, read again and read through once more. It would appear that Aunt Lizzie’s beach hut now belonged to Beth.

When she was a child, in fact right until turning 16, Beth had spent several weeks of every summer holiday with her Aunt Lizzie in Welby-on-the-Sea. They had been halcyon days, full of sunshine and salty sea air, ice creams eaten while sitting on the harbour wall and fish and chips eaten out of the paper wrapping. Beth had been given a freedom otherwise absent in her rather organised childhood in Bristol.

The two sisters couldn’t have been more different. Beth’s mother, Maureen, believed in a tidy house, a visit to the supermarket every Friday and a full washing line every Monday. Aunt Lizzie had a wanderlust running through her veins that she never tried to control. The unfortunate death of their parents in a car accident, when both girls were in their early twenties, had given Lizzie the freedom she craved.

Maureen had grieved quietly and proceeded with arrangements to tie the knot with Jimmy Carter and move to Bristol to begin her new life.

Lizzie had remained in the tiny coastal town of Welby-on-the-Sea but used her small inheritance to fund a trip to India. It was the first of many and while Maureen settled down to a safe and ordered life in her three-bedroomed semi, Lizzie spent much of her life travelling to the more exotic corners of the world, coming home to Welby only to plan her next visit.

Maureen was far more interested in keeping her house clean rather than entertaining her young daughter. Aunt Lizzie, in contrast, had far more interest in spending long afternoons crabbing in rock pools and taking Beth into the harbour in a small boat, which had once been painted a bright blue and red but was now faded and showing its age. Aunt Lizzie claimed to be a free spirit and refused to be tied down by worries over the whiteness of her sheets. Beth’s mother claimed Aunt Lizzie was an ageing hippy who should know better.

Beth relished the summers she shared with her aunt. And it wasn’t just the time spent in the small coastal town. Aunt Lizzie had a beach hut, one of only 20 on a small double row set at one end of the curving bay. They had been built in a somewhat optimistic attempt to give the small resort a more sophisticated air, and the council of the time had been buzzing with the possibility of Welby becoming a tourist attraction, visitors drawn there by the thought of owning their very own beach hut. The initiative had failed and the row of brightly coloured huts had been used mainly by the locals. Lizzie Brandon had Number 4, in the front row, and while to the ordinary eye, it may look like a wooden hut which had seen slightly better days, inside the only limit had been Beth’s imagination.

Whenever rain forced them off the beach and indoors, Beth would spend the afternoon curled up in a corner of the beach hut to listen to Aunt Lizzie recount tales of her travels; stories of maharajahs and temples, mango swamps and pyramids. Her aunt would produce silk scarves and carved wooden statues, conch shells and exotic masks and Beth would clutch them tightly as her aunt described her journey through the Amazon, or her trip to the wild forests of Borneo.

Aunt Lizzie had encouraged Beth to spread her wings and choose her path. Her mother had made it quite clear that there would be no wings, spread or otherwise, and any path Beth chose would involve business studies, an all-round subject guaranteed to find her a good job. Aunt Lizzie told Beth not to become tied down by irritating banalities such as a mortgage and a husband. Maureen told her daughter that she needed to find herself a nice young man with good prospects and the sooner the better.

The summer after her 16th birthday was the last summer Beth spent in Welby. The following year, she had a boyfriend, Michael Davidson, whom she didn't want to abandon for several weeks, plus a summer job which was needed to pay for the driving lessons she wanted to take. There had been no visit to Welby-on-the-Sea.

Aunt Lizzie had been very understanding. Her voice had sounded strange to Beth, echoing around the hallway of the Bristol house and there had been a tinge of sadness in its depths.

‘It's not like I won’t see you again, Aunt Lizzie,’ Beth had said, believing every word. ‘Maybe I'll be able to come next summer, with Michael,’ she had giggled.

The following summer Michael had disappeared with Karen Abbot and although Beth had passed her driving test, she had kept the summer job and was now saving for her very own car. The idea of giving it all up for several weeks to visit Welby seemed less than appealing compared to the thrill of spending the summer surrounded by her friends and a blossoming relationship with Michael’s replacement. And then had come the search for her first real job, business diploma in hand, and it wasn’t long before she was ensconced at a desk with a growing to-do list and relationships to handle. Suddenly, there was no longer the opportunity to spend long lazy summers with her aunt in Welby-on-the-Sea.

Beth hadn't been to Welby since. She and her aunt had kept in touch by letter and Beth had loved opening an envelope to find her aunt’s scrawling handwriting detailing her latest adventures and narrow escapes as she continued her zest for travelling. There was something deliciously old-fashioned about sitting down with pen and paper to tell Lizzie about moving in with Matthew and the flat they now shared. But there had never seemed to be the time to go back to Welby-on-the-Sea and although she had seen Aunt Lizzie several times, at family weddings, christenings and two funerals over the years, they had been brief unions with a marked absence of tigers and temples.

Then a few months earlier, the unthinkable had happened and Aunt Lizzie was cut down by the cancer gnawing away inside her. Without any fuss and little warning, she had died.

Tears began to fall down Beth’s cheeks again. For Matthew but also for Aunt Lizzie. How could Beth have failed to make time to visit her beloved, eccentric aunt? She had once suggested to Matthew that they go to Welby for a week and stay with Aunt Lizzie. He had been quite appalled at the prospect of spending any amount of time, but in particular an entire week, with an ageing relative and produced a counter suggestion that they go to Lanzarote and rent a villa with their very own swimming pool. Beth could have visited Welby without him, even if it were only for a few days. She should have made time to visit her aunt. But the truth was, she hadn’t wanted to leave Matthew’s side, not even for a weekend. He obviously hadn’t felt the same, he’d had no compunction leaving her side for good.

Beth looked down at the letter in her hand. The will had eventually been found in an old biscuit tin and according to the solicitor, the hut had been left to Beth in its entirety.

The solicitor, Mr Crabtree, had added a warning that the hut was in need of some repair which didn’t surprise Beth. It had needed repairing the last time she had visited which was over ten years ago.

But she remembered the hut with such fondness.  Oh, how she would love to be there right now, curled up in Aunt Lizzie’s old deckchair, a glass of wine in her hand as she gazed out to sea and nursed her broken heart and no longer sure who she was crying for, Beth took the letter and her wine to bed and sobbed herself to sleep.
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Chapter 3

The following morning, Beth woke with a head that was throbbing from an excess of wine and sorrow. She had spent the evening hoping to hear Matthew’s key in the door. Surely he would come home and talk to her. Even if he admitted that something had happened with Laura, if he just told Beth he still loved her, they could work things out.

But there had been no sign of him and Beth had rested her head on his pillow, breathing in his lingering scent as she spent the night alone. At least she hadn't needed to wait for her turn for the bathroom, she thought sadly as she stood in the shower, letting the hot water mingle with her tears.

Not able to face breakfast, Beth stood in the kitchen with a cold cup of coffee in front of her, staring at her phone. They would have to speak at some point, no matter how uncomfortable it might be for both of them. Beth deserved an explanation, an account of what was happening.  Maybe even an apology. Anything but this awful silence.

She contemplated calling in sick, unable to face an office of sympathetic looks and the possibility of seeing Matthew walking along the corridor, or making a cup of tea in the kitchen. And what was she supposed to do if Laura stopped by her desk, as Laura often did, with a task to be completed? How was Beth supposed to look her in the eye and promise to have it done as quickly as possible without hurling a pen pot in her direction or hitting her over the head with her mouse mat? 

But they were already short-staffed, too busy for Beth to call in with a broken heart and so after several minutes of standing aimlessly in the kitchen, she picked up her bag and slammed the door behind her, her heart quite literally hammering in her chest.

‘I wasn’t sure you’d be in today!’ exclaimed a sympathetic Sally, wincing as she took in her friend’s red eyes and pale face. She pushed Beth gently into her seat, taking her bag and stowing it beneath her desk. ‘I was going to bring some pizza round tonight. I know you wanted to be alone last night but you need to get it off your chest. I’ll bring some wine as well. And ice cream. Can’t get through a break-up without ice cream. And some straw.’

‘I decided I was better keeping busy – straw? Did you say straw?’

‘Yes! I’ve seen something, not sure where but I can remember most of the details,’ said Sally enthusiastically. ‘We make a Matthew doll out of straw and dress it in some of his clothes. Scraps of clothes obviously, we’re not making a life-size Matthew, I don’t think I could bring over that much straw.’ Sally stopped, wrinkling her nose thoughtfully. ‘Although maybe a full-size figure would work better, she said before frowning. ‘But we couldn’t really do that in your flat, it might be a problem when we start the fire…’

‘Fire!’

‘Maybe we’re better sticking to a doll. Anyway, we make a Matthew shape, wrap it in an old shirt or a pair of pants and then you put it in a box or something, say goodbye and good riddance and put it somewhere out of sight. It’s supposed to make it easier to get over a lost love, spiritually at least. But I thought it would be even better if we burn it!  No chance of accidentally opening the box and letting him leap back into your life. We can set it on fire and then scatter the ashes somewhere.’

Beth wondered if she should have stayed at home after all.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ she began tactfully. ‘I’m sure there’s something in my lease about no bonfires in the flat.’

‘Well, I suppose we could stick to using a box or a tin then. You’ll just have to remember where you put him.’

Beth thought about picking up a biscuit tin in a few months, only to find a straw Matthew inside.

‘Perhaps I just don’t speak to him again?’ she suggested. ‘That seems to work for everyone else.’

Sally looked disappointed. ‘The problem is,’ she said shaking her head, ‘you are a pushover where Matthew is concerned.’

‘I am not! I…’

‘Yes, you are! You’ve let him have his own way throughout your entire relationship. You just smile and give in. And you can’t let him get away with this one, Beth honey. You need to make sure he knows this is unforgivable. No letting him tell you it was a mistake or a misunderstanding.’

Beth frowned, opening her mouth to argue but Sally’s phone started to ring and she skipped back to her desk to answer it, and cancel her Amazon order for a large packet of barley straw.

It wasn’t that she always gave in to Matthew, thought Beth, turning her monitor on and opening her emails. But she didn’t see the point in arguments and confrontation when it wasn’t needed. Okay, it did mean that they usually did what Matthew wanted. Such as going to Lanzarote instead of Welby-on-the-Sea. And they talked about Matthew’s career a great deal, instead of talking about Beth’s, which Matthew had once fondly said wasn’t really a career at all. But he hadn’t meant to be hurtful and he’d kissed her even as he was saying it, so Beth didn’t see the need to take him to task for it.

And he refused to visit Beth’s parents for Sunday lunch more than once every 6 months. But Beth couldn’t blame him because her mother had a tendency to giggle and make unsubtle comments about what a lovely couple they made.

They always watched what he wanted on TV, but Beth enjoyed the same programmes so why argue? Well, most of the same programmes. Okay, some of the same programmes, and she wasn’t a fan of spending an entire Sunday watching cricket. But it meant a lot to Matthew so becoming churlish about wanting to go for a romantic picnic in the park, instead of watching a lot of men in white jumpers, seemed unnecessary.

The thing that Sally had never really understood, was that Beth was happy simply being in Matthew’s company. Spending Saturday nights with his friends who harped on endlessly about their university days and the state of architectural services in Britain, was frankly boring at times. But when they walked home, Matthew would wrap his arm around her and tell her how lucky he was to have met someone as interested in the same things he was.

Whereas whenever they went out with Sally or any of Beth’s friends, he invariably sat looking disinterested in conversations about the Kardashians or Prince Harry’s latest gaffe. And Beth was sure that he didn’t hold onto her quite as tightly as they walked home, or kiss her quite as enthusiastically.

But none of that meant she was a doormat or that she always gave in to him. It meant that she loved him, that she wanted him to be happy and her entire existence was about him. She stopped scrolling. Actually, now she came to think about it, maybe she had been a bit of a pushover. Had she lost herself a little in her devotion to Matthew?

‘So, has he been in touch at all?’ asked Sally, back from her phone call.

‘No. Not yet.’

Sally snorted. ‘Typical! Break your heart then hide from the fallout!’

Beth frowned, a sliver of irritation swamping her grief for the first time. It was a bit much that Matthew hadn’t made any attempt to contact her. Not so much as a text. He hadn’t even technically broken up with Beth, Laura had taken on that job as Matthew had sat flustered and silent at his desk.

She had a discreet peep at her phone to make sure she hadn’t accidentally turned it off. He should have phoned, if only to see if she was okay. They had been together for three years, didn't she deserve a little of his concern?

‘I did get a letter from a solicitor,’ she said, changing the subject to something slightly less harrowing. ‘I’ve inherited my Aunt Lizzie’s beach hut.’

‘What, like an actual hut on the beach?’

Beth almost smiled. ‘Yes, an actual hut.  On the beach.’

‘Wow! Where is it?’

‘Welby-on-the-Sea.’

‘Never heard of it. But how cool! We could take our holidays there, hang out in your beach hut and talent spot.’

Now Beth did smile. ‘I think you’d be disappointed. Welby isn’t that sort of a place. It’s very small. And quiet. And peaceful.’ A dreamy look came into her eye as she thought back to summers long gone. ‘I used to go there every year for the entire school holiday. I couldn’t wait to get there and I was devastated when it was time to go home.’

‘Why did you stop visiting?’ asked Sally curiously. ‘Sounds like heaven!’

A gusty sigh drifted between them. ‘I don’t know,’ said Beth sadly. ‘I suppose I thought I was too grown up to spend holidays with my aunt. In a hut. In Welby-on-the-Sea.’

‘Well, you can go back now. You have your very own beach hut so you can visit whenever you want. It might do you good to get away.’

Beth imagined a week in Welby. She could sit in the hut and listen to the waves and feel the sun on her face. She would take a walk and let the soft golden sand squish between her toes and watch the seagulls sweep lazily across the harbour. She would be surrounded by peace and tranquillity, a world away from Matthew.

‘Maybe,’ she agreed half-heartedly. Because if she was too far away from Matthew, how could they sit down and talk about what was happening?

‘Forget him,’ suggested Sally, her sharp eyes taking in Beth’s expression. ‘Move on. He has.’

Beth flinched. ‘I know but…’

‘You are far too accommodating where he’s concerned and he’s always taken advantage of you.’

‘We were in love. There has to be some compromise when two people…’

‘Exactly! When two people are in love they both compromise. I never saw Matthew bothering. And now he’s cheated on you, time to say goodbye,’ insisted Sally heatedly. ‘Don’t let him talk his way out of this one!’

Chance would be a fine thing, thought Beth. Talking was something Matthew seemed to be actively avoiding, at least with Beth.

‘I just need to hear him say it’s over,’ she said, mutinously, as Sally sighed and shook her head in despair. ‘Laura said they were in love and I sort of ran out of the room. He didn’t say anything.’

There had been no sort of about it, Beth had given a loud wail and fled the scene, almost mowing down an anxious Shirley who had been hovering outside Matthew’s office wondering whether to call security or not.

‘You caught him red-handed with someone else! I don’t think there’s a lot left to say.’ Sally patted Beth’s arm to take away some of the sting. ‘Throw his clothes onto the street and put itching powder in his underwear, but stop looking for a reason why he’s behaved so badly and do not even think about forgiving him,’ and with a severe stare, she went back to her desk.

Beth put her head down, hoping the stream of unanswered emails would take her mind away from the acute pain in her heart, but found instead that she spent a lot of time staring at her computer screen in a daze as she fended off unbidden memories of Matthew. Matthew in their kitchen. Matthew on their settee. Matthew in their bed.

Giving up on her emails, she decided a hefty dose of caffeine might be needed and looking up from her desk, she was just in time to see the back of Matthew’s head as it disappeared into the kitchen at the end of the corridor. Her heart gave a jolt and she couldn’t help but gasp sharply.

Should she follow him? Was this her opportunity to speak to him? To ask if somehow Beth had misunderstood everything about the previous day, the writhing, the moaning and the declaration of love. Should she ignore everything Sally had said, leave the itching powder for another day and ask Matthew to sit down and talk to her?

Looking around to see if anyone was watching, particularly Sally, Beth stood up and walked briskly to the kitchen, finding Matthew waiting for his latte macchiato to finish filling his cup, the one she had bought him last Christmas. The one he said he loved.

‘Hello Matthew,’ she said, her mouth suddenly dry and her voice hoarse.

He jumped, almost dropping his phone and looked around nervously, as though to check whether she had brought reinforcements.

‘Oh, er…Beth,’ he stuttered. ‘I…er…hello.’

There was a pained silence broken only by the coffee machine making its final high-pitched gurgle and spitting out the last of its foamy milk. Dropping his eyes, Matthew grabbed his coffee and started shuffling sideways, trying to bypass Beth and make for the door, his eyes gazing deeply into his cup rather than meeting her gaze.

Was he actually going to leave without saying anything more?

‘I think we need to talk, don’t you?’ Beth asked, holding out a hand to halt his progress. ‘I thought you might have phoned last night.’

‘Right. Did you? I…er…I suppose I thought you wouldn’t want to talk to me,’ he said hopefully. ‘I thought it might be better to just give it some time and then… you know.’

Beth didn’t know. But she suspected Matthew didn’t want the inconvenience of a discussion about his infidelity. Or Beth’s broken heart. She dropped her hand wondering if it would be for the best if they just left it for a while, only to prickle as she remembered Sally’s accusation, that Beth always let Matthew call the shots.

‘Actually, I think we should talk now,’ she said firmly, watching the surprise chase across Matthew’s face.

‘Right. Are you sure because I don’t think…’

‘I’m sure.’

‘Okay. Right then. Well, if you really want to talk here,’ he said, looking a little green around the gills at the prospect, ‘then I suppose we can. But we need to keep this as calm as possible, don’t you agree? I mean, while we’re here, in the office. We don’t want things getting out of hand.’

She had found him with another woman, that was about as far out of hand as Beth could imagine things becoming.

‘I think it’s better if this stays under the radar,’ he said, with an attempt at a reassuring smile. ‘We don’t want everybody else getting involved and making life difficult for us…I mean you.’

Beth wondered if he could possibly believe that the entire office didn’t already know what had happened between them. It was probably the subject of every inter-department email and the main subject of gossip in every corridor and office of Stretch Your Horizons.

‘I know you won’t want to cause a fuss,’ he continued cajolingly. ‘I think we need to keep it between us, keep everything… well… professional at work. No drama.’

Because as Matthew knew full well, Beth wasn’t the sort to cause a fuss. She certainly wasn’t the sort to enjoy being the centre of attention. She didn’t want to make waves or gossip and she always wanted what was best for Matthew. As Sally had been at pains to point out to Beth earlier.

‘Are you asking me to keep quiet about the fact that you are having an affair with the owner’s daughter?’ asked Beth with a frown.

Matthew glanced nervously towards the open door of the kitchen.

‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that but…’

‘That’s what it sounded like. I thought you might want to apologise to me, explain what had happened.’

‘Er, I can explain if it helps…’

‘But what you want is for me not to make a fuss about finding you with someone else.’

‘Please keep your voice down, Beth! That’s why I don't think we should…’

‘You want me to be polite and considerate and not tell anyone what’s happened,’ accused Beth her voice rising. Her hands were shaking and she clasped her fingers tightly together. She had expected regret. Sorrow at hurting her. Some abject grovelling at how badly he had behaved. Anything but this. An instruction to hold it together so she didn’t embarrass him at the office.

‘You see, this is exactly why I didn’t think we should have this discussion here,’ complained Matthew, sending her a pained look. ‘I can see you’re upset but…’

‘Upset?’ repeated Beth, shaking her head. ‘UPSET!’

‘Please! I need you to be calm and…’

‘Except that what you want from me doesn’t count any more,’ snapped Beth. ‘We’re over, remember?’

She glared at him crossly. Did he really think he could ask her to keep a check on her frazzled emotions so he wouldn’t be too embarrassed by office gossip?

‘Are you even sorry?’ she asked, her eyes blazing,

anger driving her forward. ‘Do you care at all how I feel, how I felt finding you and Laura together?’

‘Oh Beth,’ beseeched Matthew. ‘Please don’t. I told Laura that I was sure you would be professional about this and not…’

‘You told her what?’ shrieked Beth, causing Matthew to moan softly and send a distressed look towards the corridor, where Beth suspected several interested colleagues were now gathering to hear the latest gossip.

Did he think she would behave so spinelessly? Although now she came to think about it, why wouldn’t he? She hadn’t stood up to him once during their entire relationship. If she’d insisted on going to Welby to visit Aunt Lizzie, she wouldn’t be feeling so desolate right now at how little time she had spent with her aunt over the last few years.

‘What exactly did you tell Laura?’ demanded Beth. ‘That I would cry quietly somewhere no one could see me and leave you to get on with it? That I was a pushover and wouldn’t make a fuss?’

‘Beth! This isn’t like you! You don’t normally…’

‘I don’t normally what? Embarrass you? Challenge you? Tell you what a shit you are?’  roared Beth, having to shout over the anger booming inside her.

‘Really,’ he gasped. ‘You need to calm down…’

‘Stop telling me to calm down! I will not calm down and you are a…a…’

Beth cast around wildly for something to say, something to do, and her eyes fell on the display of flowers on the table. It was one of Laura’s initiatives. Fresh flowers for a fresh soul or something equally ridiculous and in a rage, Beth grabbed the vase.

‘You are a lying, cheating, disgusting…waste of space,’ she shouted and before she changed her mind, she tipped the vase over Matthew’s head, watching his astonished expression as the water poured down his cheeks and several errant sprays of carnations arranged themselves across his shoulders.
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Chapter 4

Sally: OMG- you were amazing!

Beth: Not really. It was very childish and I shouldn’t have done it

Sally: Yes you should! That’s exactly what he needed!

Beth: But now I look mad! A deranged woman taking revenge

Sally: And what’s wrong with that? Might make him think twice before he cheats on someone again. Anyway, nobody thinks that

Beth: Really?

Sally: Yes. Everyone is saying you were magnificent and that Matthew deserved it

Beth: I should have just walked away

Sally: Ah- but he was counting on that! I heard that Laura had a right go at him, said he’d promised you wouldn’t kick up a fuss and now she’s been embarrassed. She’s furious!

Beth: Well, every cloud! Hopefully it will have all quietened down when I get back

Sally: Hardly! You’re a legend now honey! Everyone will be talking about this for years to come- lol

Beth was on the train heading for Welby-on-the-Sea, having decided that the quiet tranquillity of the small town was exactly what she needed as her heart recovered from the battering it had received at the hands of Matthew Pettigrew. She sighed deeply as she looked out of the window at the scenery flashing by. Fields and more fields whipped past with the occasional village coming into view, chocolate box houses sitting neatly in colourful cottage gardens. Beth imagined the occupants leading perfect lives beneath perfect thatched roofs in their perfect kitchens. No drama, no shouting, no tipping vases over disappointing partners.

She had felt a moment of absolute exhilaration as she’d watched Matthew’s shocked face peer at her through a river of water, quickly followed by raging remorse as she regretted her lack of control.

‘Have you gone mad?’ he’d shouted, searching for something to dry himself.  ‘For God’s sake Beth, I thought we’d agreed to keep any drama out of the office. I told Laura you would be grown up.’

He’d grabbed a tea towel to mop up the water, only to howl in disgust at finding it covered with melted cheese which was now stuck to his hair.

‘Why on earth should I be reasonable,’ Beth had asked furiously. ‘Why on earth would anybody be reasonable when they find their boyfriend of three years is having an affair?’

His mouth had flapped open several times, as though genuinely surprised that she would ask such a question, and then Shirley had arrived, barrelling through the door in search of the fight she had been alerted was taking place in the kitchen.

Beth had been removed, Matthew had been found a clean towel and the occupants of the fourth floor had been told firmly to get back to work. But if Matthew had been expecting Beth to be chastised, he was sorely let down as Shirley gave him a scathing look and then suggested kindly that Beth might benefit from a few weeks’ holiday.

‘Just while you come to terms with everything,’ she had said gently as Beth, anger dissipated and shock beginning to set in, had sat shivering in a chair. ‘I think it would be for the best.’

And suddenly an image of Welby had popped into Beth’s head, the curving beach, the sweeping bay and her Aunt Lizzie’s beach hut sitting on the golden sand and she had agreed with alacrity, leaving the office and dashing home to pack before she had second thoughts, or poured anything else over Matthew’s head.

And now she was on her way. The next stop was Welby-on-the-Sea and for a moment, Beth felt the same tingle of excitement she used to feel every summer when she arrived at the station and would spot Aunt Lizzie on the platform, watching for her niece and waving happily.

This time the platform was empty and Beth dragged her small case down, joining the handful of people heading for Welby. She stuck her head out of the taxi window, breathing in the smell of the sea with her heart racing in anticipation of her first sight of the small town nestled in the curving bay. It was so good to be back!

An hour later, hot, tired and feeling overwhelmed by the crowds, Beth realised that turning up in a small seaside resort in July without having booked a hotel, was very bad planning. Her feet were aching because she had forgotten the majority of the town was still covered in cobbles and not ballerina-flat-friendly, and her head was thumping as she wondered if she was going to be forced to turn around and catch the next train home.

She walked down the High Street, a rather elaborate name for the cobbled lane that led to the harbour, and found a spot to sit on the harbour wall. The sun was high in the sky and the air was full of the salty tang of an outgoing tide. Welby-on-the-Sea was a small place. Actually, it was tiny. Any influx of tourists, whilst welcome, filled the small town in no time at all and surrounding Beth were people strolling along the narrow streets, admiring the craft shops interspersed with the odd café and Welby-on-the-Sea’s very own Italian restaurant. The slipway led to the beach, a golden arc that sat beneath the shelter of the harbour wall and stretched the width of the bay, meeting the small marina which was full of bobbing boats, a mass of bright colours and flapping sails.

Closing her eyes, Beth allowed the peace to flow over her battered senses. This was the spot where she would sit with Aunt Lizzie, an ice cream in hand as they planned their day. They would walk the length of the beach to where the sand disappeared into the base of the cliffs and the rock pools gathered.  Or they would go out in Lizzie’s small boat, bobbing about in the bay to drop a fishing line and spend the afternoon watching the waves.  Sometimes the rods were left behind and Lizzie would read out loud as Beth lay down in the boat, nothing but a blue sky and scurrying white clouds to distract her from her aunt’s melodious voice.

Welby-on-the-Sea had been Beth’s second home as a child, what a shame she had let it drift away she thought, and with a sigh, she slipped hot feet back into her shoes and looked at her watch. It was already late afternoon. She was hungry, tired and beginning to feel more than a little desperate. If she looked to the right and craned her head, she would be able to see where the strip of beach widened and two rows of beach huts stood, staring proudly out to sea. But she didn't have the keys to Number 4, in her haste to escape there had been no time to collect them from the solicitor. And even if she could go inside, all it would provide was shelter for a few hours. What she needed was a bed for the night, a shower and a cup of tea. And a ham sandwich wouldn’t go amiss.

It had been a foolish thing to do, jump on a train on impulse, she chastised herself. She really should have taken a few days to prepare herself and find a hotel or a Bed & Breakfast.

A thought snapped into her head and she gripped her overnight bag tightly. Of course! She knew exactly where she could stay! Lavinia had been Aunt Lizzie’s friend, her oldest friend. They had met each other on their very first day at the tiny primary school on the outskirts of Welby and had remained friends for the remainder of their lives. Lavinia ran a small Bed & Breakfast in Welby where Beth had spent many a happy afternoon as the two women caught up with the gossip of the moment and discussed plans for the future.

Heartbroken following her friend’s death, Lavinia had attended Lizzie’s funeral but there had been little opportunity for Beth to speak to her. For someone who had thought her sister to be eccentric and irresponsible, Maureen had played the part of a grieving relative to perfection. A pristine handkerchief had been pressed to her lips, her eyes filling with tears and a gentle sob allowed to drift forward whenever her sister’s name had been mentioned. Beth and Lavinia had hugged and only managed to exchange a few words before Maureen remembered her grief and held out a trembling hand in Beth’s direction. An hour later when looking for Lavinia, Beth had been told she had left, her train curtailing any further time for sorrow.

A train to where, Beth now wondered? Had Lavinia remained in Welby-on-the-Sea, as entrenched there as Lizzie had been? Or had she moved on in the years since Beth’s last visit? Perhaps she was now ensconced in a retirement bungalow in Bournemouth or a flat with a sea view in Weymouth.

There was only one way to find out and with renewed energy, Beth turned left and followed the harbour wall. To one side was nothing but waves and a distant horizon. To the other, narrow streets trickled down from the town, enticing alleyways that held a smattering of cafes and shops, ancient fishermen’s cottages and a small museum that crammed the history of Welby into two tiny rooms. Almost at the end, facing the sea, was a rather dilapidated building, its shutters painted a now faded blue and its windows hardly visible from behind the masses of daisies, marigolds and begonias erupting from window boxes. The sign was still there, ‘Welcome’ it said in large curling blue letters and beneath, in a slightly more restrained hand, Bed and Breakfast.

It looked exactly as it had the last time Beth had walked there with her aunt. Lavinia had been expecting them and there had been chamomile tea, homemade lemonade, and lavender cookies waiting. They had sat on the balcony that hung above the entrance door and watched a flotilla of small white boats sweep across the harbour and disappear from sight. That had been many years ago and Beth felt a tug of regret for a simpler time, long since lost.

The door was half open, as per usual, but before entering the cool, dimly lit hallway, Beth leant forward and gently brushed a vigorous spray of daisies to one side to find the ancient wooden sign that lived in the window.

Vacancies, it said and with a sigh of relief, she pushed the door open and went inside.

‘Hello, anybody here?’ she called. ‘Lavinia?’

If Lavinia had left Welcome Bed and Breakfast, whoever had taken over hadn’t changed a thing. There was the reception desk squeezed against one side of the hall, currently occupied by a sleeping cat spread across the visitor’s book. It opened one eye lazily, took in the sight of Beth waiting and promptly closed it again with disinterest. On the opposite wall was a stand containing a mass of leaflets and information about the local sights, something Beth used to inspect earnestly every time she visited. A staircase, narrow and steep, lay straight ahead and Beth knew that the door to the right led to a tiny guest dining room where breakfast could be taken, along with a breath-taking view across the harbour, while the door to the left led to Lavinia’s private sitting room.

It wasn’t to everyone’s taste. The wallpaper was ancient, the once beautiful sizzling pink roses now faded, their tropical beauty at odds with the uneven plaster walls and the sound of the waves splashing against the harbour wall. Not one piece of furniture matched; the pictures that covered the walls were all painted by Lavinia with differing degrees of success, and the throws draped across the back of every chair had been crocheted by her at various periods over the last twenty years. Flowers and herbs occupied every available space, filling the air with their scent while dried bunches of lavender and rosemary hung from every beam.

Welcome had always fascinated Beth. She had loved visiting Lavinia in her eclectic boarding house where only those who truly appreciated her love of nature were happy to stay. Those wanting a reliable hot shower, a pristine tablecloth and an absence of cats would invariably stay at one of the newer and better presented bed and breakfasts in town.

‘Hello. Oh goodness, is that you Beth?’

Lavinia Adams appeared from the door at the end of the hall which led to her kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron and Beth could detect the scent of lavender which probably meant she was making some of her famous biscuits.

‘Beth, my dear girl! How wonderful to see you, come in, come in,’ and Beth found herself enveloped in a pair of dimpled arms and pressed close to Lavinia’s ample frame.

‘I'm sorry I didn’t get much chance to speak to you at Aunt Lizzie’s funeral,’ Beth began. ‘I’m afraid mother was quite… er quite overcome.’

Lavinia threw her head back and gave a great snort of laughter. ‘Oh, Maureen never changes. Lizzie would have found it hilarious the way she behaved. But you surely didn’t come all this way to apologise?’ She pulled Beth closer for another hug. ‘Although I’m certainly pleased to see you. Now,’ glancing down she saw Beth’s bag. ‘Tell me what this is about, are you staying in Welby tonight?’

It had been a long day and an emotional 24 hours, and the tears arrived in force, rolling down Beth's cheeks and falling onto Lavinia’s arms.

‘I just needed to get away,’ she sniffed. ‘Something happened with Matthew and…well something happened and I couldn’t stay there. And I had a letter from the solicitor saying that Aunt Lizzie had left me the beach hut and suddenly it seemed like a good idea to visit Welby. So, I caught a train but I should have spent more time thinking about it and there’s nowhere to stay and… oh Lavinia, I’m so happy to be back in Welby, so very happy!’ and sobs joined the tears as Beth stood in the cool hallway, her shoulders shaking as Lavinia cooed and tutted and wrapped her warm plump arms around her best friend’s niece.
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Chapter 5

15 minutes later, Beth was seated on the small balcony that hung over the entrance door to Welcome, and which looked straight out across the harbour and out to sea. The small Bed & Breakfast was never full, but Lavinia had a handful of faithful guests who returned year after year, mainly so they could sit exactly where Beth was and simply soak up the view. The room behind her was full of mismatched furniture, lace table runners and handmade antimacassars. In summer, the French windows remained open almost permanently and everyone who entered was drawn to the balcony and its motley collection of tables and chairs bathed in the afternoon sun and with views that were guaranteed to calm the most anxious of souls.

She closed her eyes, feeling the presence of her aunt so strongly it was as though she could reach out and touch her.

Lavinia appeared with a tray of tea. ‘Chamomile and mint,’ she announced. ‘I have so much mint in the garden this year I'm adding it to everything. But it does help calm the mind,’ and she poured them both a cup before settling in a chair opposite Beth.

‘I can see how upset you are,’ she began gently. ‘But quite frankly, if Matthew is the sort to have his head turned by a pretty face at the office, then it’s better that you find out now before your relationship goes any further.’

It was the sort of thing Aunt Lizzie would have said, in the same tone. Kind, gentle but full of practical no-nonsense advice.

‘I know,’ Beth said sadly. ‘But I imagined us spending the rest of our lives together, having a family, growing old.’ Her voice wobbled and she turned her face away from Lavinia’s sympathetic eyes and back to the view, the seagulls swooping in lazy circles over the harbour and the endless blue reaching out to a distant horizon.

She had even imagined her and Matthew bringing their children to Welby-on-the-Sea for the summer, taking them exploring along the rock pools, sitting outside one of the coffee shops overlooking the harbour wall and watching them run along the beach.

‘I really thought he loved me.’

Tutting, Lavinia passed over a tissue. ‘You’re well rid of him,’ she insisted. ‘He sounds totally unreliable. I know it’s hard, and you clearly love him, but you need to let him go, my dear.’

Beth wiped her eyes and took a sip of tea followed by a deep breath.

‘I’m glad you came to Welby,’ Lavinia was saying. ‘It’s been so long.’

Too long, decided Beth listening to the chime of the rigging in the bay and the call of the seagulls. It was like returning home and all the sweeter because of the long absence.

‘A solicitor contacted me to say Aunt Lizzie’s will had finally been found and she had left me the hut. I suddenly remembered how much I used to love being in Welby, how tranquil it was, so I decided I’d jump on a train. A bit impulsive really!’ Much like pouring water over Matthew had been. ‘I thought I could spend a few days here, check out the hut, relax and watch the waves. But I didn’t think to ask the solicitor about the key so all I’ll be able to do is inspect it from the outside.’

‘Oh, I've got a key! Lizzie left a spare one with me twenty years ago, it’s still here somewhere,’ and off she bustled to dig it out from the bottom of a drawer.

It was still hot and Beth closed her eyes and sat back in her chair, letting the memories wash over her. Aunt Lizzie had travelled to every corner of the globe and Beth had always thought the relatively unadventurous Welby-on-the-Sea was a strange place to keep as a base. But although Beth’s mum couldn’t wait to leave, Aunt Lizzie had remained in Welby, claiming that the tiny coastal town held its own charms. Wherever she went, no matter how extravagant her travels she would always return to the town and her beach hut with her memories to sustain her until her next adventure, especially when her niece came to stay.

She would recount her adventures to Beth and the small beach hut would transform into a fortress high in the Swiss mountains, where avalanches threatened and eagles flew overhead. Or a small mud hut at the edge of the Amazon, with crocodiles watching them from the muddy waters and the chatter of chimps echoing in the trees. Even on the dullest of days, their imagination could take them to the most exotic of places and in Beth’s mind, the hut, despite its size, was another universe, one of unlimited opportunities.

Right now, she couldn’t think of any place better to curl up and contemplate life. Away from the office and Matthew and the shocked faces of her co-workers. Just the sound of the waves for comfort and an endless horizon to gaze at. In fact, despite the hard ball of sadness that was still lodged firmly in her throat, Beth started to feel a vague sense of anticipation at being back in Number 4.

‘Here we are,’ said a slightly out-of-breath Lavinia. ‘Now you can go inside and see it for yourself.’

It was a large key, rusty from the twenty years it had spent in the bottom of a kitchen drawer and as Beth took it in her hand, she felt the promise held in its depths.

‘I think I'll go now,’ she said in excitement. ‘It's been so long I can’t wait to see it again.’

Smiling Lavinia nodded. ‘Lizzie would never have left it to anyone else,’ she said. ‘You were the only person she felt would love the hut as much as she did.’ Wiping a tear from her eye, she sighed. ‘She was a very special person and I miss her every single day. But,’ she continued briskly, ‘we need to get you sorted. I've got a room on the top floor that will be perfect. You’ll have a sea view and your own bathroom. It’s small but has everything you need. You go visit the hut and I'll take your bag up there and open the window for you.’

Within minutes, Beth was outside, walking quickly along the lane next to the harbour wall, crossing over the slipway which was packed with people soaking up the afternoon sun and towards the row of beach huts.

Over the years the down-to-earth residents of Welby-on-the-Sea had soon grown bored with the idea of a hut by the sea when their own homes were within a few minutes’ walk, and ownership had dwindled. Fortunately, the residents of the recent and very up-market gated community built at the top of the cliffs overlooking Welby felt differently. The owners had fallen over themselves in their haste to buy one of the pastel huts on the beach, which they immediately painted a more contemporary Giraffe Breath Beige or March Morning Grey. Lizzie hadn’t thought much of this gentrified approach and had grumbled a great deal when muslin curtains, portable barbeques and oak steamer chairs began appearing outside the simple wooden huts.

She had refused to upgrade her old deckchair or have a chandelier fitted. Her hut remained pink and she didn't feel the need to have a fancy plaque fixed beside the front door.

Beth quickened her step and smiled. Now she was here, she felt sure that Number 4 was going to be exactly what she needed. The number of times she had walked across these cobbles, a bag in her hand full of sandwiches and crisps, a bottle of lemonade tucked under her arm. If only Aunt Lizzie were still here, this would be perfection.

She came to the end of the cobbled lane and stepped down onto the golden sand, the huts now only feet away.  Reaching the first one, she stopped and stared. It must have had a new owner since Beth’s last visit because it was now painted a rather dark indigo colour and the old deck had been replaced by deep mahogany boards. The lean-to in which Mr and Mrs Slater had kept their deckchairs had gone, and in its place was a very modern steel contraption which was half open to reveal a pair of bicycles. She wondered what had happened to the Slaters. They had been ancient when Beth had first met them. Maybe their family hadn’t felt the need to hang onto the couple’s beloved beach hut, it wasn’t for everyone.

The hut beside it brought Beth to a skidding halt. It was painted in a soft cream, similar to the original shade. But that’s where the similarity ended. The finish on the walls had been made to represent stucco so the hut looked like a small stone building rather than a beach hut. A miniature turret had been added to the side wall, the arched window giving a view of a kitchenette that wouldn't look out of place in a Chelsea apartment. A glittering light fitting took up most of the ceiling and the walls appeared to have been tented in red patterned silk.

Looking behind her she could see the second row, all finished in much the same way, elegance oozing from every wooden plank.  Beth’s eyebrows shot upwards! The beach huts were far more sophisticated than she remembered and taking another few steps, she arrived outside her destination. Not one for grand gestures, Aunt Lizzie had named it simply, Number 4, painted in vivid blue on the pink door.

Beth stood with her back to the sea, the soft sound of the waves in the background, the call of the gulls drifting across the water where they kept out a keen eye for unguarded fish being unloaded.

When she was about 10 years old, she and Aunt Lizzie had spent one summer giving the hut a makeover. The walls had been patched and painted, the roof repaired and the windows cleaned until they shone. At the end of their two weeks of hard work, Lizzie had bought them both an ice cream and they had sat on the small deck, tired but thoroughly satisfied with the outcome. The hut had looked almost like new and ready for another summer of adventures.

That was probably the last time Lizzie had carried out any real work on Number 4, and tears began to gather in Beth’s eyes as she looked at the dilapidated and sad spectacle.  The paint was so faded that little trace of the original pink colour remained. One of the windows was missing, the frame empty; the front door was rotting away steadily, leaving a cat flap-sized hole at the bottom and the roof was anchored in place by some hefty lengths of rope. The deck had holes in the boards, revealing the collection of rubbish gathered beneath, old newspapers that had probably once held fish and chips, crisp packets and several crushed cans. It was verging on the derelict and flanked as it was by sleekly painted examples of desirable huts, it looked nothing short of desolate.

‘Oh dear,’ whispered Beth to herself. ‘Oh dear.’

As she watched, a piece of shingle slid slowly from the roof and fell onto the weedy waste ground encircling the hut. It broke in two to lay on the floor alongside several other tiles and a large piece of wood which seemed to have broken away from beneath the small side window.

The key was in her pocket and stepping delicately over the gaping holes, Beth crossed the veranda to unlock the door. It was stuck and Beth gave it a sharp kick before watching in alarm as it tilted sideways, sliding gently from one of its hinges. Peeping inside, she couldn’t help a horrified gasp.  Holes in the roof, untended in the months since Lizzie’s death, had allowed the weather to encroach and there was barely a surface that wasn't covered with debris, leaves, twigs and a creeping mould. The sink had broken away from the rear wall and was hanging at a jaunty angle, half full of rusty water. The bench seating to one side looked as though it had provided a home for a family of mice and there were traces of abandoned bird nests on the top of the cupboards and nestled in the eaves.

Beth stepped carefully back towards the veranda. There seemed little point locking the door but she dragged it back in place and turned the key anyway.

She'd come to Welby-on-the-Sea hoping that it would provide a chink of light for a future that had just come crashing down around her ears. But instead of presenting a distraction, it looked very similar to her relationship, a derelict ruin beyond repair. What on earth was she going to do now?
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Chapter 6

Beth walked slowly back to Welcome, heartbroken not only to see the deterioration in the beach hut but to think of her aunt sitting in the tumbledown shack, watching it falling down around her ears.

Lavinia had prepared a room at the very top of the house, its small eaves window flung open wide to let in the early evening air and the sound of the waves crashing against the harbour wall like a soothing mantra. It was decorated with old-fashioned faded chintz wallpaper, bright yellow curtains at the window, a pale green throw over the bed and an old cream jug full of flowers on the chipped chest of drawers. As Beth stared out at the view, the door creaked open and a small tabby cat peeped inside, stared at her for a moment and then walked calmly over to the bed, jumping up and nestling in the centre where a lingering patch of sunlight mingled with fresh air drifting in from the window.

‘Are you hungry, Beth?’ asked a voice. ‘Oh Muddles, how naughty. I’ll take her away but you may have to keep your door shut, this is her favourite room,’ apologised Lavinia, a glass of homemade lemonade in her hand. ‘Would you like to join me for something to eat?’

Deciding that she would probably leave the door open for Muddles, Beth followed Lavinia down to the kitchen where she slumped into a chair, suddenly feeling very tired.

‘Nothing fancy,’ said Lavinia, bustling around the kitchen. ‘But I think you should eat something, you look quite pale.’

Beth felt pale.

‘I went to see the hut,’ she explained, nibbling on a cheese straw taken from an old jam jar on the table. Lavinia’s kitchen was always packed to the gills with freshly baked bread or biscuits, her lavender cookies were a work of art and her rosemary-infused bread was nothing short of a miracle.  The cheese straw was good and she reached for another. ‘I hadn't realised just what disrepair it had fallen into.’

Lavinia nodded as she prepared a salad. ‘Lizzie said it needed some work,’ she admitted. ‘She just wasn’t up to doing much the last year or so. It didn't bother her, she never held with all this fancy upgrading that was going on. Said it was a beach hut, not a second home.’

Even a beach hut needed a roof that wasn’t tied on with rope, thought Beth. And a front door that opened properly.

‘She still went there every single day,’ Lavinia continued fondly. ‘Rain or shine, she used to love to sit in the doorway, looking out to sea with her memories. She never regretted the years she spent travelling, she had so many wonderful recollections to keep her company, so many places to think about and adventures to look back on.’

During Beth’s last summer in Welby-on-the-Sea, in acknowledgement of her niece’s advancing years, the beach hut had been reimagined as a tiki bar on the edges of the Indian Ocean. A large potted palm tree had appeared and Beth would sit beneath the fronds, drinking cloudy lemonade from an old martini glass as Lizzie recounted the days she had spent in the Seychelles, trekking through the rainforests, rescuing fairy terns and tending to giant tortoises before spending a well-deserved evening on a pristine white beach watching the waves crashing in.

Beth hadn't wanted the visit to end, promising herself that one day she would follow in Aunt Lizzie’s footsteps, visiting the same places and maybe even sending a postcard back to her aunt. Strange that several years later, spending two weeks with Matthew in a sterile villa in Lanzarote had seemed much more important than following her heart in search of a fairy tern.

‘It must have deteriorated quite a bit since Aunt Lizzie died,’ suggested Beth diplomatically. ‘It really does need a lot of work to make it safe, let alone somewhere you would want to sit.’

‘It probably does need a few bits and pieces sorting out,’ agreed Lavinia, ‘But nothing you can’t handle.’

Clearly, Lavinia hadn't walked along the cobbled lane to visit the beach huts for some time. It needed more than a few bits and pieces to make it habitable.

‘It actually looks like quite a major job’ said Beth honestly.

An awful thought suddenly arrived on top of the many other awful thoughts jostling in Beth’s mind for attention. If Matthew moved out of their flat, which Beth imagined he would be doing having just declared his love for another woman, it would be a huge struggle for Beth to continue with the rent single-handed. This was undoubtedly not the time to contemplate renovating a beach hut that was about to slide into the sea.

Lavinia had stopped her bustling and was sending Beth a look of alarm. ‘But you’ll want to keep it? It meant so much to you and Lizzie.’

‘It still does but…’

Perhaps she needed to concentrate on what she would do post-Matthew before she worried about a beach hut. There again, if she didn’t do something about it soon it would simply fall down.

‘I don’t know,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Of course I don't want to get rid of it, I don't think Aunt Lizzie would ever forgive me. I would like to keep it, but I don’t think I can afford to pay for the renovations.’

Bringing two plates to the table, Lavinia settled down next to Beth.

‘You’ll find a way,’ she said confidently. ‘Things happen for a reason, you know. I'm a great believer in that. Lizzie's passing was a tragedy. Finding out Matthew was cheating on you was another disaster. Nothing will bring Lizzie back but she was adamant that you should have the hut, she believed it would give you something you needed.’

‘What?’ asked a wide-eyed Beth.

‘Oh, freedom, independence, choices.’

It was no secret that Lizzie had been disappointed when Beth chose a steady career in an office. She’d congratulated Beth warmly on her job, was happy when Beth told her about Matthew, had said all the right things when she found out they had moved in together, but deep down, Beth felt that somehow, she had let her aunt down.

‘She always hoped you would follow in her footsteps and follow your heart,’ admitted Lavinia, watching the emotions race across Beth’s face. ‘She wanted you to have some adventures of your own.’

Matthew was meant to be her adventure. She had followed her heart by falling in love with him. Raising children together was the best way Beth could imagine spending the rest of her life and it could have been just as romantic as trekking through the rainforest, although, in truth, Matthew’s sense of adventure had always been a disappointment to Beth.

When she once suggested they take a month off and travel across India, he had nearly fallen out of his chair. People like them didn’t wear sandals and go backpacking, he had told her in amazement. They worked hard and prepared for the future. Beth had swallowed her disappointment, after all, she was the future he was preparing for and agreed to a long weekend in Monaco instead.

Lavinia was watching her from across the table. ‘Perhaps this is your time,’ she suggested softly. ‘Time for you to decide what you want, not what somebody else thinks you should have. Lizzie left you the hut to give you a start, have somewhere of your own.’

Salad eaten, Beth pulled a cardigan over her shoulders and took a walk. It was still light but the air was fresher, the salt settling on her lips as she walked along the lane next to the harbour wall, across the slipway and along the cobbles which led up into the town. It was buzzing with people and all around her were couples walking hand in hand, pausing to gaze into a window, read a menu, look out to sea. Cafes were pleasantly full, everybody wanting to sit on the pavement and watch the world go by and the shops remained open, the bright lights inside tempting all who passed with their mix of arts and tourist memorabilia. There was an air of subdued happiness that filled the cobbled streets and in the distance, Beth could still hear the sound of the waves gently rolling onto the beach. Despite everything she still found Welby a panacea for her battered soul.

Stopping to have a coffee, she sipped at her latte. The light had faded almost completely now and the beach was a narrow strip of dark sand.  Behind her, the café was already starting to empty, yawning visitors being called by the thought of a comfortable bed and a good night’s sleep.

Sally: How’s it going? Forgetting all about he who shall not be named and letting your hair down?

Beth: Welby isn't the sort of place you let your hair down. It’s more of an in bed by 10 sort of a place

Sally: But the local talent must hang out somewhere? Are you telling me there’s no club? No late-night hangout where they exchange stories of their day out on the high seas?

Beth chuckled to herself. The only place in Welby where there was likely to be a gathering of men was the marina where the local fisherman would haul in their catch and haggle over the price of fresh crab. And unless things had changed a lot since Beth was last in Welby, there wasn't one of them under 50 and without a set of whiskers that would give Captain Birdseye a run for his money. And after 10 o’clock, the only excitement to be found was the dulcet tones of the shipping forecast drifting out from the small cafés on the seafront.

Beth: Not really. People come to Welby to leave all that behind them and just chill

Sally: Really? People actually do that?

Beth: They do in Welby

Sally: Shame. I thought you might meet someone to take your mind off him

Beth: lol- not a chance!

Sally: Seen your hut yet?

Beth: Yes, but more bad news. It’s practically falling down! Not exactly how I remembered it

Sally: Oh No! what will you do?

That was a very good question, thought Beth. What would she do?

Beth: Don't really know. I think I should probably sell it

Sally: Do people buy derelict old huts? Even if they are on the beach

Beth: Dunno. Let’s hope so. I don't want to let it go, it meant so much to Aunt Lizzie

Sally: Well try and enjoy your stay. At least you can relax for a few days

Paying for her coffee, Beth wandered down to the slipway, breathing in the salty air and listening to the soft jingle of the boats moored in the marina. At the other end of the bay, the beach huts would still have several metres of beach stretching before them. Lizzie would have sat in her hut until the light failed completely and there was nothing to see but stars in the sky and the soft sound of waves rolling along the sand.

She thought about the beach hut and groaned. It needed so much work, at the very least a new roof. And a new window, or two. And definitely a new door. All of which Beth was certain would be beyond the limits of her rather inadequate savings. Would she be letting her aunt down if she sold Number 4?  Would Lizzie understand that Beth simply wasn’t up to the task of restoring the dilapidated hut to its former glory?

But the very thought of it being occupied by someone who would rip out not just the rotten planks but her aunt’s memories, brought a shiver to Beth’s spine and with a sigh, she pulled her cardigan tightly around her and walked in the direction of the soft light in the window of Welcome.
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Chapter 7

Beth woke the following morning with the sun winking through a gap in the curtains and the smell of the sea in the air, and it took a moment to place where she was. The bed was soft and comfortable and with the fresh air from the previous day, had cocooned her into a long and peaceful night’s sleep. For a moment she lay staring at an unfamiliar ceiling until the memories came flooding back. Matthew, a run-down beach hut, a neglected aunt, and with a sigh, she climbed out of bed and threw open the curtains.

The boats in the marina bobbed and swayed like apples in a barrel. Seagulls weaved lazily in a sky that was blue and clear and the tang of the sea and the salty spray took Beth back to the summers she’d spent here as a child.

Life had been so much simpler then, she decided. Why had she been in so much of a hurry to grow up?

Downstairs, Lavinia was busying herself in the small room that led onto the balcony. 

‘There’s tea on the table,’ she instructed, ‘and I’ll bring up some bacon and eggs. I want you to eat a good breakfast, you’re far too pale,’ she continued, waving away Beth’s protests. ‘Lizzie would want to see some roses in those cheeks. Sit down and have some toast to keep you going, I’ll be back soon,’ and humming happily she set off in the direction of the kitchen.

Beth walked onto the balcony heading for her favourite corner, her eyes pinned on the hazy blue line where sea met sky, only to trip and have to steady herself by gripping onto the edge of the nearest table.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realise anyone else was here.’

Stepping back hastily, she glanced down at the ankles she had kicked and then upwards to meet an easy smile, eyes hidden behind reflective sunglasses, head leaning backwards into cupped hands as he stretched out enjoying the same view.

‘My fault. Fantastic view but not a lot of legroom out here.’ He tucked his long legs obligingly under the table which was set for two.

He was lean, tanned and smiling pleasantly, which for some unfathomable reason annoyed her.

He was also sitting in the best spot on the balcony, with uninterrupted views and so close to the sea you could feel it on your skin. Exactly where Beth had planned on sitting and nodding stiffly, she turned in the direction of a smaller table tucked at the back of the terrace where the view was almost as good, if she discounted the back of his head.

‘Please!’ He waved his arm in the direction of the chair opposite. ‘Join me.’

‘You don't mind sharing, do you?’ trilled Lavinia from the doorway, making Beth jump. ‘I've brought more tea and your bacon is cooking. This is Jake. Jake Balfour. Jake this is Beth. Beth Carter. I thought you could sit together this morning, such a lovely day and this is the best seat in the house.’

They were both looking at Beth and reluctantly she slipped into the vacant chair.

‘Hello Beth,’ murmured Jake.

His voice was deep and smooth and there was a tilt to his lips that irked Beth.

‘Jake.’ She muttered, inclining her head.

His eyes were hidden behind his sunglasses, but Beth could tell he was staring at her and she could feel her shoulders tensing as he watched her settling into her seat.

‘So, Beth. What brings you to Welby-on-the-Sea? And, more importantly, to Welcome? It’s usually only seasoned visitors that know about the magnificent Lavinia and her wonderful guest house.’

Putting a small jug of milk on the table, Lavinia huffed, giving his arm a playful slap. ‘Oh, get away with you, Jake!’ she said admonishingly, her eyes unable to hide her pleasure. ‘There are much fancier places in town.’

‘But none better,’ he said, sending her a brilliant smile that caused Lavinia to blush and Beth to scowl.

If she had her own sunglasses to hide behind, she thought, she would be free to execute a perfect eye roll. Instead, she offered a strained smile of agreement. Jake Balfour, she decided, was a little too full of himself.

‘Oh, Beth has been here before,’ Lavinia told him, collecting an empty toast rack. ‘She’s Lizzie’s niece,’ and off she bustled, humming happily on her way to the kitchen.

‘Ah,’ he murmured, staring even harder from behind the reflective lenses. ‘You’re Lizzie’s missing niece.’

‘Missing?’ Beth couldn't help the rather sharp tone. ‘What do you mean, missing?’

‘Oft spoken of, rarely seen,’ answered Jake with a small shrug. ‘Everybody who knew Lizzie knew about her niece, she talked about you all the time. But folk such as myself, relative newcomers to Welby-on-the-Sea, have never actually seen you.’

His tone was polite, but the implication stung all the same.

‘I used to spend every summer with Aunt Lizzie when I was younger,’ said Beth defensively. ‘But I have a full-time job now and a relationship and…’ And Matthew had always refused to contemplate Welby as a holiday destination. ‘It became hard to visit so often,’ she finished lamely.

‘Or at all,’ he said lightly. ‘I’ve lived here for over 10 years.’

‘It was unavoidable!’ snapped Beth, her cheeks flushing. He seemed to be suggesting she had neglected her beloved aunt.  Which hurt because Beth had decided much the same thing herself only the previous evening as she’d gazed at the derelict beach hut. ‘Like I said, I have a job. And a…’ She paused. Maybe she wouldn’t stress the relationship again. Technically, it was now an ex-relationship. ‘I have a busy life,’ she repeated. ‘I couldn’t come as often…any more. But Aunt Lizzie and I still spoke. Quite often actually.’

He didn’t answer and she glared at him. ‘We spoke a great deal. Whether I was here or not,’ she persevered. ‘All the time. And we exchanged letters.’

Silence hung over the balcony for a moment before he finally removed his sunglasses.  Untidy hair, so dark it was almost black, fell onto his forehead and shifted slightly in the breeze and his eyes, which were a rather startling shade of sea green, met hers with interest.

‘It wasn’t a criticism,’ he said unconvincingly, his head tipping to one side as he examined her strained features. ‘Just a comment.’

Tempted to tell him where he could put his comments, Beth nodded curtly and then stared out to sea, ignoring the good-looking face that was still watching her.

‘Have I put my foot in it?’ he asked, a small smile twitching at his lips. ‘Put my size ten in a great big sore point?’

‘Not at all,’ answered Beth, concentrating on pouring a cup of tea and refusing to meet his gaze. ‘No sore point.’

‘I didn’t mean to sound as though I was judging you.’

The tea made, the milk stirred in, Beth had no option but to put down the spoon and turn in his direction. ‘I didn’t think you were,’ she reiterated with a shrug, just in case he hadn’t been paying attention.  Or thought that she cared. ‘I was simply explaining why I didn't visit my aunt as much as I once had.’

And despite what he may say to the contrary, there was definitely a judgemental look in those green eyes.

‘Of course,’ he murmured, his lips still twitching. ‘Because of your – busy life. I understand.’

To Beth’s relief, he slipped the sunglasses back over his eyes.  She’d decided she preferred his gaze shrouded in secrecy. She had also decided that his presence was an irritant she could do without and was just contemplating declaring herself full after a cup of tea, when Lavinia appeared in the doorway with two plates brimming with bacon, sausages, eggs, tomatoes and beans

Lavinia placed one of the heaving plates in front of Beth and waggled her finger in the air.

‘And I want you to eat it all, Beth Carter. Starving yourself won't bring that young man back. You need some colour back in your face before you see him again,’ and giving Jake a bright smile, she disappeared.

‘Oh dear. Man trouble?’ asked Jake, rubbing his hands in glee at the spread before him.

‘No!’ snapped Beth.

Jake folded over a slice of bread and butter, poised to dip into his egg yolk. ‘No?’

‘No.’ Beth gulped at the bare-faced lie. ‘Well. Sort of.’

‘Oh dear. What happened?’

Goodness, did this man not understand the etiquette of polite conversation with a stranger? It certainly shouldn’t involve accusations about neglecting one’s family and questions about broken-down relationships.

‘It’s personal,’ she muttered, looking down at her plate of food. Actually, it did look very appetising and there was something about the sea air that had stirred her appetite.

‘Stop asking about it, you mean?’ asked Jake cheerfully, tucking in with a contented sigh. ‘Sorry, I don’t seem to be doing too well on the conversation front this morning.’

Beth agreed, nibbling daintily on the edge of a rasher of bacon and presenting a rather frosty profile for him to converse with.

‘I’ve always had a tendency to ask too many questions,’ he mumbled in between mouthfuls of bacon and egg. ‘Got me into all sorts of trouble over the years.’

And yet here he was, still embarking on an inappropriate conversation.

‘I can see you don't want to talk about it,’ he continued, mopping up a mouthful of beans with more bread and butter. ‘I suppose if it’s just happened, you’re still feeling a bit raw. Is that why you’re in Welby, to get away from … what’s his name?’

Her appetite disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.

‘Matthew,’ she muttered unwillingly. ‘And you’re right, I don't want to…’

‘So, you’re here taking a break from Matthew? Welby-on-the-Sea isn't the sort of place many people would think of. But I suppose you know it better than most. And there are certainly worse places for getting over a breakup.’

Good grief, what would it take to get him off the subject, wondered Beth desperately, putting down her fork.

His breakfast was finished, his plate empty and almost licked clean, and he was gazing at the sausage still intact on Beth’s plate with more than a tinge of envy. He picked up the last piece of toast left in the rack and attacked it with enthusiasm.

‘What happened?’ he asked curiously. ‘Did…?’

‘Actually, I'm here for an entirely different reason,’ blurted Beth. She had decided only that morning, as she had looked out across the sweeping bay and the white-topped waves, that the best thing she could do was stop thinking about Matthew. If only this irritating man would let her do just that. ‘Aunt Lizzie left me her beach hut and I popped down to inspect it.’

It sounded sensible. Like Beth had found out about the hut and carefully arranged a visit to inspect her inheritance, rather than jumping on the first train she could board so she could hide in Welby after attacking her errant boyfriend in the office.

‘The beach hut? Lizzie left it to you, did she?’

‘She did.’

‘Interesting. So that’s why she was hanging onto it, despite everything.’

Deciding that she would have to face Lavinia’s wrath, Beth pushed her plate away.

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s no secret that Lizzie’s hut is in a state. Practically falling down. And it’s also no secret that she could have sold it several times over. It may be a wreck but there’s plenty of folk want one of those huts. One of the rich crowd from Craggy Heights would have snatched it from Lizzie at any price, just so they could join the club.’

‘Club? What club?’ asked Beth fascinated despite herself.

‘The Beach Hut Club of course.’

Beth gazed at him in astonishment.

‘The crowd from the Heights all want to have a hut on the beach,’ he explained patiently. ‘They try to outdo each other with the sheer volume of money they throw at them.  And there’s more than one that would have bought Lizzie’s.’

That would explain the rather resplendent décor Beth had found on her visit. Turrets and porticoed railings had not been the standard in years gone by.

‘Lizzie wasn’t able to do much this last year,’ he continued, a definite note of criticism now drifting through the air as he reluctantly put down his knife and fork, not finding anything left on the table he could eat. ‘She could have done without trying to keep up to that old hut and just taking it easy.’

Beth’s mind assaulted her with distressing images of a terminally ill Aunt Lizzie, struggling with the beach hut and its tied-on roof and falling down walls and her cheeks filled with colour.

‘I didn’t ask her to leave me the hut,’ she said defensively. ‘I would have preferred her to sell it if that was best for her.’

Wiping his lips on a serviette, Jake gave her a long look.

‘But she didn’t. She still visited it every single day, trying to keep it from disappearing into the sea. I did wonder why she didn’t just let it go.’

The image he was conjuring in Beth’s head was not a happy one.

‘I would have come to visit her if I’d known she needed help,’ she said in a shaky voice, not sure why she was letting a total stranger creep beneath her skin so easily.

There was no tilt to his lips now as he gazed at her over the small table. Just a faint air of disapproval and a whole bucketful of judgment, whatever he might say to the contrary.

‘So, what are you going to do?’ he asked, stretching his feet out and tilting back in his chair to let the sun warm his face.

‘Do?’ asked Beth who was struggling to retain her composure whilst a vision of Aunt Lizzie struggling through her final days tormented her. The emotions of the last 48 hours were stacking up relentlessly now. Throwing a rude, judgmental stranger into the mix meant there was the very real possibility of a sob breaking free at any moment and she blinked rapidly to disperse the tears she could feel gathering.

‘I can’t imagine you want a derelict old hut. Are you going to sell it?’

Beth swallowed hard. She should sell Number 4. That would be the sensible thing to do, say goodbye to Aunt Lizzie and Welby-on-the-Sea and return to Bristol to plan a new life without Matthew. She didn’t need to add a falling down beach hut to the almost never-ending list of problems that were jostling for space in her overcrowded head. She slid her shaking hands beneath the table.

‘I don’t know. I suppose I will…’

‘I thought so. What a shame. If only Lizzie had realised you didn’t want it.’

Beth gasped. The tears vanished and she was suddenly filled with so much rage she could feel her hands trembling. Maybe she would have to consider anger management or sleeping with lavender sprinkled on her pillow she thought, because for someone who was normally so easygoing, she did seem to be feeling a lot of rage recently. She had a brief memory of the expression on Matthew’s face as the water had hit his head, flowing down his face. And the very definite feeling of satisfaction it had brought her, however fleeting.

She cast an eye towards the teapot, working hard to resist the urge to tip its contents over Jake Balfour, but only after ripping off the sunglasses so she could see the expression in those green eyes as she did so.

‘You know nothing about me or Aunt Lizzie,’ she said furiously, knocking over her empty cup as she pushed back her chair and stood up. ‘And quite frankly what I do with the hut is none of your business, but if you must know, I have absolutely no intention of selling it!’ and without looking back, she stalked off the terrace, a pair of sunglasses watching her departure with interest.
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Chapter 8

Her cheeks still burning with anger, Beth stomped along the lane by the harbour wall, over the slipway and along the cobbles, no clear destination in mind.

Simmering resentment accompanied every step as she turned over the conversation in her mind. Jake knew nothing about the relationship between Beth and her aunt. How dare he suggest that she had let Aunt Lizzie down! How dare he stare at her with that slight twist to his otherwise quite perfectly formed lips, as though he had judged her and found her wanting.

Beth stopped. Her walk had brought her to the beach and even from here, she could see the total state of dilapidation Number 4 had fallen into. Oh, Aunt Lizzie, she thought sadly, why didn’t you just sell it and enjoy your last few months?

It was reckless to even consider keeping the hut. Jake’s words had stung her into making a hasty declaration, but in the peace and quiet of the summer’s morning with nothing but the sound of the sea in the background, she was thinking more clearly. Just staying in Welby for a couple of weeks would decimate her savings, taking on the expense of repairing Number 4 was nothing short of foolish. The sensible thing would be to sell.

She would spend as long as she could with Lavinia and try to enjoy being back in Welby. She would let the tranquillity of the delightful little town wash over her, sitting on the beach and thinking only happy thoughts. She may even see if she could hire a small boat and go out into the bay, laying beneath an unbroken blue sky as she rocked gently in the swell. And she would sell Number 4.

A pair of mocking green eyes flashed into her head and she kicked at the sand, losing her footing and almost falling over. It didn’t matter what Jake Balfour might think of her, she told herself sternly. He was a stranger with an attitude, nothing more.

She became aware that someone was on the deck next door to Number 4, a tall slender woman with blonde hair and wearing a kaftan that was billowing in the slight sea breeze. Beth watched as the woman opened the door of her hut and had to work hard to quell the gasp of envy and surprise.

The entire frontage had been made to fold back and reveal the interior, sparkling and preening itself for all to see. Sunbeams glanced from a chandelier, the glossy white kitchen units shone like polished glass and tub chairs, piled high with luxurious cream cushions, issued an invitation to sit in their depths and enjoy the view. Aunt Lizzie’s hut had never looked remotely like this one, even in its heyday.

Having opened the door and arranged a few cushions into a more pleasing pyramid, the woman stood on the deck and slipped off her kaftan, to reveal a bikini and a uniform suntan that only the most ardent of sun worshipers could achieve. She kicked off a pair of impractical crystal bedecked designer stilettos, replacing them with a pair of slightly more appropriate crystal bedecked designer flip-flops.

Beth had no doubt that here was a member of the Beach Hut Club Jake had told her about. The people who had turned Welby’s modest beach huts into something worthy of the front row at St Tropez and with a sigh, she turned her back, letting her gaze drift back out to the distant horizon and thoughts of Aunt Lizzie.

The clink of glass and the fizzing of bubbles drifted towards Beth.

‘I say, do you have a cabana here?’

Looking over her shoulder, Beth found the woman, now with a glass in hand, staring at her.

‘Oh, er sorry?’

‘I asked if you had a cabana. This end of the beach is reserved for cabana owners only.’

Perplexed, Beth continued to stare. Where were the cabanas, she wondered? And had there been a change in the rules? The beach at Welby was open to everyone and always had been.

Rolling her eyes, the woman switched the glass of champagne to her other hand and then gestured impatiently down the row of elegant beach huts. Elegant with one exception.

‘Do you own one of the cabanas?’ she demanded frostily, her voice indicating that she already knew the answer to the question. ‘If not, I’ll have to ask you to move on.’

‘Oh, you mean the beach huts.’ Beth’s face cleared. ‘Do I own one of the huts?’

The woman flinched at Beth’s use of the word. ‘This section of the beach is restricted.’ Turning her back towards Beth, she began walking to her lounger, a small table at one side containing a cooler and an open bottle. ‘You can use the other end of the beach.’

‘I’ve been visiting Welby for years and the beach was always open to everyone. When did the rules change?’ asked Beth politely, who was fairly certain nothing had actually changed. Aunt Lizzie would have mentioned it in one of her chatty letters, overflowing with information about Welby and its comings and goings.

‘The cabana owners have invested a great deal of money in Welby-on-the-Sea and deserve to have an uninterrupted view,’ the woman said with a disapproving sniff.  ‘Please move on.’

Beth frowned. She was still stinging from her encounter with Jake Balfour and here was another stranger, judging Beth, telling her what she should do.

‘So, the rules haven’t changed, you just wish the beach was private?’

‘It’s accepted that this section of the beach is to be used only by…’

‘Is it a rule? Or an expectation?’ challenged Beth.

‘It will be a rule, shortly,’ snapped the woman. ‘At the very next council meeting. My husband has submitted an…’

‘So, it’s not a rule? Not yet.’

Amazed at her temerity, Beth met the furious stare boldly. Maybe she should have stood up to Matthew a little more. If she hadn’t been so willing to do his bidding, happy to go along with his every suggestion, she would have insisted on coming to Welby to visit Aunt Lizzie and Beth would have seen for herself the state of both the beach hut and her aunt. Her lip wobbled slightly at the thought and to compensate, she sent a withering glance at the woman before her.

‘This beach is for everyone’s use,’ she said sternly. ‘And I have no intention of moving.’

‘Well, really!’ said the woman in outrage. ‘There is no need to be quite so rude!’

Beth’s brows winged upwards. The only rude person in the vicinity was designer shoe lady.

‘Not at all,’ she said calmly. ‘I’m simply stating facts. But if it makes you feel any better, the answer is yes.’

At the woman’s perplexed look, Beth continued. ‘Yes, I do own a beach hut.’

Under pain of death, Beth would never refer to it as a cabana.

‘You do?’ the expression on the woman’s face changed instantly. She smiled, and Beth realised that beneath the sulky expression, she was quite pretty. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t recognise you. Are you one of the Bennet-Hill girls?’

Beth shook her head. ‘No. I…’

‘Oh my! You’re not Maurice’s niece from London, are you? He did mention you were coming to stay.’

‘No, I…’

‘Ah, you must be Jacintha’s eldest, back from Paris! I’ve been longing for you to arrive, I love Paris. I’m Jemima by the way, Jemima Carrington-Smythe. How long ….’

‘I’m Lizzie’s niece,’ interrupted Beth quickly. ‘Lizzie Brandon. She left me her hut.’

She watched the expressions chase across the woman’s face as she tried desperately to place Lizzie Brandon and taking pity, Beth pointed to the hut next door. Silence reigned as they both stared at the drooping frame, the broken window and the empty coke tin rattling around the deck.

‘The woman next door?’ The voice held equal outrage and relief. ‘You’ve taken your time to show up. We’ve been waiting for you to come and sort out this blot on the landscape. It’s a wreck and very upsetting for the rest of the cabana owners,’ her voice was high and petulant. ’It’s making my husband very stressed. He comes to the beach to relax and restore his wellbeing after a hard week at work and all he can see is…is that!’ she waved in the direction of Number 4 and Beth followed the hand with its glossy red-tipped nails. She had to admit that it was a bit of an eyesore, sitting in a line of sleek little huts, immaculately painted and positively sparkling with attention.

‘Better late than never I suppose,’ acknowledged Jemima begrudgingly. ‘Now, I presume you will be selling? We have a buyer ready and waiting. Give me your details and I’ll pass them on to him. He’s eager to get on with the sale.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Beth, wondering if she had misheard. ‘You have a buyer…?’

‘Yes. And he’s keen to get things moving. So, your number?’

A buyer! Beth looked over at the derelict hut. She could sell Number 4 and not have to worry about the cost of repairs. She could spend the next week in Welby restoring her own wellbeing. And all Beth had to do was give this rather unpleasant woman her details. Surely Aunt Lizzie would understand.

‘What makes you think I want to sell?’ Beth heard herself ask, putting her hands on her hips and jutting out her chin.

Jemima raised one over-plucked eyebrow.

‘Well, you can't be that interested, you've never visited. The woman who owned it spent every single day in that hut and it’s the first time I’ve ever seen you here.’

‘That doesn’t mean I…’

‘And it’s awful! Why would you want to keep it?’

‘Why does your friend want it?’

‘Our friend is happy to buy your tatty little hut and turn it into something we would all approve of. And he’ll give you an excellent price.’

Beth wondered what the price would be. Enough to help with the rent until she decided what to do next? Enough to allow her to go on an adventure of her own, following Aunt Lizzie’s footsteps down the Amazon or searching for fairy terns.

Jemima was waiting.

‘I…I…’ Beth paused. This was the perfect solution. Hadn’t she just decided she couldn’t possibly keep Number 4? She should accept the offer and get on with the rest of her life. And yet strangely, the words were struggling to make an appearance.

‘You’ve never shown any interest in the place. I thought you would leap at the chance of a quick sale.’

The green eyes flashed into her head again and she pushed them away angrily. She would sell Number 4 and not give tuppence for anything that Jake Balfour might say.  She would probably never see him again anyway.

‘Well?’ demanded Jemima. ‘Are you going to sell?’

Beth glared at her crossly. She becoming very tired of people telling her what she should do.

‘No.’ She flinched with surprise at her words. ‘I won’t be selling.’

‘What?’ the ice was back in Jemima’s voice and the fingers gripping her champagne tightened. ‘You can’t want to keep this wreck.’

Beth looked at Number 4, forlorn and lopsided from its struggle with the elements.

‘I do,’ she said in surprise. ‘I spent a lot of time here as a child and I…’

‘Well, you can’t leave it in this state! It’s an absolute disgrace. Your aunt refused to update it no matter how many times we asked.’

‘Yes, I realise and I will…’

‘Something needs to be done and quickly,’ continued Jemima, wrinkling her nose with distaste. ‘Before my poor husband simply can’t bring himself to visit the beach anymore.’

‘Of course. But I…’

‘It’s simply not good enough and we’ve put up with it for long enough.’

Beth was chewing her lip as she stared at Number 4. She would get it restored. Take her time, and do it properly.  Maybe it wouldn’t be quite the same standard as some of the other huts but she could get it looking the way it used to look many summers before. Aunt Lizzie used to carry out her own repairs, maybe Beth could learn. She would spend her weekends in Welby, slowly renovating the hut and then next summer she could invite Sally down for the weekend and they could lounge on the deck and while away long sunny days. Now that she had made her decision, she felt the thrill of owning her very own beach hut begin to tingle in her veins.

‘I realise it needs work,’ admitted Beth. ‘I will get it sorted.’

‘You’ll have to! And you don’t have much time,’ advised Jemima with a pout. ‘My husband is very upset and has already taken steps to address the matter.’

‘I will get it… steps?’ asked Beth warily. ‘What steps?

‘He…we’ve run out of patience.’ Jemima tossed her head, the blonde hair catching the breeze and rippling over her shoulders. ‘We tried to persuade your aunt to sell when it became clear she couldn’t keep up to the hut any longer.’

Clearly, Aunt Lizzie’s hut hadn’t progressed to a cabana.

‘And after she died and no one turned up to claim it, we were forced to take action.’

‘What action?’

‘My husband raised the matter with the local council,’ advised the woman. ‘And they’ve agreed, your aunt’s hut is not only an eyesore but a health and safety risk.’

Beth would be the first to admit negotiating her way in and out of the hut was a little tricky due to the rotten boards. The roof was definitely a worry. And the falling tiles and broken windows could be construed as a problem. But nothing that couldn’t be fixed, eventually. She just needed time.

‘Yes, I know and I will…’

‘So,’ the woman continued. ‘If you decide not to sell, you need to make the hut respectable within the next few weeks or the council will make a forced purchase. Our friend can buy it from you now, or from the council when they take it away from you. Either way, it needs to be owned by someone who can make that…’ she waved her red-tipped hand in the direction of Number 4, ‘look like something we want to see on our beach,’ and turning away she popped in a pair of earbuds, ignoring Beth’s horrified countenance as she threw herself onto her sun lounger and lifted her face to the sun.
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Chapter 9

Sally: So have I got this right - the hut is falling down, your neighbours have complained and the council are going to take it away from you?

Beth: Yes, apparently it’s a health and safety risk

Sally: But you’ve decided you want to keep it

Beth: I’d decided I was going to sell it but then Jake got all uppity and judgmental so I told him I was keeping it

Sally: Jake being the guy at the B&B, the rude one you don't like? With the green eyes?

Beth: That’s the one. I told him I was keeping the hut but I only said that because he was so unpleasant! He said I’d neglected Aunt Lizzie! That she’d hung onto the hut when she was ill so she could leave it to me but I was the sort who would just sell it and not care

Sally: What’s it got to do with him?

Beth: Exactly!! But anyway, he just made me so angry I told him he was wrong and I was keeping it

Sally: Even though you don't want to

Beth: It's not that I don't want to, I just thought it would be too expensive to repair. And if Matthew moves out I'll have to pay for the flat myself and it will be a struggle. And I don't actually know how to renovate a beach hut.

Sally: All good reasons to get rid

Beth: I know! But then Jemima said I should sell it

Sally: And she’s the snotty neighbour with the attitude?

Beth: That’s the one. She wants her friend to buy the hut

Sally: Which would solve all your problems

Beth: Well, yes actually it would.  But that made me angry as well. All these people who keep telling me what they think I should do!

Sally: So you told her you wouldn't sell

Beth: Yeah

Sally: Even though you really should?

Beth: Even though I really should. And now I'm waiting to hear from the solicitor what’s happening about this purchase order

Sally: Wow! I thought you said Welby was a quiet little place. Look at you, fighting with the locals and standing up for yourself. Go Beth go!!

After her encounter with Jemima on the beach, Beth had made a phone call to Timothy Evans, the solicitor who had dealt with Aunt Lizzie’s will, launching into a breathless account of snotty neighbours and councils with purchase orders. It had taken a while before the young man she was speaking to seemed to grasp the point of the conversation. But that may have been because Beth’s recounting of the situation with Number 4 contained lots of references to unfaithful boyfriends, unpleasant women with blonde hair and men with green eyes who judged her without knowing her.

Eventually, Timothy had cut through much of Beth’s rambling and deduced that the hut was in peril. He announced that a call to the council was needed and assured Beth that she could leave it in his capable hands.

And now she was waiting for his call, sitting on the edge of the bed and chewing her thumbnail. She had tried sitting on the balcony but for once the view was failing to bring her any peace. She had tried walking along the beach, but the feel of soft sand beneath her toes didn’t bring her any sense of freedom. She had tried sitting on the slipway and watching the waves roll in, but the regular movement, like nature’s soft heartbeat, failed to provide its usual respite and she had resorted to sitting on the edge of her bed, chewing her nail and watching Muddles lay in the sunlight, clearly having no problem leaving her cat-based problems behind.

Would the news be good or bad, she mused, and what exactly would be good news? She reached out to tickle Muddles’ tummy, receiving a loud pneumatic purr in return. Because if Timothy told her he had performed some solicitor-style magic and saved the hut, Beth was then presented with the rather thorny problem of how she was going to be able to afford the repairs, because she was quite sure that it would require more than the £174.60 she currently had in her bank account.

But if he said she was too late, the hut was already lost then she would always have to live with the knowledge that she had failed Aunt Lizzie somehow. As well as being unable to put two metaphorical fingers up in the direction of a pair of angry green eyes, or tell snooty designer shoe lady where to put her offer of a buyer.

Her phone rang making her yelp and Muddles glared at her for disturbing the peace.

‘Timothy here, Beth,’ said the voice in her ear and gripping the phone tightly she moved to the window, staring feverishly out to sea, listening to his summary of events and trying to concentrate on what he was telling her.

‘Sorry, Timothy. Is the interested party me or the council?

‘Er, it’s the other beach hut owners.’

‘Oh, yes. Of course.’ She had a feeling he’d already explained that several times.

‘So, am I the defendant?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Anyway, the CPO has been applied for and…’

‘The what?’

‘The CPO … the compulsory purchase order, remember?’

‘Oh yes, sorry.’

‘So, the CPO is going through formulation and…’

‘It’s going through what?’

There was a small sigh and a brief pause.

‘Okay. The council have accepted a claim that the hut poses a danger to third parties and is now the subject of a compulsory purchase order.’

Beth’s heart sank. Now it was about to be taken away from her she realised how much she wanted to keep the hut.

Oh, Aunt Lizzie, I’m so sorry, she whispered to herself.

‘But bearing in mind it is now under new ownership they have agreed that the CP… that the purchase order will only be followed through if the hut is not brought up to an acceptable standard by the new owner…that’s you.’

Timothy had been speaking quickly as though to forestall any further interruptions but now he paused and Beth’s jumbled thoughts raced to catch up.

‘They’re not going to take it away?’

‘Well, that’s not exactly what they said. They won’t take it away if you carry out repairs. And quickly. The other residents have pointed out that it won’t survive another winter and could cause damage to other properties if allowed to fall down, which apparently it is in the process of doing.’

‘So, I can keep the hut? If I repair it?’

‘That’s it!’

‘That’s wonderful news, Timothy. Thank you so much.’

‘Yes, well, it’s not entirely good news Beth.’

Nothing seemed to be entirely good news these days.

‘Oh?’

‘You see, the other beach hut owners made their application to the council the minute Lizzie died.’

Beth scowled and waited.

‘So, this process has been ongoing for some weeks,’ said Timothy in his soft voice.

There was an anxious knot beginning to form deep in Beth’s stomach.

‘And?’ she asked cautiously.

‘And although the council have agreed’ said Timothy, clearing his voice nervously, ‘to give you a chance to repair the hut...’

Beth was clenching her phone so tightly that her fingers were turning white. ‘Yes?’

‘You only have two weeks.’

‘Two weeks!’ yelped Beth.

‘I’m afraid so. But at least they’ve given you two weeks. And it’s only a wooden hut, surely it can’t take that long to put right?’ he suggested innocently.

Ending the call, Beth waited to see how she felt about the news. The hut was still hers, sort of. All she had to do was spend money she didn’t have, carrying out renovations she had no experience of on a property which was derelict. In under two weeks.

It was madness, she decided, wrapping her arms around herself. It would be far more sensible to go back to the beach and ask Jemima if she would give her the number of the man who so desperately wanted Number 4. Beth could enjoy a few relaxing weeks in Welby and return to Bristol without having to worry if she could pay the rent. And if Jemima did look a little smug when Beth arrived with her request, so be it. And if Jake Balfour snorted with derision when he heard that Beth had sold Aunt Lizzie’s hut, then she didn’t care. She would never see either of these people again.

Except that she didn’t want to sell the hut. She didn’t want to give either of them the pleasure of knowing she had done exactly what they thought she would. For once Beth Carter wanted to be the one calling the shots, however irresponsible it was.

She clattered down the stairs.

‘Lavinia! Are you there?’

Beth could tell from the aroma drifting throughout the house that Lavinia was in her kitchen and Beth felt her stomach roll in hunger. Her breakfast had been ruined by old green eyes and the smell of Lavinia’s cookies reminded her just how little she had eaten over the last few days.

‘Beth! Goodness me, what’s the matter?’ asked Lavinia, taking a tray of biscuits from the oven and laying them on the table. ‘Not bad news, I hope?’

‘No. Well, not exactly, depends on your point of view I suppose,’ said Beth, blowing a strawberry blonde curl from her forehead and frowning. ‘Actually, no,’ she decided. ‘Good news.’

Lavinia sat down and poured them both a glass of lemonade, waiting for a flustered Beth to stop drumming her fingers on the pine table and impart her news.

‘I can keep the hut!’ said Beth breathlessly. ‘Sort of anyway. The council won’t go ahead with the purchase order just yet. I have to carry out repairs to make sure it isn’t a danger to anybody.’

‘Oh, that’s wonderful. Lizzie would be so pleased you’re keeping number 4 and…’

‘But I’ve only got two weeks,’ interrupted Beth in an agonised squeak. ‘Two weeks before the council will carry out an inspection and make a final decision. Two weeks!’

Lainia clapped her hands together, a big smile stretching her plump cheeks. ‘Amazing! And you’ve just taken two weeks off work. It couldn’t have worked out any better.’

Beth blinked. Lavinia was definitely a glass half-full sort of a person. In fact, in Lavinia’s head, the glass was positively overflowing.

‘I can’t restore the hut in two weeks,’ Beth said, her eyes as wide as saucers. ‘I’m not sure I can restore the hut at all! I hoped they might give me a year or so. Maybe two. But I can’t do it in two weeks!’

‘Why not? Do try a biscuit, Beth darling. They should be cool enough now. I’ve added a little lemon verbena and they smell delicious, don’t you think?’

They smelt superb, thought Beth, reaching out and taking one without her eyes leaving Lavinia.

‘I can’t do it in two weeks,’ said Beth slowly, ‘because I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve never restored a hut before. I’ve never owned a hut that needed restoring!’

Lavinia was testing a biscuit, nodding happily at the taste. ‘Lizzie used to carry out her own repairs. I remember you helping her.’

Beth ate the cookie, absently taking another as she cast her mind back. It had never occurred to her to ask how her aunt had become so proficient with a hammer and nails or knew so much about repairing old wooden huts.  But Lavinia was right. And if Lizzie could manage, did that mean Beth could? Did Aunt Lizzie’s woodworking skills run in the family?

‘I don’t know,’ she said uncertainly. ‘Aunt Lizzie was a lot more practical than me. I could show you a million things to do with an Excel spreadsheet but I’m not so good with tools. Especially not power ones, they can be a bit frightening. Scrumptious biscuit by the way, very lemony.’

‘Then don’t use power tools,’ suggested Lavinia, practically, ‘Lizzie never bothered.’

‘But two weeks! I really don’t…’

‘Two weeks is better than one week. I’m sure you can manage, Beth dear.’

What was left of Beth’s thumbnail went back between her teeth. ‘I suppose I can try,’ she said nervously. ‘What am I saying, I’ll have to try. I can’t afford to pay anyone to do it for me.’

‘Excellent! And you can stay here while you’re working on it.’

Beth frowned. Actually, with a beach but to repair, she probably didn’t have the funds to stay with Lavinia for two weeks. And Welcome was probably one of the cheapest Bed and Breakfasts in Welby. Maybe she would have to sleep on the beach until Number 4 was safe. There was a sign on the slipway about no overnight stays but she could be discreet. Wander up the beach after dark as though she was going for a late stroll and then find somewhere secluded to camp. She wouldn’t be able to light a fire or use a torch because someone could see and the council would have her evicted. And it would be pointless having a beach hut if she was no longer allowed on the beach.

‘Well,’ she began, ‘I can stay with you for a few days at least.’

‘For two whole weeks,’ continued Lavinia with a determined smile.

‘I’m just not sure I can afford…’

‘Nonsense! You’re not paying to stay with me, Beth Carter. Do you think I would charge you for a roof over your head?’ She gave Beth a stern stare. ‘Absolutely not!’

‘Lavinia, you run a Bed and Breakfast, of course you have to charge me for a room. That’s the whole point.’

‘Yes, but that’s not why you’re here. You’re here as a friend, a friend I haven’t seen for many years. And you’re here so you can carry out the wishes of another friend. My oldest friend, who I miss dearly. I wouldn’t dream of letting you pay for a room.’

Beth opened her mouth to argue but Lavinia was taking off her apron and folding it up in a businesslike manner before holding up her hand. ‘No discussions, Beth,’ she said firmly. ‘None at all. Now, you can stay in your little room at the top of the house. The only other person who might arrive during the next few weeks are the Butlers and they can’t get up there, not with Mr Butler’s hip. I always put them as low down the house as possible. Miss Stewart may turn up before you leave, but she’s someone else who can’t get up all those stairs, although she says the view is the best in the place. No, she always takes the double room at the front so you see, it’s quite convenient.’

She sent a sweet smile in Beth’s direction, pretending not to notice the tears in her eyes. ‘So, I’m going to put a jug of homemade lemonade and some more biscuits on the balcony. Why don’t you sit there and make some plans? You’ve got a lot to do over the next two weeks if you’re going to save Lizzie’s hut but she would be so proud of you Beth, so very proud,’ and she shooed Beth out of the kitchen and up the stairs.
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Chapter 10

Half an hour later, Beth was hard at work trying to convince herself that she could succeed with her new challenge. She was sitting on the balcony with nothing but the sea to look at. She could hear the seagulls calling and children laughing on the beach below, whilst a breeze ruffled through her hair, cooling her neck. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and decided that nothing was insurmountable.

She would spend a little time taking note of what was needed to restore Number 4 so the council deemed it safe. It didn’t need turrets or mahogany decking It certainly didn’t need gilt-tipped railings or a chandelier. The interior could be upgraded later. All it needed for now was some tender loving care. And a new roof. Some windows. Possibly four new walls, And definitely some new floorboards.

She took a quick sip of her lemonade. Okay, there was a lot to do, and she wriggled her shoulders in an attempt to ease the tension. The light was just beginning to fade as the sun headed towards the horizon and the air was pleasantly cool, which was good because Beth was feeling positively feverish at the thought of the work ahead of her. Was it really only the previous day she had arrived in Welby and decided that she would sell Number 4? So much seemed to have happened since.

At least it had stopped her thinking about Matthew quite so much, she realised with surprise. While her heart still ached and tears were never far away, she had found her thoughts travelling in his direction less and less as the day, and her problems, progressed. And at least here on the balcony, she could enjoy the tranquillity of Welby.  She would listen to the waves, take some deep calming breaths and simply sit here for a while.

‘Hello!’

The peace came to a crashing halt and her eyes flew open to see a pair of sunglasses staring down at her.

‘Hello,’ Beth offered grudgingly, moving her legs so Jake could squeeze by and join her at the table. She really needed to get some sunglasses, she decided. The reflective sort like he wore. The sort that would hide her eyes and make her look as inscrutable and difficult to read as he was.

‘Ah, Lavinia’s lemonade. It’s delicious, don’t you think?’

Taking a glass, he filled it to the brim and gulped it down in one go.

‘Thirsty?’ asked Beth caustically.

‘Very.’

He was staring at her from behind his protective glasses.

‘Good day?’ he asked cheerfully.

‘It was okay,’ she mumbled.

Actually, it had been highly stressful, exhausting and ultimately, quite unnerving. And it had all started with their encounter at breakfast so it was really his fault, and she couldn’t help directing an angry side-eye his way.

‘Have you enjoyed being back in Welby? Has it helped with the recovery?’ he asked.

Beth stared at him blankly. ‘The what?’

‘You know. The man trouble.’

Beth slammed her glass onto the table. Maybe she would have to find somewhere else to stay after all, far away from this obnoxious man with his endless questions and lack of subtlety.

‘I don’t have any man trouble,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘None whatsoever.’

‘Oh? I thought you said you’d just broken up with – what was his name again, Martin?’

‘Matthew,’ snapped Beth. ‘And I didn’t say I was here because of him.’ She stopped, or had she? This morning seemed so long ago and so much had happened since.  ‘I’m here because of Aunt Lizzie’s hut.’

‘Oh yes. The hut. The one you’re not going to sell.’

‘That’s right!’

He smiled and Beth sat on her hands to prevent herself from ripping off his glasses and slapping his face. His smirk may show off a lot of rather impressive cheekbones and the faint dimple in his chin, but it irritated Beth beyond belief.  

He topped up his glass, leaving nothing in the jug and Beth was tempted to finish her own drink so she could look pointedly at the emptiness he had left.

‘So, what happened?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ hoping she had managed to inject a suitable amount of ice into her voice, Beth glared at him across the empty lemonade jug.

‘Between you and Martin. What happened?’

‘It’s Matthew!  And it’s none of your business.’

‘Sorry,’ he shrugged, clearly unmoved by her outburst. ‘Just interested.’

He stretched out his legs, sighing happily as he lifted his face to the fading sun and Beth hoped that was an end to his inquisition.

‘Staying long?’ he asked, tilting his head to one side as though genuinely interested in the answer.

‘Depends,’ grunted Beth, keeping her eyes on the view in the hope it would encourage silence.

‘Oh? Interesting. Depending on…?’

With an exaggerated sigh, Beth turned to meet his gaze, or rather the sunglasses.

‘What?’ she asked in irritation.

‘What does it depend on?’ he asked curiously. ‘Martin?’

‘Matthew! And no, it has nothing to do with him.’

‘Right. Sorry, I get the feeling you don’t want to talk about him and here I am asking nonstop questions.’ His face was apologetic, except for the tiniest of tilts to the edge of his mouth that confirmed Beth’s suspicions that he wasn’t sorry in the slightest.

He slipped his glasses down his nose and smiled at her. His ridiculous green eyes made him look like some kind of irritating merman and if they hadn’t been so captivating, Beth would have looked away instantly. As it was, she felt she stared at them for a little too long, her cheeks filling with colour as she eventually turned away.

‘I’m sorry,’ he offered, his tone smooth. ‘No more questions about Martin. Promise.’

She bit her tongue, staring out to sea and wishing she was out in the bay, bobbing about in a boat far away from Jake Balfour.

Silence reigned and the tension began to seep out of her shoulders. It was so peaceful when he stopped talking. Hopefully, he would be gone tomorrow morning and Beth could enjoy her breakfast and the view to herself.

‘So,’ he began, and Beth groaned. ‘If your visit doesn’t depend on your man trouble, sorry, lack of man trouble, why don’t you know how long you’ll be staying?

Closing her eyes, Beth wondered if he had a problem. An actual problem, the kind that had been diagnosed. An inability to stop asking strangers personal questions.

‘If you must know,’ she ground out, wishing she wasn’t facing the sun and having to squint as she spoke to him. ‘I have decided to stay in Welby for a couple of weeks to renovate Aunt Lizzie’s beach hut.’

For a long moment, he didn’t say anything, which Beth found quite refreshing. Then a snort of laughter erupted.

‘You’re going to renovate it?’

‘Yes. I am going to renovate it.’

Amusement was written all over his face. ‘I see. And have you renovated anything before?’

Oh, how Beth wanted to tell him she was an expert renovator. That she had been renovating all her adult life and could renovate in her sleep if needed.

‘Not exactly.’

‘I see. And how exactly is not exactly? Don’t tell me, you’ve watched a program about renovating houses and you think you can do the same?’

She really just wanted to punch him. Punch him hard and then throw those cursed glasses over the balcony.

‘No!’ which was a lie. ‘I’ve had some hands-on experience, actually.’

If wallpapering the living room counted, and Beth had decided it most certainly did.

The grin that spread across his face was both mocking and superior. ‘Well let’s hope you know a lot about woodwork because that hut needs more than a lick of paint.’

Perhaps she would throw him over the balcony as well as his glasses.

‘I’ll manage,’ she said stiffly. ‘It’s not as difficult as people think.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

‘Wow. And here’s me, a builder, thinking it was a fairly major job.’

Beth wondered if the colour that was flooding her cheeks could be passed off as sunburn.

‘You’re a builder?’

‘I am.’

If she had any thumbnail left to bite, she would be nibbling on it right now. Instead, she swallowed hard.

‘Oh,’ she said in a wobbly voice. ‘Interesting.’

‘Isn’t it.’

How she hated that twist to his lips, the confident air as he watched her discomfort from across the table. In fact, she may just hate him.

‘Then what are you doing staying at Lavinia’s B&B?’ she challenged. ‘Shouldn’t you be busy working on your own house?’

Her tone was childish, making her blush even more, but there was something about the man sitting on the balcony that was bringing out the very worst in Beth Carter’s normally amenable and pleasant nature.

‘That’s what I’m doing,’ he answered cheerfully. ‘Just needed somewhere to stay for a couple of weeks.’

‘A couple of weeks?’

Her heart really couldn’t sink any lower. He was going to be here for her entire stay. Not only would she have to fight him for the lemonade, she would have to put up with that mocking smile across the breakfast table every morning. A good argument for intermittent fasting, she decided.

‘That’s right. A week or so. Like you. Just imagine, we’ll be able to share building stories every evening. Won’t that be fun,’ and with a final wicked smile, he turned away and settled back in his chair to gaze out to sea, the picture of contentment.
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Chapter 11

The following morning, Beth crept onto the balcony only to find it empty, much to her relief.  She had been frantically googling building terms since the early hours, determined that if the objectionable green-eyed man started quizzing her, she would be able to tell him airily exactly what a stud wall was and the best mix of sharp sand and cement to make a good quality screed.

‘Here we go,’ said a cheerful Lavinia, putting a plate of bacon and eggs in front of Beth, who discovered much to her surprise that her appetite had returned with a vengeance.

‘No Jake this morning,’ Lavinia told her as she added a rack of toast to the table. ‘You've got the balcony all to yourself.’

‘Where is he?’ asked Beth suspiciously, peering behind Lavinia as though it might all be a trick and he would come leaping out shouting ‘surprise’.

‘He had an early start,’ Lavinia answered, pouring Beth a cup of tea. ‘Or did he say he had to pop home? Not sure but he’ll be back later if you need to talk to him.’

Beth couldn't imagine the circumstances that would mean she wanted to talk to Jake Balfour, but deciding that his absence was a clear sign that today was going to be a good day, she tucked into her breakfast and sighed in contentment at the peace his absence brought.

Eventually, arming herself with a small bag of supplies, mainly biscuits and lemonade, and a burning determination to prove Jake wrong in every possible way, Beth made her way to Number 4. It was still early but the sun was already high in the sky and the day already was under way with crowds in every direction. Happy couples sat on the harbour wall planning their day as they soaked in the view whilst others roamed the cobbles, peering down every alley and around every corner as they explored Welby.

Beth arrived at the beach to find Jemima’s terrace unoccupied, another sign of a good day ahead she decided happily. Everything was going well so far. Leaping over the holes in the deck, she gave the door a firm push to persuade it to open, only to find herself falling into the hut at speed as it obliged, narrowly missing the seagull feasting on a chip on top of Lizzie’s kitchen table.

‘Ow!’

Ducking to avoid the surprisingly large wing span, Beth flapped her arms. ‘Out with you, go on.’

She tried to steer it in the direction of the door. ‘Sorry, but you’ll have to find a new home now,’ she told it, waving her arms even harder as it stared defiantly back with small beady eyes, refusing to take the hint.

‘Shoo! Go on.’

Chip finished, it hopped out of the doorway at a leisurely pace before stopping and turning round to watch Beth, totally unconcerned by her presence.

‘Once they find somewhere they like they don’t move on easily,’ a voice told her, and Beth looked up to see an elderly man watching her and the seagull in amusement. ‘Pesky creatures,’ he continued. ‘And, of course, there are so many titbits around in tourist season they become bold.’

He was leaning on his walking stick, a Panama hat covering his head and most of his face but he was smiling in a friendly fashion. ‘Make sure you shut the door and windows tonight or he’ll be back.’

Beth glanced at the interested seagull who seemed content to sit on the deck and listen to the conversation.

‘Easier said than done,’ sighed Beth looking at the broken window. ‘But I’ll see what I can manage,’ and with a smile of her own, she went back inside, carefully stepping around the sagging floorboards.

It was even worse than she remembered and her heart sank as she sat gingerly on a chair. They had been painted sky blue at one time and she and Lizzie would sit on either side of the daffodil yellow table, a large map spread between them as Lizzie pointed to all the places she had been and recounted the adventures she’d had. Now the table seemed to have somehow lost a leg and was leaning at a dangerous angle, the yellow faded and scratched.

Feeling more than a little overwhelmed, Beth took a few deep breaths. She would start by clearing the debris and flotsam that seemed to have taken over, months of grime left by the elements and the seagulls, to see exactly how much she needed to do. And imagining Jake’s mocking voice if she returned to Welcome and admitted defeat, she rolled up her sleeves and set to work.

Sometime later, she heard Jemima arrive next door and open the doors to her elegant and sparkling hut. She probably spent half an hour fluffing the cushions every morning, thought Beth crossly as she pulled down Aunt Lizzie’s old curtains and sneezed at the dust they produced. That ridiculously inappropriate white kitchen would be a magnet for sand, she decided, pulling seaweed from what was left of Aunt Lizzie’s bench seats. As for…

‘Hello! Hello!’

Beth jumped guiltily as Jemima’s high-pitched voice drifted over the terrace.

‘I say...hello!’

Rolling her eyes Beth sighed, and stepping over the hole by the door she went out to greet her neighbour.

‘Hello Jemima.’

Jemima’s sun lounger was already out, a bottle of champagne sitting in a cooler, waiting, and Jemima was clad in yet another floaty kaftan, designer flip-flops and oversized sunglasses which she tipped down so she could peer at Beth.

‘I want to know when the work will start,’ she demanded.

‘The work has started,’ said Beth, wriggling her aching shoulders which were the proof.

‘I meant the real work. When will the builders be here? I don’t want them making too much noise. I come here to relax, for some peace and quiet.’

‘Unfortunate fact of life, Jemima. You can’t build without making noise. I’m sure you found that when you had your own hut renovated,’ Beth said with a smile that was more of a grimace. ‘You wanted the hut repaired straight away.’

Jemima sniffed. ‘My builders were quick, efficient and considerate,’ she said loftily. ‘Who are you using?’

Beth shrugged. ‘You’re looking at them. I will be doing the work.’

There was a long moment of nothing and Beth wondered if the sea breeze and the sound of the waves had snatched away her words.

‘I’m sorry. Did you say you were doing the work?’

Beth glanced at the immaculate red-tipped nails and wondered if Jemima did anything herself. Other than opening a bottle of champagne each morning.

‘Yes. I am.’

‘Why on earth would you do that?’ Jemima asked in amazement, her wide eyes running over the dirt and cobwebs strewn across Beth’s clothes and wincing at the scratches and dust on her legs.

Beth grimaced. ‘Because I enjoy renovating derelict huts. Because I love spending my day knee-deep in dirt.’

As Jemima stared at her blankly, Beth sighed. ‘Because I can’t afford to pay someone to do it for me,’ she admitted reluctantly.

Jemima blinked rapidly, her false eyelashes causing a draught Beth could feel from several feet away. ‘You can’t afford a builder?’ she asked in a shocked tone, shuddering slightly at the very thought before frowning. ‘So, sell it. I’ve told you I can get you a good price.’

‘But I don’t want to sell. This hut means a great deal to me, I want to keep it.’

Jemima’s eyes drifted over the dilapidated beach hut with its faded paint and lopsided roof, her face baffled.  ‘Why on earth would you want to keep that?’ she asked, her nose wrinkling delicately. ‘It’s awful! Why not just sell?’

It was a good question, one Beth had been asking herself all morning as she gingerly examined the nests under the floorboard for proof of life and cleared all evidence of the seagull from the table.

‘Because it has such sentimental value,’ she said slowly, thinking that maybe if she could explain her need to hang onto Number 4 to Jemima, she might understand it better herself. ‘It’s not about how it looks now, it’s about what it means to me. What it used to mean to someone I loved very much. It’s about what it used to be and what it can become again.’

She decided that sounded quite good. And it did explain how she felt about Number 4, the memories it held, the feeling that somehow Aunt Lizzie would always be with Beth, preserved forever in the pink beach hut. She gave Jemima a pleased smile but the woman was looking blank.

‘Did it used to look nice then?’ she asked, casting another sceptical eye over the leaning roof. ‘It must have been a long time ago.’

Beth shook her head impatiently. ‘I don’t mean that it ever looked particularly nice…’

‘You just said that you wanted to keep it because of how it used to look.’

‘No!’ Beth bit her lip. Maybe she needed to continue working on her explanation. ‘I didn’t mean what it looked like. It never looked particularly amazing, or beautiful or…anything like that. But it was a special place. For me and my Aunt Lizzie. It’s a place full of memories that I want to hang onto.’

She could see Jemima trying to come to terms with the idea of saving somewhere because it made you feel happy and not because of how it looked, but after a few seconds she gave up, shaking her head.

‘Whatever,’ she declared with a toss of her hair. ‘You’re clearly mad if you think you can make that look any better without any help,’ and clearly at the end of her interest in the subject, she turned away and threw herself back onto her sun lounger.

Beth worked hard for the rest of the afternoon, despite the heat and the dirt and the perplexed looks Jemima cast over the top of her sunglasses when she thought Beth wasn't looking.

She swept and cleaned and gathered the debris covering the hut, then swept and cleaned some more until she had cleared the small mountain of rubbish that had blown in through the broken window and the hole in the roof. Her back ached, she had broken almost every fingernail she possessed and she kept staring in horror at the sink, hanging sideways and attached only by a rusting pipe, and the hole on the roof that let the bright sunlight flood in whilst doing nothing to keep the elements out.

Adding it to her list of essential repairs, which was getting longer by the minute, Beth wondered how much plumbers charged in Welby-on-the-Sea. It was definitely going to be more than Beth actually had and she sighed deeply, stretching her aching back.

Sitting on the once blue chair, Beth cast her eyes around. If she could just get the roof fixed and the floor repaired, maybe she would pass the inspection. Oh, and replace the window, sort out the hole in the decking and get the sink back in working order. That was a lot of work she thought dejectedly and she rubbed her forehead, only to notice her hands were black with dirt.

Feeling the chair shift unsteadily beneath her weight, Beth stood up quickly. She couldn’t do any more today, maybe it was time to retreat to her room in the eaves of Welcome. She couldn’t wait to climb into the shower, however small, and wash the day away. Tomorrow she would have to decide how to approach the rotten boards that were undoubtedly a safety hazard, and she wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight thinking of the roof but for now, she was done.

Taking heed of the elderly man’s warnings, Beth looked around for something to put against the windows to stop any further intrusion by the seagull. Finding a cabinet door that was no longer attached to a cabinet, she wedged it against the broken pane before pulling the door as firmly shut behind her as she could.  She had a feeling it wouldn’t make any difference; the seagull would still be able to use the gaping hole in the roof and she could imagine an army of mice walking through the rotten door unhindered later that evening, outraged to find their nests gone.

Peeping sideways, she could see the door to Jemima’s hut remained open but she was missing from her usual position on the deck and saying a silent thank you, Beth hopped over the broken boards and set off walking briskly along the beach.

Maybe Jemima was right and it was madness to think she could repair the hut herself, thought Beth, making her way down the cobbled lane in the direction of Welcome. She had no idea what she was doing, and very little time to do it in. Why didn’t she just do what everybody expected of her and sell Number 4? It would certainly be the easier option. And a lot less painful.

‘Well,’ drawled a voice as she slipped in through the front door of Welcome and she closed her eyes, almost groaning out loud in both annoyance and frustration.

‘You weren’t exaggerating when you said you were going to do the work yourself.’

Swinging around to face him, Beth found herself looking into a pair of green eyes that for once weren’t hidden behind sunglasses. Refusing to be put off by the startling colour, or the dark line around the iris that looked as though it had been painted for effect, Beth glared back.

‘I’m perfectly capable,’ she snapped. She tossed her hair over her shoulder in defiance, only to catch her reflection in the mirror hanging behind the reception desk and noticing the strand of seaweed caught in the tangled curls. She pulled it free, trying to look haughty despite Jake’s small chuckle. ‘I don’t know why you think I can't do this.’

Jake shrugged, a look of amusement curling his lips and Beth briefly wondered if he was this unpleasant to every woman he met, or was it just Beth he seemed to take pleasure in taunting.

‘You just don’t seem the sort,’ he said, his eyes running over her filthy t-shirt and the scratches that covered her arms and legs and his lips twitched even more. ‘Although you certainly don’t mind getting dirty.’

Putting her hands on her hips, Beth let out a huff of anger. Perhaps he should swap notes with Jemima, they could have a lovely long discussion about Beth’s lack of abilities in the building department.

‘Not the sort?’ she demanded. ‘And what sort do I look like?’

Immediately, Beth regretted her words. How she wished she had just ignored him and gone straight to her tiny bathroom to stand beneath the shower, until the trauma of the day and any thoughts of Jake Balfour were washed clean away. But he was standing between her and the narrow stairs and Beth felt he was unlikely to step out of the way, not when she had just provided him with a golden opportunity to tell her exactly what he thought of her.

‘Oh, you know. Someone used to the work being done for her, I suppose.’

Her mouth dropped open in outrage. ‘How dare you. I can do things for myself!’

The look he sent her was blatantly doubtful.

‘What makes you so sure I can’t do this?’ she growled. ‘Aunt Lizzie looked after that beach hut for years on her own.’

‘I know. I helped her more than once.’

The voice had drifted from mocking to disapproving and Beth’s anger fizzled into guilt. He had helped her because Beth hadn’t been around.

‘Lizzie was a woman more than capable of doing anything she put her mind to.’ He gave her a look that clearly said Beth was not that sort of person. Not in Jake Balfour’s opinion. ‘But even she needed a little help towards the end.’

‘I would have come to help in a shot if I’d know how bad the hut was. She never said, she never let me know…’

‘Lizzie was far too proud to ask,’ he announced.

They both knew he meant that Lizzie shouldn’t have needed to ask for help. If Beth had continued to visit Welby-on-the-Sea and her Aunt Lizzie, she would have known how much help was needed.

‘You’re quite right,’ she said in a small dignified voice, letting the hands fall from her hips. ‘Aunt Lizzie was a very special person and despite anything you may think you know to the contrary, I loved her. And I will do everything I can to restore her hut into something she would be proud of. Now if you’ll excuse me,’ and stepping forward she met his eyes unflinchingly until silently, he stepped to one side and let her walk past him and up the narrow staircase.
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Chapter 12

When the water was running clean once more and the straw and debris removed from her hair, Beth finally stepped out of the shower and pulled on some clean clothes.

Tempted to remain in her room where there was no risk of another encounter with Jake Balfour, she spent several minutes gazing out of the window at the one solitary puffy white cloud that had the sky to itself and was floating lazily around. In the distance, she could see the tips of white waves rolling into the bay and the gentle sounds of people chattering in the distance.

Eventually, she slipped her feet into a pair of flip-flops, not quite as elegant as Jemima’s, and went in search of Lavinia. She wouldn’t be imprisoned in her room by the thought of Jake’s mocking eyes or the disdainful twist to his lips.

Following the smell of lavender and thyme, she found Lavinia in the kitchen, the soft sound of the radio in the background. The back door was open and Beth could see into the small courtyard garden beyond, bound on every side by ancient stone walls, overflowing with herbs and flowers and clouded in a soft scent that took Beth straight back to the summers of her youth.

There was always something baking in Lavinia’s kitchen. Fresh bread would be sitting on the table, flavoured with rosemary or fennel; biscuits would be gathered on plates, seasoned with lavender or mint. Jars of herbs sat on the shelves above the small-paned window and everything Lavinia did contained a sprinkle of this and a dash of that. It was one of the most welcoming kitchens Beth had ever known.

Another plate of biscuits lay on the table, fresh from the oven and Beth leaned in greedily, not waiting to be asked if she would like to test one.

Lavinia poured them both some homemade iced tea and sat down next to Beth, tutting at a long scratch on her arm.

‘I’ll give you some dandelion salve before you go back upstairs. Make sure you rub plenty on before you go to bed.’

Nodding, Beth took another biscuit. She was far too tired to argue.

‘How did it go?’ asked Lavinia, watching Beth approvingly as she began nibbling on her third biscuit.

Beth’s appetite disappeared.

‘Not very well,’ she sighed. ‘To be honest, I think I’ve taken on more than I can handle. Jake certainly thinks so,’ she added with a disparaging sniff. ‘He seems to think I’m useless!’

‘I’m sure he doesn't.’

‘I'm sure he does. But it’s okay because I find him quite objectionable. And rude.’

‘Oh, take no notice,’ tutted Lavinia, shaking her head. ‘Jake’s not himself at the moment, don't let yourself be upset by anything he may say.’

She topped up their glasses and Beth waited for Lavinia to elaborate. When she didn’t, Beth couldn’t help herself.

‘What’s wrong with him?’

She hoped she’d injected just the right amount of disinterest into her voice.

‘Oh, you know,’ said Lavinia, testing one of her biscuits and nodding. ‘Mm, these are good. And I’ve just brought in plenty of chamomile from the garden, I’ll make you a nice cup of chamomile and lavender tea before you go to bed. It will help you sleep. Although all that fresh air and an afternoon of hard work will help as well. Maybe we’ll get rid of some of those circles under your eyes.’

Beth was exhausted and didn’t feel as though she would have any difficulty sleeping even without the aid of chamomile tea. Especially with the window open and the sound of the waves hitting the harbour wall.

‘So, Jake,’ she persisted gently. ‘Why isn’t he himself?’

Brushing biscuit crumbs from her hands, Lavinia settled in her seat, her plump frame relaxing in the herb-filled kitchen.

‘For the same reason as you, my darling. I’m afraid the course of true love is as equally bumpy for Jake at the moment.’

Beth had hated Jake prying into her business, asking what had happened between herself and Matthew. She had felt it to be rude and insensitive. But there again, sometimes the only way to find out anything was by asking.

‘What happened?’ she asked, wide-eyed.

Lavinia’s mouth pursed with disapproval. ‘That minx, Portia. Behaved very badly from what I can gather. Quite broke Jake’s heart.’

Beth hated that she needed to know more.

‘Is Portia his girlfriend? What did she do?’

‘She is his fiancée. Or was. Maybe she still is, I’m not altogether sure. It seems to depend on who you ask.’

‘And what did she do?’ asked Beth almost bubbling over with impatience.

Lavinia’s lips pursed even further together as she patted her apron. ‘Had a fling with one of Jake’s friends,’ she whispered, shaking her head. ‘While Jake was in Scotland working. Of course, she blamed it all on the friend and insists she’s still madly in love with Jake.’

Beth winced. Much as she hated to feel any empathy with the infuriating man, she knew exactly how he must be feeling; hurt, betrayed, unsure what direction his life was taking any more. Not that it made his behaviour acceptable, Beth reminded herself hastily before she started to feel too sorry for him.

‘He’s staying here for a while because she’s refusing to move out of their house. Says she wants them to try again. He’s too soft-hearted to throw her out, or maybe he does want them to get back together, I’m not too sure. But he won’t move back home, not while she’s still there. And after he’d worked so hard on that place too. Made it lovely he did, he deserves to be able to live in it,’ added Lavinia indignantly.

‘What place?’

‘Old Tom’s cottage, at the end of the lane.’

Beth cast her mind back to the many summers spent in Welby and knew the house in question. It was a fisherman’s cottage, the last house on the cobbled lane before the town faded into the beach.

Tom, an ancient fisherman, used to sit outside his front door in an equally ancient rocking chair and gaze out to sea every day, nodding a greeting to anyone who walked by. Beth had been wary of him, with his straggly beard and the pipe sticking permanently from his mouth, his gnarled hands resting in his lap. But then Aunt Lizzie told her that his only son had drowned many years before and his wife had died soon after, many believed of a broken heart. Tom remained in his cottage by the sea with only his memories to comfort him and the next time Beth had walked past, he hadn’t seemed so scary, just sad and alone.

And now it belonged to Jake. And Portia.

‘You should ask Jake about renovating Lizzie’s hut,’ advised Lavinia, getting up from her chair and her gossip. ‘He’ll be able to tell you exactly what needs doing. I know he offered to sort it out for Lizzie more than once, but she was far too independent to let anyone do anything for her that she thought she could do herself. Although even she had to give in and let him help with the odd thing towards the end.’

The very thought of asking Jake for help made Beth wince. But so did the thought of the labour ahead of her.

‘I think I may have misjudged the amount of work needed,’ she confessed to Lavinia. ‘I haven’t a clue what I’m doing and I know everybody is just waiting for me to make a fool of myself.’

Maybe that was a slight exaggeration. Jemima and Jake most definitely were waiting for the moment Beth fell flat on her face, everybody else she encountered in Welby seemed perfectly pleasant.

‘Why did you decide to keep the hut?’ asked Lavinia softly.

‘Because I loved every minute I spent in Number 4. And I loved Aunt Lizzie. She left me the hut for a reason and it wasn’t so I could sell it and walk away, she knew I wouldn’t do that.’  Beth had to save Number 4 from being taken over by Jemima Carrington-Smythe and becoming a cabana. For Aunt Lizzie’s sake. ‘So now I’ve got to prove I’m worthy. The thing is, I’m not sure I am,’ confessed Beth. ‘I’m trying my best, I’m just not sure it’s good enough.’

‘Then you are doing this for all the right reasons and you can’t worry about what anybody else might say or think,’ said Lavinia in a firm voice. ‘Lizzie never did. Heavens, when she announced she was going to travel around India for six months, your mother actually fainted. She told Lizzie that she would bring shame on the family with her wanderings and that it was an un-ladylike thing to do.’

Lavinia laughed even as a tear rolled down her face and she wiped her eyes with a tissue she found burrowed up her sleeve. ‘It made Lizzie even more determined to go,’ she said softly. ‘Anybody telling Lizzie she couldn’t do anything was like a red rag to a bull. Part of the reason she trekked across the Andes was because a man told her it wasn’t possible for a woman to make such a trip.’

Beth remained silent, watching Lavinia’s face fill with emotion for her old friend and her eyes drift to a time far, far away until she sighed and returned to her kitchen and Welby-on-the-Sea.

‘You mustn’t listen to anyone but yourself, Beth darling. If you want to rescue the hut then you should but do it because it’s what you want, not because of anything anybody else might tell you. And if it’s too much for you, then walk away. Don’t look back and don’t care about what anybody might say.’

Lavinia was leaning across the table, her hand resting on Beth’s own and her eyes shining brightly. ‘Follow Lizzie’s lead and believe in yourself.’

And then the lecture was over and a cup of chamomile tea was produced along with some salve for Beth’s arm. Leaving the kitchen, Beth began to walk towards the stairs only to come face to face with her nemesis, standing still and silent a few paces from the kitchen door.

How much had he heard, she wondered? Had he stood there listening to their gossip about his fiancée? Neither said anything and for a long moment, they simply stood, facing each other in the dim light of the hallway before he stood silently to one side, allowing Beth to pass.

Walking as quickly as she could before he took her to task, Beth managed to reach her bedroom without spilling her tea and curled up on the bed. Leaving the curtains open, she watched the sky become darker and darker until she couldn’t make out anything beyond the harbour wall and simply listened to the soothing sound of the waves until she drifted slowly to sleep.

*

The following morning, she braced herself for another encounter with the surly Jake as she stepped onto the balcony and squinted against the morning sun. She really must get some sunglasses, and not just because of the bright light, she decided, finding Jake already sitting at the table.

Pausing, she wondered if she should sit at the smaller table at the back of the balcony. But that was admitting defeat and they would both know he had won so tilting her chin, she pulled out the chair opposite him and sat down, sending him a surly glare in place of a greeting.

Toast was already on the table along with a pot of tea.

‘The tea will still be hot,’ he offered. ‘It’s not been there long.’

Beth nodded stiffly, concentrating on pouring herself a cup.

He passed her the jug of milk. ‘I saved you some,’ he informed her solemnly.

Taking the jug, Beth added some to her cup and placed it carefully back in the centre of the table, then turned her head so all she could see was the harbour and the blue sky, and nothing of the man opposite her.

A sigh drifted across the table and Jake leaned closer to her, his chin resting on steepled fingers.

‘I owe you an apology.’

Beth turned in surprise. It was not what she had been expecting.

‘An apology?’ she clarified warily.

The more she had thought about the previous evening the more she had convinced herself that he must have heard her pressing Lavinia for all his secrets.

‘Yes.’ Having caught her attention, he sat back in his chair. ‘I heard your conversation with Lavinia last night.’

Oh dear. Colour crept up Beth’s neck.

‘I heard you say how you were doing up the hut for Lizzie, how much you’d loved her.’

Ah, maybe she was safe after all.

‘And how there are people waiting for you to fail.’

Beth sat very still.

‘And I knew I was one of those people.’ He frowned, ‘Although I’m not sure who else in Welby-on-the-Sea has been giving you a hard time. But Lavinia was right, you shouldn’t pay any attention to me. You’re doing the right thing, for you and for your aunt.’

The colour flooded Beth’s cheeks and she was surprised to find herself a little breathless.

‘That’s okay,’ she stammered.  ‘I don’t …’

‘It’s not okay. I was unnecessarily hard on you.’

The sunglasses came off and he stared at Beth, stormy green eyes meeting nervous blue ones.

‘I have a … a few things going on in my life at the moment,’ he admitted, one hand rubbing at his chin and covering the dimple.

If Beth went any pinker,

she would look as though she were having sunstroke.

‘Oh?’ she squeaked.

‘Yes. I was in a bad mood and I took it out on you.’

Taking a sip of tea as a distraction, Beth almost dropped her cup as he continued.

‘But I apologise. I hope you manage to get the hut sorted, for Lizzie,’ and back on went the glasses as Beth fanned her face and wondered if she were still actually in her soft, comfortable bed dreaming of what the day may bring.
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Chapter 13

Trying to channel confidence rather than anxiety, Beth made her way to the hut, a floppy hat provided by Lavinia shielding her from the sun. Unbidden, she found her feet slowing down as she approached the last house on the row, pausing to admire the view out to sea as she drew level. Squinting sideways she tried to examine it without appearing to be staring.

It looked much as it always had, which for some reason made Beth feel unaccountably pleased. She imagined old Tom sitting outside the front door in his rocker, staring out to sea and his memories. The front door was new, or at least painted a sparkling blue that seemed to reflect the sky and Beth had an almost irresistible urge to open the door and peer inside. The ancient stone walls looked untouched although the windows looked new and the whole thing had been given a fresh coat of white paint. It reminded Beth of holidays and happiness.

Looking up she noticed a tiny balcony, much like the one at Welcome, jutting out and taking advantage of uninterrupted views. Wondering if it had always been there, she imagined Jake and the badly behaved Portia sitting with a cup of coffee each morning, letting the beauty of the sweeping bay seep into them before starting their day.

Sighing, she turned away from the cottage and continued towards the row of huts stretching along the beach. Her heart sank as she approached number 4 to find Jemima already on her decking, and Beth wondered if she spent every day perched there, kimono wafting, champagne on ice, designer flip flops ready, quite alone.

Her lips with their coating of Dior Poppy Red pursed as she saw Beth approach.

‘What did you mean when you said you want your cabana to look how it used to? It’s looked awful for as long as I can remember. You are going to make it look nice, aren’t you?’

Beth sighed deeply. ‘Yes Jemima,’ she said dutifully. ‘Of course I will.’

‘Right. Because it’s bad enough that I have to sit here day after day looking at that wreck but it makes Dominic very upset. He comes here to relax and…and…restore his sense of wellbeing.’

‘Okay,’ Beth said politely. ‘Well, I must get on…’

‘And Dominic gets so cross when he sees Number 4. It ruins his weekend!’

Beth wondered who the angry Dominic was. With his unfulfilled sense of wellbeing and ruined weekend.

‘Er, Dominic, is he your…?’

Jemima stared at Beth as though she had sprouted two heads. ‘My husband. Dominic Carrington-Smythe!’

‘Oh! Sorry, I didn’t know…’

Jemima sniffed in disbelief. ‘Well, I suppose you’ve not been in Welby very long but everyone knows Dominic. We have the house on Craggy Heights.’

Not very helpful, thought Beth.  There were lots of houses on Craggy Heights.

‘The house on Craggy Heights!’ said Jemima, waiting for a reaction.

‘Ah.’ Still none the wiser, Beth smiled, ‘How lovely. Well, must get on…’

‘And he works hard. Very hard.’

Much like Beth wanted to do today, if only Jemima would stop talking.

‘So, you see, it’s very important that he can relax when he comes home. He needs a view that will calm his soul, restore his…’

‘His wellbeing. Yes, I get it. So, I’d better get on,’ said Beth. ‘Wouldn't want Dominic spending the weekend with his chakras out of balance!’

‘And that’s why it’s so important that you bring Number 4 up to the same standards as the other cabanas,’ Jemima continued, even as Beth walked away. ‘To calm Dominic after a hard week of work.’

‘I’m trying,’ grumbled Beth, ‘If you can just let me get on with it.’

‘And you only have two weeks,’ Jemima shouted after her. ‘How are you going to do all that work yourself in just two weeks?’

Beth had no idea. At the moment she was concentrating on one day at a time. If she thought about everything she needed to do, her breathing became shallow and her heart pounded so much it was hard to hear anything above the blood rushing through her veins.

‘I’ll manage,’ she shouted back, trying to quell the panic building in her chest.

‘We do have exacting standards you know. The purpose of The Cabana Club is to make sure that we all maintain a certain quality.’

Grabbing the door handle which immediately came off in her hand, Beth grimaced. For goodness sake, these were beach huts not Mayfair apartments. Aunt Lizzie had owned hers for over 20 years. Long before Jemima and her Fallow & Ball paint swatches had arrived in Welby. With the handle gone, her only option was to kick the door open which she did only to watch in horror as it fell away from the one lacklustre hinge that remained and toppled slowly like a felled tree into the hut, landing with a thud onto one of the faded blue chairs and smashing it into several pieces.

Inside the hut, the seagull was back, munching on another chip and he watched as Beth struggled to pick up the door from amidst the shattered remnants of the chair.

‘The Cabana Club will be keeping a close eye on what you’re doing,’ trilled Jemima, her voice following Beth inside. ‘I need Dominic to be happy. And he is the founding member of the Cabana Club, you know.’

Stubbing her toe on the door as she tried to pick it up, Beth dropped it back onto the floor with a yelp and staggered back onto the decking where she could see Jemima, peering over her gilded railings.

‘It’s a beach hut, not a cabana,’ shouted Beth, hopping around in pain and scowling. ‘It’s a beach hut in Welby-on-the-Sea, at least call it a Beach Hut Club!’ and she went back inside, wishing she had a door to slam behind her.

Taking a deep breath, Beth decided her first job would be to rip up the rotten floorboards, which turned out to be surprisingly hard bearing in mind they were practically falling apart. At least once the floor was repaired, Beth would be able to cross the small room without playing a dangerous game of twister as she avoided the holes, and tying up her hair, she set to work.

Half an hour later, Beth decided maybe she needed to invest in some proper tools as she tugged hopelessly at a length of wood. She had used an old knife found in the sink to gouge at the dirt and debris between the planks, but it was far from successful. Searching for something more useful, she’d found an old screwdriver in a drawer and was using it to pry ineffectually at the gap between the boards so she could flip out the rotten one and pull it free.

It still wasn’t the right tool but red-faced and sweating, Beth persevered until eventually she managed to free one corner, lifting the board slightly so she had something to grab onto. Heaving and grunting with no visible result, she was just about to declare the board sound and not in need of replacing when it gave way with a loud crack, and Beth went flying backwards through the open door to land on her bottom on the deck.

Laying there for a moment to catch her breath, she gazed up at the few puffy white clouds in the sky. They had an easy life, she decided enviously. Just floating around, no expectations, no disappointment. Just drifting along.

‘Are you okay?’

Jemima was standing at the edge of her decking, her eyebrows raised and watching Beth in fascination. Beth was willing to bet Jemima had never so much as lifted a paintbrush let alone pulled up a rotten floorboard.

‘I’m fine,’ said Beth, not entirely truthfully as she lay there, ignoring the pain in her right leg where she had hit the edge of the table, and trying not to care about her dignity which seemed to have disappeared completely.

‘Are you sure you know what you're doing?’ asked Jemima, her tone doubtful. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to get a builder? Or sell?’ she added hopefully.

‘I’m not selling,’ said Beth between gritted teeth.

Jemima looked as though she was about to say something, but instead shook her head, popping her earbuds back in. Beth noticed that she had moved her lounger so she now faced Number 4, watching Beth in fascination. She wondered if Jemima would recount the day’s strange events to Dominic Carrington-Smythe when he next arrived in Welby. The story of the woman who was carrying out her own repairs because she couldn’t afford a builder! Or maybe that would be too much for Dominic’s sense of wellbeing.

Rubbing her bottom, Beth sat up. Well, that was one rotten floorboard removed, only another dozen or so to go, she thought wearily. Then she would have the happy job of working out how to slot in some new ones. Actually, before that, she would have to work out where on earth you bought new floorboards.

Sitting on the edge of the decking with a bottle of Lavinia’s iced tea in her hand she researched new planks, doors and windows, blanching at the cost. Even if she bought the very basic amounts she needed and did all the work herself, and she still wasn’t at all sure how on earth she was going to fix the roof, it would need far more money than she had. Throwing her phone down in frustration, she took a drink before tipping her head back and closing her eyes, deep in thought as the warmth of the sun spread across her face and legs.

There was no other option. She either admitted defeat and let the council take the hut now or she did something she had promised herself wouldn’t happen, and she used Granny Mabel’s fund.

Granny Mabel had been her father’s mother and when she had died several years earlier, she’d left Beth £5000 in her will. Being a sensible young woman, Beth had immediately put the money to one side, affectionately thinking of it as Granny Mabel’s fund. It was going to be the beginning of her savings she had decided, although several years later it remained her only savings. There had never been the opportunity to add to it but Beth had remained steadfast in her determination not to use it, despite several temptations.

She had fondly imagined that one day she and Matthew would be standing in front of a rose-covered cottage, their hands entwined as they decided it was the house for them.

‘If only we had a little more deposit,’ Matthew would groan. ‘Then we could buy it. And move in, straight away.’

And Beth would smile beatifically and say, ‘Would another £5000 do the job, darling?’

At which point he would gaze into her eyes in adoration and kiss her for being so clever.

She sighed. It wasn’t going to happen now, either the rose-covered cottage, the twining of hands or the loving look.  She may as well use the money on her beach hut.

‘It looks like hard work,’ said a voice nearby, shaking Beth from her reverie and opening her eyes, she found the elderly gentleman from the previous day standing in front of her, leaning on his stick as he watched her think.

‘Oh, hello. Yes, it certainly is,’ she said, climbing to her feet and sighing.

‘Are you doing this on your own?’

Beth nodded. Entirely on her own.

She saw Jemima’s head pop up, peering over her sunglasses, only to decide that the old man wasn't interesting enough to claim her attention.

‘I’m not sure I know what I’m doing,’ admitted Beth in a low voice so as not to draw Jemima into the conversation. ‘And I only have two weeks.’

‘Two weeks? May I ask why?’

His Panama hat was tipped back and Beth could see his eyes, which were kind, set in a face which was interested.

‘Because it’s dangerous and the council will take it away if I don’t make it habitable.’ She kicked at a plank that was sticking up. ‘And I want to rescue it for my aunt. She was the one who left the hut to me you see.’

He nodded, as though understanding entirely her predicament. ‘And would that be Lizzie? Lizzie Brandon?’

‘Yes! You knew Lizzie.’

Was it Beth’s imagination or was there a moment of extreme pain reflected in the pale blue eyes?

‘I did. I knew her very well actually. I grew up in Welby although it’s a long time since I’ve been back.’ He looked over Beth’s shoulder and along the beach to the small town nestled at the foot of the cliffs, its cobbled streets shining in the sun, the harbour wall stretching along its length like a protective arm. Lost in thought, he appeared to forget about Beth momentarily and she watched the emotions chase across his face.

‘I thought it was the most boring place in the world when I was a young man,’ he finally admitted, a catch in his voice. ‘It took a lifetime of living everywhere but here before I understood its charm.’

‘Lizzie loved to travel too,’ said Beth softly. ‘But she always came back to Welby. She loved it here, almost as much as she loved gliding up the Amazon or trekking through Borneo.’

‘Your aunt was always so sure about what she wanted from life,’ he said. ‘I wish I’d had a fraction of her self-belief.’ He dragged his thoughts back to the present and returning his gaze to Beth he took off his hat and gave her a small bow. ‘How rude of me. My name is Sam Westmoreland.’

‘Beth Carter.

‘Well, I am truly delighted to meet you, Beth. I was devastated to return to Welby and hear that Lizzie had passed. I find it hard to think of this place without her being present. But how wonderful to find that you’re doing up her beloved beach hut.’

Beth grimaced. ‘Well, trying.’

‘That’s all any of us can do, my dear. Now, what on earth has happened to the door, may I ask?’

Looking over her shoulder, Beth had to giggle. She had propped the door against the doorway where it was leaning at a jaunty angle that made it look as though it was drunk.

‘It fell off,’ she confessed. ‘I need to get it back in place tonight, although it’s not doing a very good job of keeping things out.’

Not only had the seagull returned but several more nests had sprung up overnight.

‘I see. Well, it looks like a two-handed job to me. Would you like some help?’

He was taking off his jacket and failing to find somewhere to hang it, he rolled it up carefully and popped it on the end of the decking. His hat was removed, showing a balding head with a smattering of snow-white hair. And even as Beth was politely trying to find the words to say no, he was rolling up the sleeves of his shirt.

‘Oh, but I don’t think… I mean…’

She put out a hasty hand to help him step onto the decking, grimacing as he hopped over the hole to land next to her, already slightly out of breath.

‘You don’t think a decrepit old man such as myself would be much help?’ he asked with a twinkle.

‘Of course not! I just mean, well….’

‘Don’t worry, I’m stronger than I look. And I would like to help. Both you and also Lizzie. I know how much this hut meant to her. It can be my parting gift to a dear friend.’

He smiled, such a warm smile that Beth had no choice but to smile back.

‘It’s dirty work,’ she warned, looking at the crisp linen trousers and immaculate shirt. ‘And a lot of this wood is rotten so please be careful where you stand.’

‘I know all about planks and rotten wood. I spent more years than I care to remember in the merchant navy.’

‘Is that where you went, when you left Welby-on-the-Sea?’

He nodded, regret plain in his faded eyes. ‘I literally ran away to sea. I thought I was so grown up, so clever. I came back several years later, ready to admit my mistakes but it was too late.’

Too late for what Beth wondered, hearing the catch in his voice.

‘So, I left again.’ The sadness disappeared and the twinkle returned. ‘And ships may not be made of wood anymore but I still learned my trade at sea. So, how about we use my experience and your enthusiasm and get this beach hut looking ship shape again? What do you think?’

Beth wondered if he would be very shocked if she hugged him. Because right now she wanted nothing more than to throw her arms around his neck and kiss that wrinkled and rather pink cheek. He may need more looking after than the hut itself but quite frankly she didn’t care. Just having someone on her side made all the difference. And especially someone connected to Aunt Lizzie.

‘I think that would be wonderful,’ she said, blinking rapidly so the tears didn’t escape down her cheek. ‘Absolutely wonderful.’
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Chapter 14

‘You’ve been hard at work again,’ commented Jake as Beth walked into the blessedly cool entrance of Welcome.

Beth searched for the disparaging tilt to his lips that always seemed present when he spoke to her, but her eyes became distracted by the dimple in his chin before she remembered he was waiting for her to answer.

‘Er, yes,’ she stammered, wondering if he’d noticed her staring. ‘There’s a lot to do.’

With the help of Sam, she had managed to reattach the door to the one remaining hinge but they’d both concluded that it was beyond repair and a new one was needed. At least she had found Lizzie’s old toolbox and Sam had shown her how to lift a floorboard with a chisel and a hammer, so much easier when she wasn’t using an old fish knife or a rusty screwdriver.

Jake was frowning. ‘You seem to be in an awful hurry to get it finished,’ he commented. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to plan it out, take your time. Just commenting,’ he added holding up his hand in mock surrender. ‘It isn't an accusation.’

Beth rubbed a dirty hand across her face. ‘It would make much more sense,’ she agreed. ‘But I’ve only got two weeks.’

As his eyebrows arched questioningly, she gave a gusty sigh.

‘The Beach Hut Club have complained to the council about how unsafe the hut is. They will be inspecting it at the end of next week and I need to bring it to an acceptable standard for the visit, or they’ll take it away from me.’

Unwillingly, her bottom lip trembled slightly and she bit down hard to halt its quivering.

‘I won’t let them take Aunt Lizzie’s hut,’ she said mutinously. ‘So I need to get it repaired. In two weeks.’

He was staring at her as his frown deepened.

‘Why didn’t you say so?’

Beth’s chin lifted. ‘Why should I?’

One hand raked through the dark hair flopping onto his forehead and Beth noticed that despite them both returning home from a day of building work, his hands were a good deal cleaner than her own.

‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘But if I’d known you were up against such a tight timeframe I would…’

‘You would what?’ demanded Beth. ‘Not be so unpleasant? Not laugh at me quite so much? You said I was the sort of girl used to having things done for her,’ she reminded him, still stung by the accusation. ‘Remember?’

His head dipped.

‘I remember,’ he said solemnly. ‘I wasn’t very nice.’

At least he wasn’t trying to defend himself, decided Beth as she nodded. ‘You weren’t.’

He was peeping from beneath his lashes. ‘You probably thought I was being objectionable.’

She stiffened. So he had overheard her complain to Lavinia about his manner.

‘Er, well….’

‘I was very rude.’

It was Beth’s turn to blush.

‘You’ve apologised,’ she said stiffly.

‘Maybe I need to apologise again?’ he suggested.

She scowled at him. Even when he was being nice, he irritated her.

Shuffling to one side, she decided she needed to start coming home at a different time so their paths didn’t collide.

‘No need,’ she mumbled as she tried to edge around him in the direction of the stairs and the safety of her room.

‘Oh, but I insist,’ he said, watching the colour flood into her face with interest. ‘I judged you too harshly. Especially now I realise you have a time limit.’

But Beth had heard enough and she unceremoniously pushed him out of the way. ‘Absolutely no need,’ she insisted and closing her ears to the soft chuckle he gave, she flew past him, taking the stairs two at a time.

Sally: How’s it going?

Beth examined the new scratches on her hand and the bruise on her thumb where she’d caught it with a hammer. It was going slowly and painfully

Beth: Okay. I have someone helping me now

Sally: Ooh, is it the guy you were telling me about? The one at the B&B? I thought you didn’t like him

Beth: Jake? I detest him. It’s Sam who’s helping

Sally: Sam? Ooh -tell me all about Sam

Sitting on the window sill, Beth smiled as she typed

Beth: He’s lovely. Got blue eyes, very twinkly

Sally: And?

Beth: He’s charming and funny and kind

Sally: Sounds promising!

Beth: He knew Aunt Lizzie and wants to help me with the hut

Sally: Sweet

Beth: He was born in Welby

Sally: Perfect

Beth: About 70 years ago

Sally: What? You mean he’s 70?

They had spent the afternoon chatting about so many things, Beth had said goodbye to him by the slipway feeling as though she had known him forever. His old-world courtesy had thoroughly charmed her and the relief of having someone by her side had cheered her up no end, at least until she’d arrive home and bumped into Jake.

Beth: Yes. And he’s charming!

Sally: I’m not sure he’s what I had in mind as Matthew’s replacement!  What’s wrong with Jake anyway?

The smile left Beth’s face.

Beth: He’s arrogant. Rude. He asks far too many personal questions and judges people too quickly

Sally: What type of personal questions? Is he a creep?

Beth: No! not like that. I mean he’s polite, just in a rude way

Sally: Huh?

Beth: He did apologise for being unpleasant. It turns out his girlfriend has just done the dirty on him so he’s a bit sensitive atm

Sally: I’m not surprised she left him if he’s as unpleasant as you say

Beth: Well, not unpleasant exactly. Infuriating

Sally: Oh?

Beth: Yes. Very. The sort that gets under your skin and annoys you for hours.

Sally: Really?

Beth: Yeah, you know the sort you can’t stop thinking about because you want to punch them?

Sally: Beth Carter- you sure you don’t like him because that’s not what I’m hearing!!!

Beth stared at her phone. What a suggestion to make. She couldn’t care less about Jake Balfour.

Beth: I DO NOT LIKE HIM

Sally: If you say so!

Throwing her phone onto the bed, Beth huffed. As if she would fall for someone like Jake. Just because he’d got gorgeous eyes, dark hair and a chiselled chin with a quite irresistible dimple. She was still heartbroken over Matthew, even if she was finding that she didn't have much time to dwell on the pain he'd caused her. And even if she wasn't quite off the idea of all men at the moment, there was more to a relationship than looks, she thought loftily. And that was about all Jake had going for him. His personality certainly wouldn’t win anybody over and she stepped into the shower, turning the dial to extra cold so she gasped in shock.

*

Taking a deep breath before she walked out onto the balcony the following morning, Beth readied herself for another confrontation with Jake, only to find that she had the place to herself.

‘No Jake?’ she asked casually as Lavinia appeared with a fresh pot of tea for the table.

‘Oh, he’s already had his breakfast and set off for the day,’ Lavinia told her, as she bustled around producing more toast and a jug of milk. ‘He’s working for someone up top and he wanted to get an early start.’

‘Up top?’

‘On the cliff top. All the posh folk with their big houses keep him busy. They’re always wanting something changing, a new walk-in wardrobe or a sauna. One woman up there has had three kitchens so far, just can’t make up her mind according to Jake.’

Not quite the same as renovating an old beach hut thought Beth. No wonder he looked down on her efforts.

‘Missing him are you?’ asked Lavinia cheekily and laughed as Beth snorted indignantly.

‘Absolutely not! He irritates me if you must know. It’s quite wonderful to have the balcony to myself actually,’ and she snatched a piece of toast, munching enthusiastically as though to prove a point.

‘I think you would make a lovely couple,’ smiled Lavinia, ‘but probably best that you’re not interested. I hear he took Portia out for a meal last night. To the fancy French restaurant up there.’

Beth rolled her eyes. A fancy restaurant to feed the fancy people in their fancy houses.

‘Probably wanted a bit of space, wouldn’t want folk in town listening in,’ continued Lavinia. ‘That’s the problem with Welby. It’s a small place and everyone soon gets to know what’s going on. At least up top they will have had more privacy.’

Not that much more. Everybody in Welby seemed to know they had been out for a meal. They probably even knew what they’d had to eat.

‘Are they back together?’ asked Beth casually.

‘Well, Elaine Greenwood’s daughter is a waitress up there and she told her mum, who told Mr Tripp who delivers my milk, who told me this morning that Jake had a face like thunder throughout most of the meal. Portia was all fluttery and touching his hand and trying to win him round, according to Elaine. But he didn’t look as though he was having any of it so I think she’s got a way to go before he forgives her. He did put his arm around her as they were leaving, but Elaine said that was because Portia pretended to trip as she left the restaurant and then grabbed onto him.’

Beth was beginning to understand why people went up top for a private conversation in Welby.

‘But I expect he’ll forgive her eventually,’ Lavinia added matter of factly. ‘Now, you must have some bacon and egg, you’re working so hard all day and you need a good breakfast inside of you.’

‘Why?’

‘Why? Because of all the energy you must be burning and all the…’

‘No! I mean, why do you expect him to forgive her?’

‘Because he loves her! Adores her, always has. He’ll forgive her and the wedding will be back on and she’ll soon be swanning around Welby again looking like the cat that’s got the cream instead of keeping her head down and staying indoors. He loves her and she loves him. So, bacon? Eggs? And a sausage!’ and she bustled off, leaving Beth to wonder whether refusing to forgive Matthew meant that she hadn’t loved him enough in the first place

Back at the hut, she had only been there a matter of 15 minutes when she heard a cheery hello.

’You came back for more!’ she announced delightedly, helping Sam step over the hole.

‘That really needs sorting out,’ they said in unison, only to begin chuckling.

‘I need to bite the bullet and get a new door and some more planks,’ admitted Beth. With Sam’s help the previous day, a great deal of the rotten boards had been removed. ‘And I need to get these old kitchen cabinets moved so I can rescue the sink and check the state of the walls.’

‘Then let’s get on with it, my dear,’ proclaimed Sam. He was taking off his jacket and rolling up his sleeves. ‘Make the most of me while I’m here.’

Together they pulled the kitchen cabinets from the wall, which wasn’t as difficult as expected because there was little holding them in place. Unfortunately, as well as the cabinets, half the outside wall came away leaving Beth peering through a hole that gave them a fine view of the beach hut behind.

Beth could see Jemima’s shocked face peering over her railings, champagne in hand as she watched the lack of progress Beth was making.

‘I say,’ she screeched. ‘Was that supposed to happen?’

Pretending she hadn’t heard her, Beth pulled her head hastily back inside.

‘Oh dear,’ she groaned. ‘More work. And money.’

Sam scratched his head. ‘It does look bad,’ he admitted. ‘But by the time you’ve replaced all the wood, you’re going to have a wonderfully sturdy hut.’

He tilted his head to one side as he spoke, defying Beth not to see the bright side of this particular cloud.

‘I suppose so.’

He helped her patch up the hole until they could repair things properly and then, despite her aching muscles Beth decided she would take advantage of an extra pair of hands and remove the rusty old sink dangling from the wall.

Together they lifted the sink and Sam held it upright and as still as possible while Beth looked underneath to see how it was held in place.

‘How long are you in Welby for, Sam?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I originally thought I’d stay here for a few weeks but now I’m not sure.’

There seemed to be one bolt left fixing the sink to the pipe that disappeared under the floor and supplied the water. Beth looked through the box of tools Aunt Lizzie had left behind.

‘Do you have any friends here still?’ she asked, wondering what tool was needed to undo a bolt. Watching her eyes roving over the toolbox, Sam reached out and handed her a wrench.

‘Do you want me to have a look?’

‘No, I’ll do it. You just keep the sink steady.’

Much as she appreciated his help, Beth wasn’t having him climbing beneath rusty old sinks. She had noticed the day before the effort needed to get him upright after he had been kneeling down.

‘I have a few friends I kept in touch with. It’s been wonderful catching up with them all.’ His voice was sad and Beth paused, peeping up at him.

‘Wonderful?’ she queried.

He smiled. ‘You have your aunt’s intuition, my dear. It’s been wonderful and at the same time reminds me how foolish I was to be in such a rush to escape. I couldn’t wait to get away from Welby.’ His voice was dreamy. ‘I was convinced there was so much more waiting for me outside of this little town. It took me years to realise how wrong I was and that everything I needed was here all along.’

Not for the first time, Beth wondered if Aunt Lizzie was the reason he had come back. Had a young Lizzie Brandon captured his heart? Was she the reason he had returned to the place of his youth only to find she had gone?

She bit her tongue and continued to loosen the bolt. He would tell her in his own time, she decided.

‘Coming back has made me realise how different my life could have been. And it’s painful, to say the least. Which is why I might cut my visit short and return home.’

‘Oh, Sam! I’ll miss you. I’ll miss your advice but I’ll also miss you.’

Reaching out from beneath the sink, she squeezed his hand. She may have only just met him, but she had taken the elderly man to her heart.

‘I’m not going anywhere just yet,’ he mumbled, his eyes suspiciously bright. ‘At least, not until we’ve got this sink out of the way. Now put some effort into it, young lady, get that bolt undone or I’ll be forced to start telling you stories about my youth. And nobody deserves that!’

Giggling, Beth returned to the job in hand. ‘What did you do in Welby when you were young?’ she asked with interest. Her mother just sniffed when she spoke of Welby. ‘It was a boring little seaside town, quite common,’ she had told Beth on numerous occasions. ‘I couldn’t wait to leave.’

‘Well, the highlight of the week was Friday night when a group of us would buy chips and sit on the harbour wall by the slipway,’ began Sam with a chuckle. ‘That’s as exciting as it got in Welby. There would be me and…aaghh!’

His yelp was echoed by Beth who gasped in shock as a torrent of water suddenly hit her square in the face. Closing her eyes against the murky geyser and gasping for breath, she scrabbled at the bolt which she’d finally managed to undo.

‘I can’t stop it,’ she yelled.  Free of its confines, the sink and pipe had separated company and now the pipe was waving happily in the air, pouring its contents into Beth’s face. ‘The pipe is undone and I can’t put it back!’

Twisting her head out of the way, she blinked rapidly trying to clear the water from her eyes. She had one hand raised to protect her head, worried that Sam would let go of the precariously balanced sink with the shock of being soaked to the skin. Her other hand still grasped the pipe which was pumping out water.

Thankfully the sink suddenly disappeared, lifted upwards now nothing was holding it down and a hand reached down to take hold of hers, pulling her away from the pipe.

‘It’s okay, it’s just the residual water in the pipe. It will stop in a minute.’

He was right, the gush had already slowed to an energetic trickle. One hand reached around her waist and hauled her to her feet with a surprising amount of strength, pulling her close as she slipped on the drenched floorboards.

Goodness, she wouldn’t have thought Sam had the energy to pull her clear like that. He was right, he was stronger than he looked.

‘Jake!’ she gasped, sweeping her wet hair out of her eyes and looking upwards. ‘What on earth…’

‘Beth, my dear girl! Are you okay?’

Sam’s anxious face was peering around Jake’s shoulders, which Beth had just noticed were surprisingly muscular, and very wide.

She coughed, half from the unexpected intake of water and half from shock at finding herself wrapped in a pair of very strong arms.

‘I’m fine,’ she spluttered. ‘Er, thank you, Jake.’

Pulling herself free she tried to smooth down the hair that was plastered across her face and tugged at the t-shirt that she realised was now clinging to every part of her body.

‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded, wincing at how rude she sounded. ‘I mean, thank you, but why are you here?’

Jake stood back, his eyebrows twitching slightly as Beth struggled to regain her composure.

‘I came to help,’ he announced as though it was the most natural thing in the world to happen. ‘I decided an apology was just words and what I should do was help you with the hut. So here I am.’

Grinning, he extended a hand in Sam’s direction. ‘Hello. My name is Jake Balfour. I’m not sure what part you are playing in this but I’m Beth’s new handyman.’
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Chapter 15

Hands on hips, Beth glared at him.

‘I don’t need your help,’ she snapped. ‘I can manage perfectly well by myself. Just like Aunt Lizzie did.’

Unmoved by her declaration, Jake was running an assessing eye over the dilapidated hut. ‘You are not Lizzie Brandon,’ he said in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘And from what I can see you certainly do need help.’

Turning to Sam, he smiled and nodded. ‘Unless I’m stepping on your toes. Are you a builder?’

‘Merchant navy, over 50 years!’ replied Sam with a small, snappy salute.

‘Ah. No building experience then!’

Sam grinned, his eyes twinkling. ‘I’ve spent most of my life putting together and repairing anything that came my way,’ he said cheerfully. ‘But this is all new to me,’ he said, waving his arm around the hut.

‘It’s good of you to help.’ Jake had tilted his head to one side, as though considering why a total stranger would offer to pitch in and offer his support.

‘I knew Lizzie,’ offered Sam. ‘Many, many years ago. But she was the sort of person you don’t forget.’ The twinkle had been replaced by a hint of sadness, a twinge of regret. ‘It seemed the least I could do when I came across Beth here, struggling with this on her own.’

‘That was kind of you.’ Jake had never used such a gentle, appreciative tone with Beth. ‘Because there is a lot to do,’ he grumbled, tutting as he examined the pile of rotten boards on the kitchen table.

‘I agree. And that roof worries me.’

‘Mm. I think…’

‘Excuse me!’ bellowed Beth, making both men jump and turn to see her outraged face. ‘I am still here! And although it’s very kind of both of you to offer to help,’ the words stuck in her throat slightly, thanking Jake didn’t come easily, ‘I can cope.’

Their raised eyebrows told a different story and Beth wished her hair wasn’t dripping down her back or her t-shirt clinging to her midriff as she tried to look haughty. ‘I know what I’m doing.’

‘Really?’ asked Jake, a smile twitching his lips.

‘Absolutely.’

‘What are you going to do about the roof?’

Beth resisted the urge to look up at the lopsided roof held in place by a hefty length of rope and goodwill.

‘I have a plan,’ she said stiffly.

‘Good, because it needs lifting and resetting square before you go any further.’

Beth hoped her face hadn’t gone as pale as she felt. How on earth was she supposed to lift an entire roof?

‘And those repairs to the back wall?’

This time she did let her eyes swivel towards the hole she and Sam had just created.

‘That’s a major repair.’

‘And that’s exactly what I will do,’ growled Beth. ‘Repair it. In a major way.’

‘Have you sourced the boards you’ll need?’

Of course she hadn’t. In fact, she had spent the morning wondering where the beach hut board shop was. She was fairly sure she had never seen one in Welby.

Lifting her chin, she glared at him. ‘It’s next on my to-do list.’

‘And the windows?’

‘Also on my to-do list.’

Sam was watching the exchange with interest, his eyes swivelling from one to the other and Beth could see the twinkle was back.

‘It may be an idea to accept any help Jake is offering, my dear,’ he suggested. ‘You do have limited time to finish.’

‘No! I mean, I would rather not.’

‘Why?’ asked both men in unison and Beth began to feel cornered as they both stood waiting for an answer.

‘Because…because…’

Because he had been mean to her. Because he had sneered at her declaration to carry out the repairs herself. Because she found his very presence uncomfortable and his green eyes difficult to meet.

Jake turned to Sam. ‘I’m afraid I was unkind to Beth when we first met,’ he said, the gravity of his tone belied by the smirk on his lips. ‘And she has yet to forgive me.’

‘I’ve accepted your apology, you don’t need to make any more amends.’

‘But I want to. I want to do my bit in memory of Lizzie.’

She bit her lip hard. It was a low blow and he knew it.

‘You surely can’t turn me away under those circumstances,’ he wheedled and Beth saw Sam put a hand to his mouth to hide a grin.

She was beaten. And the truth was that she needed every bit of help she could muster.

‘If you want to do it for Lizzie…’

‘Oh, I do!’

‘If you want to do it for Lizzie,’ she muttered ungraciously, ‘then I suppose I will have to accept.’

The triumph in his eyes almost made her change her mind but it was too late and with a clap of his hands and a nod in her direction, he switched into brisk builder mode in a second.

‘Then we need to get started. I can’t be here all the time, I’m midway through a job in Craggy Heights but I can help out as and when I’m able and I can certainly get that roof sorted for you. In the meantime, I’ve brought some supplies.’

He was walking out, covering the gaping hole in the deck with one long stride. ‘You need to get that sorted out,’ he threw over his shoulder leaving Beth glowering at the back of his head.

‘Yes, I know…’ she began testily but he hadn’t waited for a reply, jumping off the deck onto the sand and waiting impatiently for her to join him.

She jumped down next to him, refusing to look at Jemima who was watching the events with keen interest, her head swivelling as she watched Jake walk down the beach. At the end of the cobbled lane a few meters away, was a beaten-up truck, the rear of which was packed full of boards.

‘I always have plenty of boards lying around the yard,’ he told her casually. ‘I thought you could use some.’

‘I can’t take…’

‘I can bill you for them if you like.’ He sounded as though it would be extremely inconvenient to do so. ‘But for now, let’s get them out of the truck and stacked up inside. And I’ll take all your rotten ones away while I’m here.’

He was already striding towards the van, his long legs covering the distance in no time as Beth scurried after him.

‘I can’t take...’

‘You’re not taking anything, I’m giving. There’s a difference.’

He unclipped the tailgate and let it fall down, reaching in to grab a stack of planks.

‘But I…’

‘I used to give Lizzie boards when she needed them.’

The sunglasses were back in place, his expression as inscrutable as ever. ‘She always accepted them,’ he challenged. ‘She would say ‘Thank you, Jake, how kind,’ and let me give her as many as she needed.’

Gritting her teeth, Beth’s hands formed fists by her side. Oh, how she would love to wipe that smug look from his face!

‘Thank you, Jake,’ she managed without choking. ‘How kind.’

‘It’s my pleasure,’ he said with a grin. ‘Why don’t you stay at the hut with Sam? I’ll carry them over and you can stack them up.’

‘Because I am renovating my hut,’ growled Beth, ‘and I can carry planks.’

Shrugging, Jake heaved a large stack of boards from the back of the truck, balancing them over his shoulder with ease. ‘They’re heavy,’ he said and turned his back, walking swiftly in the direction of the hut.

Infuriated, Beth reached in to pull some boards towards her. Nothing happened, except for a fingernail snapping and with a frown she tugged harder. He was right, they were heavy, and gritting her teeth she grunted and heaved until she managed to drag two planks the few inches needed to stick out from the back of the truck

Goodness me, she thought panting with effort. They weighed a ton! She could hear voices floating over from outside the hut, Jake insisting that Sam shouldn’t carry anything too heavy, followed by a discussion as to the best place to stack the wood. Refusing to even consider admitting to Jake that he was right, she continued pulling, groaning and gasping until the planks were sticking a good way from the back of the truck.

Deciding there was no way she could follow Jake’s technique of throwing the boards upwards and onto his shoulder as though he were flipping pancakes, Beth turned her back and squatted down, wriggling backwards until the planks reached over her shoulder. Then with a monumental effort and a grunt worthy of the most dedicated weightlifter, she tried to stand up, taking the planks with her, finely balanced as she had seen Jake manage.

Absolutely nothing happened. As soon as Beth’s body came into contact with the boards, all movement stopped and she was stuck in a semi-squat, her face turning purple with effort as she strained and heaved, all to no avail.

‘Shall I help pull them out for you?’ asked Jake with interest, appearing by her side.

A puce-faced Beth peered at him between the rivers of sweat rolling down her face as she tried to heave herself upright.

‘You don’t seem to have your technique worked out quite yet,’ he said in a thoughtful voice.

Beth was putting far too much effort into lifting to answer him.

‘Or I could take them all up to the hut and you could help Sam stack them?’ he suggested helpfully, his head tilted to one side as he watched the epic battle between Beth and the planks.

With one last groan, she had to admit defeat and she fell to her knees beside the van, panting hard with the effort of achieving precisely nothing.

‘Good plan,’ she agreed weakly, breath still in short supply. ‘’Let’s do that.’

The afternoon flew by. Hot, sweaty and slightly reluctant, Beth followed the orders given by Jake whilst making sure that Sam didn’t overexert himself. She couldn’t help worrying whether the savings she had would be sufficient to pay Jake back for the materials he had produced. Or for his time, which was obviously valuable judging by the number of phone calls he received demanding his attention

Taking a short break while he explained to someone that he was too busy to drop everything and build a new porch in time for a party they were holding the following weekend, Beth helped herself to some water and tried to ignore the baleful looks coming from Jemima’s deck.

‘Waste of money,’ mumbled Beth, staying in the protective shade of the beach hut.

‘What is?’

Jake had returned, having taken off his t-shirt and with a rush of blood to her head, Beth looked away from the bare chest before her, refusing to acknowledge the very lean physique and rippling muscles he had exposed.

‘The people who have these beach huts,’ she complained. ‘The Beach Hut Club have made all this fuss about Aunt Lizzie’s hut and yet they’re never here!’

Jake took a deep drink of water, his head tilted slightly back as he relished the coolness and Beth peeped at his biceps, looking away hurriedly as he stopped drinking.

‘The folks at Craggy Heights are all too busy earning money during the week to spend any time on the beach,’ Jake informed her. ‘But wait for the weekend and they’ll be here in their droves, all trying to out BBQ each other, all watching their neighbours to see if anyone has anything bigger and better.’

Beth scowled. ‘Well, it seems like a waste for the huts to be standing empty all week,’ she grumbled. ’Apart from Jemima, I haven’t seen another soul. And she never looks thrilled to be here.’

Jake grinned. ‘Jemima is a typical Craggy Heights wife,’ he said. ‘She has everything she needs and nothing she actually wants.  There are a few of them around. All determinedly happy in an unhappy kind of a way. Jemima and Dom live in the biggest house up there. And she takes her responsibilities as Queen Bee very seriously.’

Beth thought back to her conversation with Jemima. She had said they lived in the house in Craggy Heights. How disappointed she must have been that Beth hadn’t known which house she was talking about.

Taking a moment to catch her breath, Beth walked outside to stare at the white-crested waves rolling in. The sea was sparkling, a myriad of tiny sunbeams dancing happily across the surface and Beth closed her eyes, as always soothed by the sights and sounds of Welby.

‘I thought you said you couldn’t afford a builder?’

Unfortunately, there was always somebody nearby to drag her back to earth.

‘Hello Jemima.’

‘You said you were going to do it all yourself and now you’ve got two builders.’

Did Beth detect a touch of disappointment on Jemima’s face? Had she been secretly impressed by Beth’s foolhardy declaration that she was going to carry out the repairs to Number 4 completely by herself?

‘You told me I should get a builder,’ Beth pointed out, for some reason unwilling to admit that both Jake and Sam were helping her purely out of pity.

‘And you said you couldn’t afford one and now you’ve got two!’

Beth wondered if Jemima was peeved because of the number of builders Beth had, or that Beth had let down the cause of feminism and turned to men for help.

As Jemima stared back at her, a glass of champagne in her hand, her face slightly sulky, Beth decided that she probably didn’t subscribe to feminism.

‘I thought you would be pleased,’ Beth said. ‘It means the hut will get finished on time.’

‘I am pleased.’ Shrugging her bony shoulders, Jemima tossed back her hair. ‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to do it yourself. Just keep the noise down, please,’ and she slipped inside, throwing herself on a mound of cream cushions to read a magazine.

Beth shook her head. She didn’t care how unhappy Jake thought Jemima was, the woman was a nightmare and with her break over, she went back inside to continue following Jake’s orders.
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Chapter 16

It was Saturday morning and the sun had broken over the horizon, promising another day of sunshine. The light was sliding in through the window, bathing Beth in a puddle of sunshine as she lay in bed. She could hear the sea hitting the harbour wall and smell the air, salty and fresh.

Throwing back her covers she tried to leap out of bed, groaning with the effort and sinking back into her pillows instead. Jake had worked hard the previous day, and Beth’s aching shoulders and legs were a testament to how much she had tried to help. He had pulled up boards, banged new ones in place, shouted directions and generally taken over until Beth had almost dropped to her knees with exhaustion. But it had been worth it because Number 4 now had a floor they could walk on, even if there were still gaping holes in the walls and a roof that swayed with every gust of sea breeze.

Sally: Morning!

Beth: Morning

Sally: Working at your hut again today?

Beth: Yeah, still so much to do. But Jake is helping now so we should get on a lot quicker

Sally: Sorry? Jake? The arrogant, mean judgmental man with the merman eyes who you hate? That Jake?

Beth screwed up her face and stared out of the window. Had she called him arrogant and mean? Probably. He was both things.

Beth: He’s been quite nice about it actually

Sally: Nice for an angry rude man? Or just generally nice?

Beth thought hard. He hadn’t laughed at her the previous day, well not very much. He had chuckled for several minutes when she put her foot in a bucket while talking to Sam and not paying attention. And when she’d fallen over, rolling around on the floor yelping, he’d been too busy laughing at first to help her. But he had eventually picked her up, pulling her foot out of the bucket and asking if she was okay. Even if the tears were rolling down his face and his shoulders were shaking. And he had finally called an end to the day when he realised her legs were no longer supporting her.

Beth: Just nice in general I suppose. Well, not nice exactly but not – you know, un-nice

Sally. Not un-nice. Progress! And he’s helping at the hut now?

Beth: Yes. For Aunt Lizzie. He wants to help save her hut. He’s not doing it for me

Sally: Of course not. Because that would mean he was being nice

Beth: Well, he is being a bit nice. What I mean is he’s not doing it because he likes me or because we’re friends or anything

Sally: Of course not. Heaven forbid!

Beth: Anyway, it’s really helping.

Sally: Good! And who knows, he may graduate to full on nice! Have a good day honey x

Beth stared down at her phone. She didn’t think Sally understood about Jake. He was only doing this because he had liked Lizzie. He’d made it clear he didn’t particularly like Beth which was fine because she definitely didn’t like him! She didn’t like the way his lips turned up with amusement when he spoke to her, or the deadpan expression he kept on his face when she asked him which way up to hold the hammer, or what the difference was between a screw and a nail. And she certainly didn’t like those green eyes and the way they mocked her, or the quiet air of confidence that oozed out of him that she found thoroughly irritating. Especially when he pulled off his t-shirt and showed all those rippling muscles.

No, Sally didn’t understand just how annoying he was and getting dressed, Beth made her way to the balcony, trying not to groan out loud at the ache in her back, the cramp in her legs and the pain whenever she lifted her arms.

He was already there, legs outstretched as he admired the view.

‘Ready for more work?’

What she really wanted was to spend the day in bed admiring the clouds.

‘Of course,’ she said, sticking out her chin. ‘But you don’t have to…’

‘I’m free today so it makes sense to get as much done as possible.’

‘Right. But you don’t…’

‘Unless you want me to stay away?’

They both knew that Beth couldn’t get the hut finished without Jake’s intervention, but it still hurt to admit that. She was rather hoping he would just announce that he was too busy to help her and then she could go back to hating him.

‘No,’ she said stiffly. ‘Of course not.’

He grinned and Beth itched to throw her tea at him. ‘Thought not. We’ll get started early, it’s going to be a hot one.’

Her appetite gone, Beth groaned inwardly, telling herself it would be worth it. And if nothing else, it was stopping her from dwelling on Matthew. There was simply no dwelling time available, Jake seemed to be taking up most of her day at the moment, one way or another.

‘What’s Sam’s story?’ asked Jake idly as they both sat back, lifting their faces to the early morning sun. ‘He said he was born in Welby?’

‘Yes. But like my mother, he thought it was small and boring. He left as soon as he could.’ Beth thought back to all the conversations she’d had with the gentle, courteous man. ‘And reading between the lines, I think he wished he had stayed. He told me this was where he’d left his heart, he just realised it too late.’

Jake’s lips tightened a fraction and Beth wondered if he was thinking of his own bruised heart.

‘Actually,’ mused Beth,’ I think he may have had a thing for Aunt Lizzie. He’s misted up a few times when her name has been mentioned.’

‘Who’s this then?’ asked Lavinia inquisitively as she appeared with two plates piled high with bacon and sausages. ‘Have you come across one of Lizzie’s admirers?’

‘Her what?’

‘Men were always falling in love with Lizzie. There was something about her that attracted them like moths to a flame. But she couldn’t settle, didn’t want to settle, bless her.’ Lavinia’s eyes were nostalgic as she thought back to the friend she missed so much. ‘Always on to her next adventure. And she never regretted her choices. She was supremely happy with her life.’

Beth tried and failed to think of the aunt she knew and loved as a local siren.

‘Well, the elderly gentleman I met used to know her. He was born in Welby but left a long time ago.’

‘Really? What’s his name?’

‘Sam Westmoreland.’

A plate heading in Beth’s direction came crashing onto the table. ‘Sam Westmoreland?’

‘Yes. Oh, I suppose if he and Lizzie were friends, you probably knew him as well?’

The toast rack was topped up with a flurry of movement and Jake’s plate was set in front of him with such haste it almost slid off the table.

‘Yes, yes, I know… I knew Sam. I didn’t know he was back in Welby though.’

Was it Beth’s imagination or was the normally unflappable Lavinia looking a little flustered?

‘Er, yes,’ said Beth uncertainly. ‘He came back for a week to catch up with some old friends. Did you know him well?’

She glanced at Jake who was also looking at Lavinia’s pink cheeks.

‘No. I mean, we all knew each other, we all grew up together. But that was all, he hasn’t been to see me since he came back.’

Trying to decide whether that was disappointment or relief in Lavinia’s voice, Beth chose her words with care. ‘Maybe he doesn’t know where you live now?’ she suggested. ‘And he’s spent the last few days helping me out.’

‘You said he was in love with Lizzie?’

Beth thought hard. Sam had never actually said as such, it was more the expression on his face as he talked about his days as a young man in Welby. And he’d certainly left someone behind.

‘Well, I’m not sure if he….’

‘Stands to reason,’ interrupted Lavinia, picking up the toast that she’d just put on the table and putting it back on her tray together with the jug of milk. ‘Like I say, all the young men fell in love with Lizzie,’ and off she bustled, leaving Beth to stare after her in concern and Jake to gaze longingly at the disappearing toast.

A few hours later, Beth wished she had followed her heart and stayed in bed as Jake paused briefly in his hammering to look around the hut with critical eyes.

‘We’re making good progress,’ he declared

Beth’s shoulders sagged with relief.

‘But there’s still a lot to do,’ he added.

The relief had been short lived and she couldn’t help the small sigh.

‘Tired?’

Did he have to ask like that? In that vaguely superior way that made Beth’s skin itch and her temper boil.

‘No! You?’

His eyebrows winged up beneath the untidy hair falling on his forehead and he grinned.

‘Nope. But there again I do this for a living and you…I forgot. What do you do?’

Beth scowled at him, gripping the hammer she was holding and fantasising about hurling it in his direction.

‘I am an office administrator,’ she said, lifting her chin and glaring. ‘A very good one actually. And I might not know one end of a hammer from the other but if you need anything administering, then I’m your person!’

She heard Sam’s snort of laughter from behind her as Jake chuckled.

‘Touché,’ he said softly. ‘And actually, you are doing an okay job at being a renovator of huts as well.’

Beth stood stiffly, waiting for the sting in the tail.

‘But it’s been a long day and I thought you might be tired.’

Beth would quite frankly rather die than admit that she was exhausted. That her legs were shaking and she could no longer lift her arms without a monumental effort.

‘No, I’m…’

‘Well, I don’t mind admitting I’m done for the day,’ interrupted Sam, to Beth’s eternal relief. ‘And we have got quite a lot done.’

Jake nodded. ‘It will be hard going tomorrow,’ he said. ‘It’s the weekend and the Craggy Heights mob will be down in force.’

Jemima had been absent from the hut today and Beth wondered if she was preparing for her husband’s return. A weekend of restoring his chakra and reigniting his soul, or whatever it was he needed. She looked up at the collection of houses high on the cliff, imagining the occupants gazing down at the tiny town on the coast. Did they all look forward to the weekend, when they could stop their earnest pursuit of money and join the residents of Welby as they enjoyed the simpler things in life, such as the feeling of the sand between their toes and the sun on their faces?

‘They take their weekend quite seriously,’ informed Jake as though he could read her thoughts. ‘They only have two days before their noses have to hit the grindstone again.’

‘Where do they all work?’ asked Beth curiously.

‘Oh, London mainly. Most of them are like Dom. He spends the week in a flat by the office. Two days in his Craggy Heights mansion and then back to London.’

Not much of a life, thought Beth. Even if it did buy you a house on top of a cliff. No wonder Jemima always looked so disconsolate. She spent her entire week waiting for her husband to come home, only to have him upset by the state of Number 4 and relieved to get back to London, where no doubt his view was rarely spoilt by a derelict hut. There again, she thought, packing her bag, maybe it was Jemima he couldn’t wait to leave behind at the end of the weekend and struggling to put one foot in front of the other, she followed a still sprightly Jake back to Welcome.

He waited by the door for her, watching her slow movements with a touch of sympathy in his eyes.

‘You've worked hard today,’ he said softly and Beth didn't have the energy to work out whether he was being condescending and rude or quietly approving of her efforts.

‘So have you,’ she said tiredly.

He smiled and she decided that maybe it was the latter. Perhaps she had finally proved herself to the demanding Jake Balfour. There did seem to be a different expression in those green eyes tonight, not one she could remember seeing there before.

‘What are you doing tonight?’ he asked as they pushed open the door into the blissfully cool hallway.

Beth tripped over her feet and she stared at him from beneath hair that was soaked in sweat and hanging in rat’s tails down her back.

‘W-what?’ she mumbled, pushing her hair out of her face and looking at him with wide eyes. ‘Sorry, what did you say?’

‘I asked what you were doing tonight,’ repeated Jake slowly.

She must be even more exhausted than she’d realised, thought Beth. Why was Jake interested in her plans for the evening? He’d never asked her before. Unless, oh goodness, was he about to ask her out?

‘What am I doing?’ she asked, her eyes widening.

‘Yes. What are you doing?’

‘Tonight?’ she squeaked in alarm.

His lips twitched. ‘Yes, Beth. What are you doing tonight,’ he repeated.

He had definitely been nicer to her today. Almost pleasant.  Still, it was a big jump to go from nice to asking her out, a jump Beth wasn’t sure she was ready to take.

A date with Jake Balfour? Sit opposite those bewitching green eyes and talk about what? The state of the world, tourism in Welby-on-the-Sea, the pain of a partner that lets you down, starting again with someone new.

She felt a trickle of fear travel down her back. Because whilst she felt spending any time with Jake was a very bad idea, there had been a little flicker deep inside, very deep inside, which had leapt high and strong at the thought of spending an evening in his company.

‘Why?’

It came out a little harsher than Beth had intended, more of an accusation than a question. But the blood had started pumping around her body so quickly it was making her light-headed and more than a little anxious.

‘Why?’ he asked, taken aback at the word she had almost shouted at him.

‘I mean, why do you want to know?’

Why was it suddenly much harder to breathe, she wondered. Like something was lodged in her chest and the air was having to fight its way past to fill her lungs. Oh no, spending an evening with Jake was not a good idea. She was still getting over Matthew for a start. She still shed a tear for him every night when her head hit her pillow and she remembered the feel of his arms wrapped around her. It was far too soon to think about letting anyone else back into her heart, especially someone like Jake.

‘I just…’ he began only for Beth to interrupt, holding up her hand to stop his words.

She didn’t want to hear him ask. Because she wasn’t entirely sure she would say no. She wanted to say ‘no’; a very definite ‘are you mad’, kind of no. A ‘we don’t like each other why would I go out with you’, kind of no. The trouble was, she wasn’t sure it would come out like that. There was a very real danger that it might come out as a yes. And that would be a disaster.

‘Sorry! I just don’t think that’s a good idea,’ she said breathlessly before her heart took over and said something different. ‘I mean, thank you but I just don’t think that under the circumstances…I don’t think…I don’t…’

‘I just wondered what you were doing tonight,’ interrupted Jake, making no effort to hide his grin. ‘I’m going out with a few friends for a pint,’ he added carefully, ‘and I just wondered what you were doing. To relax, you know, after a hard day at work.’

The dimple was very much in evidence as he sent her a smile. ‘Did you think I was about to ask you out?’

Beth could feel the burning in her cheeks and wanted to climb under the nearest rock and slowly die of humiliation. Of course Jake hadn’t been about to ask her out. Why on earth would he? He didn’t even like her! She closed her eyes briefly, searching deep inside for her dignity which she had misplaced somewhere in the last few minutes.

‘No! Of course not. I just don’t think it’s a good idea to …er…you know, ask each other things. I mean I know we’re not friends, not really so don’t feel you have to ask me… what I’m doing, or where I’m going, or even if I’m alright!’

She began pushing past him, desperate to put some distance between them, as much distance as was humanly possible in the shortest space of time.

Jake was grinning as Beth continued to babble.

‘We should keep this about the hut…which I know is what you want and I agree. So you don’t have to ask me anything…nothing…really…’

And she was gone, running up the stairs as quickly as she could to escape the sound of the chuckles that were following her.
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Chapter 17

When Beth woke up the following morning there was a brief moment, more of a millisecond really, before the events of the previous evening came back to her and with a howl of embarrassment, she slid beneath the sheets, pulling them over her head.

She could not face Jake Balfour today. In fact, she may not be able to look him in the eye ever again and with her cheeks hot with shame, she stayed beneath the covers for as long as she could.

What on earth had made her think he was on the verge of asking her out, she asked herself cringing with mortification. This was the man who had openly criticised her for neglecting her aunt, laughed at her attempts to renovate her beach hut and made no attempt to hide his mocking amusement at her every move. Why would he ask her out? And even if he had done so, wouldn’t it have been better to let him go right ahead and then say a cool ‘No’? A dignified, ‘no, thank you for asking but no,’ instead of making a complete fool of herself.

Eventually climbing out of bed and pulling on some clothes, Beth made her way down the stairs to the balcony. It would look far too obvious if she insisted on having her breakfast in the small formal dining room on the ground floor, or in the seclusion of her bedroom. She could imagine his glee if he found out she was too embarrassed to join him on the terrace.

Hoping that he’d had several pints with his friends the previous evening, and had woken with no memory of Beth jumping to conclusions and humiliating herself, she crept hopefully onto the balcony, only to meet his grin.

‘Good morning!’ he said cheerfully. ‘Did you sleep well- oh, sorry!’

She slipped into a chair, staring at him in confusion. ‘What?’

‘Just remembered, I’m not supposed to ask you any questions. Especially not about how you’re feeling.’

It had been a forlorn hope thought Beth, resigning herself to the worst.

‘Wouldn’t want you to get the wrong idea,’ said Jake with a grin. ‘With us not liking each other, I mean.’

Reaching out for the teapot, Beth poured herself a cup. ‘You don’t like me,’ she muttered. ‘You’ve never pretended otherwise.’

‘Haven’t I?’ He looked thoughtful, one hand scratching his head. ‘I’ll admit I was a little - judgmental when I first met you. I was angry because I thought, wrongly, that you had neglected your aunt and then swooped in to sell her hut.’

‘Exactly,’ snapped Beth.

‘But then I apologised,’ Jake reminded her with a beatific smile. ‘I admitted I was wrong and apologised.’

‘Yes, yes you did but I know it was only for Aunt Lizzie.’

‘Was it?’ asked Jake in mock surprise. ‘I hadn’t realised you knew me so well.’

‘It was just for Aunt Lizzie,’ confirmed Beth, suddenly uncertain. ‘Wasn’t it?’

‘If you say so. Absolutely.’

‘So you don’t have to pretend that you like me.’

‘Or ask you out?’

‘Or ask me out,’ said Beth her cheeks glowing.

‘Okay,’ said Jake solemnly. ‘I’ll bear that in mind. And then if I ever do ask you out, you’ll know I’m not pretending. Not about anything,’ and he pushed the toast towards Beth, the dimple in his chin deepening as he grinned across the table.

A few hours later, Beth wished she had stayed in bed. Jake’s predictions had come to pass and almost every hut was occupied. She’d had to weather an entire row of disapproving faces as she made her way to Number 4, and on almost every balcony was someone staring and discussing her progress behind raised hands.

Jemima was there, a different kaftan wrapped around her thin body, diamante sandals in place, hair curling softly onto bony shoulders. This time there were several bottles of champagne in coolers scattered across the decking, along with a huge, very shiny BBQ that looked as though it could feed an army.

‘I do hope you’re not going to be banging all day,’ Jemima shouted across to Beth as soon as she saw them arrive. ‘We have guests and we don’t want to listen to you sawing and drilling. Dom needs to rest and relax and…’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Beth wearily. ‘Sort out his wellness issues.’

Jemima followed them as they walked towards Number 4. ‘You seem to be making progress,’ she said and Beth wondered if she was offering words of encouragement, or just monitoring the likelihood of Beth actually finishing.

‘I’m doing the best I can,’ said Beth.

‘Good. Very good- but you will try and keep the noise down, won’t you,’ repeated Jemima anxiously. ‘It really will upset Dom if he can’t enjoy his day at the beach. He works so hard all week and I need him to relax and savour some peace and quiet when he comes home.’

Beth rolled her eyes and turned round to face Jemima, hands on hips and ready for an argument but Jake was ahead of her, smiling easily as he spoke.

‘Oh Jemima, you know Beth is working to a deadline. I’m afraid a bit of noise can’t be helped. But just imagine how wonderful it will be when it’s finished and you don’t have to look at an eyesore anymore. Just think how happy Dom will be,’ and taking a firm hold of Beth’s arm, he pushed her gently towards Number 4.

‘Pick your battles,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘And save your strength. We’ve got lots to do today.’

For some ridiculous reason, probably exhaustion and heat decided Beth, the kind smile that accompanied his words made her heart begin to gallop. Gallop quite hard which probably also explained the breathlessness she suddenly felt as well as the clamminess that had descended on her, a clamminess that she could feel making her face begin to glow.  Definitely the heat, she decided, flapping her face with her hand. And exhaustion.

Fortunately, Sam chose that moment to appear, dressed in a pristine linen suit as usual despite the weather and insisting on helping as much as he could, although he admitted to feeling tired from the previous day. Beth insisted that he sat down and drank some homemade lemonade before they started working, then remembering the conversation with Lavinia over breakfast, she took her courage in her hands.

‘I was told this morning that it was common for men to fall in love with my aunt,’ she said as they watched Jake as he sawed some more lengths of boards.

‘It certainly was,’ said Sam with a chuckle. ‘There was something about Lizzie, her love of life maybe. Or perhaps it was because she felt quite unattainable. It was obvious from a young age that Lizzie had no intention of following the normal course of events and settling down with a nice young man. It was a challenge many took.’

‘But no one succeeded’ added Beth with a smile. ‘She remained her own person to the end.’

Sam smiled softly, even as his eyes took on a faraway expression. ‘Aye, she did,’ he murmured, his eyes moving out to the horizon. ‘Would that we’d all had her belief in ourselves.’

Leaving a small pause, Beth could hold back no more.

‘And were you in love with her?’

Startled, Sam brought his attention back to the hut.

‘Me? Oh goodness no. I loved her, yes. But as a very dear friend. Nothing more.’

‘I’m sorry,’ apologised Beth quickly. ‘I was just being nosey.’

But Sam shook his head and waved his hand in her direction. ‘No need, my dear. I was probably one of the few in Welby who fell for someone else. But unfortunately, I was young and foolish and had no idea just how much she meant to me until it was far too late. She married someone else and I believe she is blissfully happy,’ and shaking his head, he wandered off, taking a short stroll down the beach, leaning heavily on his stick.

A sudden burst of noise came from next door and Beth peeped out to see several well-heeled people spread across Jemima’s terrace, as a large, thick-set man with a sallow face and a surly expression stood at the BBQ, firing it up.

‘Jem,’ he bellowed. ‘Get a move on and bring some more champers through. Poor Jasper’s dying of thirst. He doesn't expect to wait while you get your act together. Ronnie, old chap, how’s the new Porsche coming along? Happy?’

Catching sight of Beth, he sent her a glare.

‘Finally doing something about that eyesore,’ he shouted across the decking. ‘Disgraceful,’ he told his guests in a loud voice. ‘That aunt of hers should have been made to do something about it years ago. Falling down around her ears, and all she did was sit there and stare at the sea. David offered to buy it countless times and the silly old woman wouldn’t have any of it!’

Several sympathetic murmurs drifted across to fill the void between the two huts and more than one pair of eyes assessed Number 4 and found it definitely wanting. Enraged at the attack on Lizzie, Beth glared back. ‘Now look here…’ she began only to feel the gentle pressure of a hand on her arm.

‘Leave it, Beth,’ murmured a voice next to her ear and she allowed herself to be pulled back into the shelter of the hut. ‘Dominic Carrington-Smythe is a bully and a thoroughly unpleasant man. Don’t engage with him.’

‘But he…’

‘The best way to teach the Carrington-Smythes a lesson,’ Jake said, smiling down at her, ‘is to beat them at their own game. So put all your energy into this hut and make sure that they don’t get to take it away from you. That’s the way to make sure Lizzie’s memory lives on.’

In the coolness of the hut, Beth allowed her heart rate to slow down and the anger to drain away.

‘You’re right,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll show him!’

Jake chuckled, and for the first time ever, it didn't enrage Beth. Neither did the hand still on her arm, or the expression on his face. A kind, protective expression.

Blushing a little, she pulled back, opening some space between them. She must remember that she still didn’t like him though. Or that he didn't like her. She couldn’t afford to be swayed by a pair of merman eyes.

Or had he said this morning that he did like her now? Didn’t he say that he had misjudged her, not that he didn’t like her? Either way, she was best just staying clear of him.

‘Right,’ she said breathlessly rubbing her suddenly sweaty hands against the sides of her shorts. ‘Let’s get on then!’ she agreed and put as much distance between them as was physically possible in a tiny beach hut.

Despite the disapproval coming in waves from next door, they worked hard for several more hours until every rotten board had been replaced and there wasn't a hole to be seen in Number 4.

The smell of garlic prawns and roasting chicken from the Carrington-Smythe’s BBQ was making their stomachs rumble, and the pile of cheese and ham sandwiches Lavinia had sent with them paled in comparison to the smell of sizzling sausages.

Accompanying the smell of food drifting from the Carrington-Smythe beach hut, were the derisory comments made about the state of Number 4, all in voices just loud enough for Beth to hear. But Jake always sent an encouraging smile her way and despite tense shoulders, she refused to be riled and instead, worked her way through her anger. And strangely, bearing in mind how much she disliked him, she found herself searching Jake out, checking he was close by, leaning on the strength that surrounded him.

His smiles were warm and supportive, not the usual smirk he sent her, and the harsh line of his jaw was reserved for Dom and his guests and their loud guffaws of laughter whenever someone made an unkind comment about Beth. A couple of times he even reached out to touch her gently on the shoulder, making her meet his eyes so he could check that she was okay.

Although it was of little consolation, Beth wasn't the only one to suffer at the hands of Dominic. Jemima spent the day beleaguered by his constant requests, her face tense as she brought him the champagne he demanded, found the plates he needed, the corkscrew he had lost, plumped up the cushions he criticised and spent her day making sure that his wellness was topped up to what Beth felt was unreasonable levels, to the point she almost felt sorry for the woman.

They sent a tired Sam home, Jake with a shake of his hand and Beth with a kiss on his weathered cheek. Sam touched the spot and smiled softly into her eyes

‘I’ll come back tomorrow,’ he said as she walked him to the cobbled lane and made sure he had his stick in his hand. He held up one hand to stop her protests. ‘Yes, I will. I haven’t got anything else to do and besides, being with you two makes me remember what it was like to be young and in love.’

Beth gasped. ‘Jake and I aren’t in love!’ she yelped. ‘Oh no. Far from it. We don’t even like each other! I have a boyfriend, or I did but he cheated on me …anyway, I don’t love Jake. He annoys me intensely! And he’s in love with someone else although she cheated on him so he’s angry with her at the moment but he still loves her so… no, no, we aren’t in love.’

Waiting patiently for her to finish, Sam put his Panama hat back on and tipped it slightly in her direction.

‘If you say so, my dear,’ he said serenely. ‘If you say so.’

‘Oh, but I do say so, because it’s true. No love for us,’ insisted Beth having to raise her voice as Sam set off walking. ‘Absolutely none,’ she shouted at his retreating back.

A couple of interested tourists gave her a curious look and Beth swallowed her protests and returned to the hut, to find Jake packing up for the day.

‘We’ll get that roof sorted tomorrow,’ he said straightening his back with a yawn. ‘I’ll feel happier once that’s in place.’

Despite his smile, he looked tired and Beth felt a spasm of guilt. He was working for her as well as doing his own job and he’d probably been looking forward to a relaxing day at the end of a busy week.

‘Thank you,’ she said, meaning every word. ‘Really, thank you so much.’

‘It was the least I could do after the terrible first impression I gave you,’ he murmured. ‘You deserve to keep the hut and if it annoys the Carrington-Smythes, even better.’

Beth grinned. ‘Well, that’s a bonus I wasn’t counting on,’ she giggled. ‘They’ll be so disappointed when I beat the deadline.’

Chuckling, they tidied away the last few bits and pieces and shut the door, which now swung freely on its brand-new hinges and could be locked securely for the first time in months. Briefly, Beth wondered where the seagull was now eating his chips and then set off at a slow pace along the side of the harbour wall and in the direction of Welcome.

‘I think I’ll visit the Italian tonight,’ Jake told her, as casually as if he were discussing the weather. ‘A big plate of pasta and a glass of wine is called for after a hard day at work.’

Beth could hear her heart drumming in her chest. She must be careful, not leap to any conclusions and make a fool of herself.

‘Sounds nice,’ she said, pretending it was the effort she had put in during the day that was leaving her so breathless.

‘Care to join me?’ asked Jake, his eyes still fixed on the path ahead. ‘We could talk over the work still left to do.’

Beth tripped over a cobble, staggering slightly and Jake threw out a hand to catch her.

‘And you know,’ he said gravely, ‘that there is no pretending of any kind going on. I’m not asking you because of Lizzie, who incidentally, I never asked to join me for a meal. Or because I’m pretending to like you.’

Trying to remember how to breathe, Beth nodded.

‘I see,’ she said, the words coming out as a squeak. ‘So you would like me to come to the Italian with you because…?’

‘Because we’ve worked hard today. Because we’re friends, or at least I think we can be friends, even if you need a little more time to come around to the idea.’

Beth peeped at him from beneath her eyelashes but there was only the tiniest of smiles tilting his lips.

‘Because I thought it would be a good opportunity for us to discuss what to do with the roof.’

It was such a sensible suggestion, that Beth found herself nodding enthusiastically.

‘What a good idea,’ she agreed as they reached the door of Welcome. As usual, it was slightly ajar, the shady interior beckoning. ‘Yes, we need to discuss that.’

‘And the windows,’ he added.

‘Yes! And the windows. Excellent idea.’ She said. ’Very sensible.’

‘I thought so,’ he murmured, pushing the door open a little wider so she could enter before him. ‘I’m glad you agree.’

‘Oh, I do,’ said Beth. And it was okay because this wasn't a date. This was a business meeting, over wine and pasta. A very civilized way to conduct a business meeting actually. And definitely not a date.

‘Yes,’ she said thoughtfully, still nodding. ‘Very sensible. And necessary as well. So, all in all, a good idea…’

She stopped abruptly, feeling Jake walk into the back of her, kicking her ankle with his shoe as she stood frozen in the lobby of Welcome.

‘Sorry, are you okay?’ he apologised.

But Beth didn’t hear him. She was staring across the cool lobby with her mouth hanging open.

‘Matthew!’ she gasped. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’
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Chapter 18

Beth wondered if the heat had finally proved too much for her.

‘Matthew?’ she whispered, her knees suddenly turning to jelly.

He had been sitting on one of the ancient tapestry chairs in the lobby, chairs which nobody ever sat on. They were used to rest the occasional suitcase, the post, a delivery, but never guests. And yet there was Matthew, perched on the edge of one, his eyes fixed on the doorway.

‘Beth!’ he said in a relieved tone. ‘I was beginning to think you’d never get back.’

Leaping up, he covered the few steps between them and smiling, he reached out to tuck a stray wisp of hair behind her ear.

‘Hello,’ he said softly.

Fighting the urge to tilt her face into his hand and seek out the warmth of his touch, Beth jerked backwards. Behind her she could feel the heat of Jake’s body, his breath soft on the back of her neck.

Her eyes were wide with shock, her voice was wobbly, uncertain. 'Why are you here?’

Standing in front of her, Matthew sighed deeply, his shoulders sagging. He gave the man behind Beth a pointed stare but Jake simply stared impassively back, crossing his arms in front of him and leaning against the wall to make himself more comfortable. With a small twitch of annoyance, Matthew turned his attention back to Beth.

‘Oh Beth,’ he said softly, his mouth turning down sadly. ‘I had to come and see you. I’ve missed you so much.’ He reached out his hand to catch her fingers, holding them tightly and Beth was so surprised that she let him, her mind swirling with a thousand questions but her skin relishing the touch she remembered. 

‘We didn't get chance to talk in Bristol but I’m here now,’ he said with a smile, the sort of smile he always used when he wanted Beth to agree with him. The smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made his face look soft and caring. The smile that always worked on Beth.

Beth pulled her fingers away. ‘You've had a week to talk to me,’ she said, trying to sound firm, even as her heart jumped up and down, pounding inside her body so loudly she could hear it drumming in her ears.

‘I know and I'm sorry! I just couldn't get away - and I wasn't sure if you would still want to speak to me.’

Beth bit her lip. The last time they had faced each other, Beth had tipped a vase of water over his head and been asked to vacate the office until she had calmed down. She could understand if he thought he should leave some time before they attempted another conversation.

‘I suppose we do need to talk about the future,’ she said weakly. ‘The flat and …other things.’

‘Exactly!’

Jake was still leaning against the wall blatantly listening to the conversation between them and Matthew threw him another look which was ignored.

‘Why don't we go up to your room,’ suggested Matthew with another of his crinkly smiles. ‘Where we can talk in private.’

Instinctively, Beth shook her head. She was struggling to think clearly, Matthew standing before her was too much to take in, but she wasn’t sure she wanted him in her tiny room in the eaves. It was her sanctuary, a place with no memories of Matthew other than the ones she chose to invite in with her.

She looked down at her grubby t-shirt and scratched legs. ‘I need a shower,’ she mumbled, tugging at her ponytail.

‘That’s okay!’ exclaimed Matthew. ‘I don't mind waiting. Let’s go.’ And he turned in the direction of the stairs.

Beside her, she could feel Jake’s disapproval hitting her in waves, and she had to use every ounce of self-control not to turn to see the expression in the green eyes.

‘No! It’s a really small room,’ she said weakly to Matthew. ‘Wait upstairs on the balcony, first room on the right. You’ll have more space and the view is wonderful.’

‘Okay.’ Shrugging, Matthew started striding up the stairs. ‘But don't be too long, I can't wait to sit down and talk to you,’ and Beth heard him walk across the balcony followed by the scrape of a chair.

She didn’t move. The blood was rushing through her veins so quickly it was making her dizzy. Eventually, she risked a sideways peep at Jake’s stony profile.

He was watching her, his eyes empty of expression, his mouth a straight line.

‘Are you going to forgive him?’ he asked bluntly.

Beth gasped. This was all moving far too fast. She had been so close to giving up on Matthew. She had stopped drifting off to sleep thinking about him, stopped letting him intrude on her every thought. And suddenly he was here. Asking for forgiveness.

‘No. I don't know,’ she said uncertainly. ‘I need to listen to him.’

‘Not really, you could tell him to leave.’

Beth scowled. Still telling her what to do, still thinking he knew best.

‘You heard him, he's sorry!’

‘Sorry for cheating on you and breaking your heart? Or sorry for just taking so long to say sorry?’

‘At least he’s here’ growled Beth. ‘Portia is two minutes away and she hasn't bothered to visit you.’

The moment the words were out of her mouth she regretted them. She saw his face tighten, his eyes flash and she wished words were like emails, with the ability to call them back and eradicate their impact.

‘I'm sorry,’ she said hastily. ‘That was…’

‘You’re right. Matthew has come a long way to speak to you. I hope for your sake, he says what you want to hear,’ and with a stiff nod, he pushed past her and took the steps two at a time as though in a hurry to put some space between them.

Showering quickly, Beth grabbed her phone as she looked through her wardrobe for something to wear.

Beth: Matthew’s here!

Sally: Where? At the flat? Are you back in Bristol?

Beth: No- he’s in Welby

Sally: Matthew followed you to Welby? Like a stalker kind of follow?

Beth: No! He’s come to talk. Said we didn't have chance in Bristol so he's come here

Sally: But you did have chance in Bristol, he just didn’t want to. And then you attacked him – which was absolutely the right thing to do by the way. Go Beth!!

Beth: I suppose he didn't want to talk to me right after I tried to drown him. Anyway, he's here. Now.

Sally: What does he want

Beth: I don't know yet. He’s waiting for me, I’m just getting changed

Sally: Ooh- do you have a revenge dress? You need to remind him what he's lost, you want to make sure he regrets this for the rest of his life!

Beth looked over her wardrobe which comprised shorts and t-shirts covered in sawdust and paint and more shorts and t-shirts that were still relatively clean. At the back of the wardrobe was the yellow sundress.

Beth: I didn't think I needed a revenge dress to paint a beach hut. And anyway, this isn't about revenge. We’re just going to talk

Sally: OMG- do not tell me you are thinking of forgiving him? Do not let him get away with this Beth. He is a liar and a cheat and a total bastard. DO NOT FORGIVE HIM!!!

Beth: I didn't say I was going to forgive him. We're going to talk, that's all

Sally: But you always give in where Matthew is concerned

Beth: I do not

Sally: Yes you do. But you can't this time. Stay strong. Do not give in

Beth: I won't – really I won't. We’re just going to talk

Pulling on the yellow sundress which was already looser at the waist following a week of hard work and grief, Beth went downstairs to find Matthew on the balcony, drumming his fingers as he waited for her to arrive. There was a bottle of wine on the table which Lavinia must have provided, although there was no sign of her or Jake.

‘Odd little place isn't it,’ Matthew said to her as she arrived, looking around in bewilderment. ‘Why do people come here?’

‘Look at the view,’ Beth said, sitting opposite and pouring them both a glass of wine and then drinking most of hers in one go, nerves hammering at her chest. ‘Amazing, isn't it?’

caught the movement of the waves, the swoop of the gulls and the warmth of the sun.

But Matthew wasn't looking. He leant over the table reaching out for Beth's hands. She dropped them into her lap.

‘I came to say I was sorry, Beth,’ he said, giving her the crinkly smile. ‘So sorry.’

The breath caught in her throat twisting and turning. Was this actually happening? Was Matthew about to say he had made a mistake, that it was Beth he loved?

‘I know I must have hurt you…'

‘You broke my heart!’

From the balcony, the view of the bay and the far horizon opened up like a painting. One that had captured the movement of the waves and drifting of soft clouds.

‘Yes, yes, and I'm sorry.’

He paused for a moment and when Beth remained silent, he continued.

‘I’m afraid it all got out of hand. And I should have spoken to you in Bristol, I just didn’t know what to say.’ He took a deep breath and sat back in his seat. ‘I made a mess of things, I know I did. But I've missed you, more than I ever thought possible.’

It didn't change what had happened, thought Beth. It didn't alter the fact that he had betrayed her. But despite herself, she couldn't help the warm glow that began to radiate across her stomach, the tingling sensation in her fingers. She took another large drink.

‘You did?’

‘Yes. I keep thinking about you. All the time. I’m just getting on with my day and you pop into my head,’ Matthew continued in surprise. ‘It’s really odd.’

Not really, thought Beth. Not when you loved someone. She had thought about him constantly. Or she had, until her thoughts had been overwhelmed by rotten floorboards, wobbly roofs and mocking green eyes.

He groaned, running a hand through the normally immaculate blonde hair. ‘Oh Beth, I am sorry. It must have been awful finding out like that.’

It had been truly awful, thought Beth. Not the sort of moment that was easily forgotten. She realised her glass was empty and she filled it again.  It had been a long day and the wine was adding a pleasant buzz to her otherwise chaotic thoughts.

‘Can you ever forgive me?’ He was peering at her from across the table in the disappearing light, puppy dog eyes in a sad face, his lips turned down in entreaty. ‘Is it something you could ever forgive, Beth darling? I’ve told you how sorry I am, can you forget what I did?’

‘I don't know,’ she said slowly, taking herself by surprise.

If he had turned up a few days ago, she would probably have said yes. But so much had happened since Beth had arrived in Welby. Not least, that she had found some of the belief in herself she suspected had previously been missing.

Was that a hint of surprise in his eyes, Beth wondered. Had he also expected that Beth would forgive and forget?

‘I understand,’ he said quickly. ‘I do understand. I’m hoping that you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me but I understand if you need time.’

It sounded as though he thought it was pretty inevitable, decided Beth, glugging on her wine. Maybe Sally was right and she had always been a pushover where Matthew Pettigrew was concerned.

‘As long as you know I want to be with you,’ he said.

When Beth looked up, her eyes wide and startled, he smiled and nodded.

‘That’s right. I want to be with you, Beth.

‘You do?’

‘I do. So much. If spending time with someone else has taught me anything, it’s how much I need you in my life.’

Beth swallowed hard.

‘Why don't we leave this place,’ he said softly with a cajoling smile. ‘There’s a wonderful hotel somewhere called Craggy Heights. I could see if they have a room for the rest of the weekend.’ He let his fingers walk across the table, dancing in front of her and waiting for her to reach out her own. ‘We could talk and swim and remind ourselves of what we used to have together.’ His voice had dropped an octave, like honey trickling from a spoon and he smiled the smile and wriggled his shoulders seductively, ‘What do you think?’

Beth was finding it hard to think. Or breathe. Or do any of the things she normally took for granted.

‘What about Laura?’ she croaked, her voice having trouble fighting its way around the emotion.

‘Laura?’ Matthew sat back in his chair, his mood souring, the dancing fingers disappearing.

‘It was a mistake,’ he said shaking his head. ‘People always think the grass is greener on the other side and it may be but it also needs a lot more work,’ he muttered.

Beth frowned. He seemed to be comparing her to a lawn, an easy-care sort of lawn.

‘She is very demanding. About all sorts of things,’ he added with feeling.

Beth didn't want to know about all the ways Laura could be demanding.

‘I mean, who has a white settee and then gets sniffy when it gets a little stain? And who wants to spend the whole evening watching Love Island?’

Well, certainly not Matthew. The only thing he liked spending the whole evening watching, was the highlights of the cricket test match.

‘And all this detox business! I went back to our flat just so I could get a decent meal. She caught me eating a KitKat in the bathroom and took it off me!’

He’d gone back to their flat. Beth had imagined him cosied up somewhere with Laura, gazing into each other’s eyes but he’d been in their flat all along. What if Beth hadn’t fled to Welby? Would he have arrived home, unhappy with the lack of cricket and chocolate biscuits and said he was sorry? Would Beth have been so relieved to see him that she would have made him a chicken curry and welcomed him back?

‘Why are you here?’ she asked, pouring herself more wine.

Looking up she saw Lavinia hovering anxiously in the hallway and Beth offered her a reassuring smile, along with a beseeching look as she pointed to the now empty bottle.

‘I realised I needed you.’

The honey tone was back, the fingers dancing across the table, although once he noticed that the bottle was empty, he danced them back to his side in disappointment.

‘You've left her?’ asked Beth.

His eyes dipped, his mouth pouting.

‘I came here because I missed you,’ he murmured.

‘How did it start?’ asked Beth and Matthew winced.

‘I don't think we should dwell too much on the…’

‘How?’ barked Beth, just as Lavinia arrived with another bottle of wine.

‘Everything okay, Beth dear?’ she asked in a quiet voice, resting a calm hand on Beth's shoulder.

‘Everything is fine, Lavinia. Matthew has come to tell me how much he misses me. And KitKats and cricket.’

Both Lavinia and Matthew looked confused but Beth knew what she meant, and she gave Lavinia a smile and a nod.  ‘I’m fine,’ she said softly. ‘Really.’

Reaching out for the bottle, Matthew had to work hard to wrest it from Beth’s insistent grip, but he managed to jerk it away and hastily fill his glass before she took it back.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked hesitantly. ‘Perhaps you've had enough…’

‘How did it start?’ repeated Beth.

Perhaps she had drunk a little too much on an empty stomach and a day of intense work. Everything was beginning to dance slightly before her eyes, including Matthew and his crinkly smile.

‘It was just meant to be a fling,’ he admitted with a sigh. ‘No one was more surprised than me to hear her say we were in love.’

‘A fling?’ Her voice rose again, veering into a screech and she saw Matthew flinch at his choice of words.

‘No! Not a fling but not a...a… not anything that would take me away from you.’

‘So, if I hadn't found out you two would still be off flinging together?’ 

‘No, no! Of course not. I would have told you. I meant to tell you!’ With a sigh, Matthew continued. ‘She just appeared at my desk one night and asked if I would like to join her in her office for a drink.’

‘And of course, you said no.’

‘Yes. I mean no, I didn't say no, I said yes.’

Beth emptied her glass angrily.

‘Go on.’

‘She has the corner office, next to Lester’s and I thought it would be interesting to check it out. You know, try it out for size.’ He gave a slightly hollow laugh.

Beth did know.

‘You thought you would go to Laura’s corner office and get your feet under her corner desk,’ she said accusingly. ‘You saw an opportunity to get a spot on the 8th floor a lot quicker than the usual route, you know, the one where people just work hard and get promoted.’

‘Not at all,’ said Matthew indignantly. But Beth could see his eyes swivelling, like they always did when he wasn't being entirely truthful.

‘You thought that Laura was a good way of getting on Lester’s radar,’ she continued, her voice rising and the grip on her glass tightening.

‘Beth! How could you suggest such a thing…’

‘You were using Laura.’

‘What an awful thing to say…’

‘And now you've found it hard going with her, you've come scuttling back to me because you think that nice Beth, sweet Beth, will forgive and forget and take you back without a second thought.’

‘Absolutely not. Wait, which part? I mean I do want you back. Because I love you and because I realise you are my soul mate…’

‘I just don't have a corner office on the 8th floor! You've come back because I’m not demanding and I let you eat KitKats!’

Beth was shouting now, on her feet as she waved her empty glass in his direction. Beneath her feet, the balcony tipped and swayed, and Beth wasn't sure whether it was sheer unadulterated anger or the amount she had drunk on an empty stomach.

‘Well, I’ve got news for you, Matthew Pettigrew. I am not a pushover. I can be quite demanding myself and I also like to watch Love Island. I will not forget what you have done and I most certainly will never forgive you. And I want you to leave, right now!’

She gave a toss of her head, one that was meant to convey her complete disregard for the man sitting opposite her, but which meant she lost her balance and almost fell over.

Matthew jumped up, grabbing Beth’s arm and trying to steer her back into her seat.

‘Let go of me,’ she shouted crossly. ‘I don't need your help!’

‘I think you should sit down. You’ve had far too much to drink.’

'I have not and don't tell me what to do. Get off me…oh!’

Suddenly Matthew was gone, but without his supporting arm Beth was heading for another fall, and was saved only by Lavinia’s restraining hand and plump body. Opposite her Matthew appeared to be spinning around.

‘What…’ she began only to realise that Jake had taken Matthews’ arm and hauled him away from Beth.

‘Beth has asked you to leave. And I think that’s exactly what you need to do.’ Jake’s voice was low and calm, but filled with a quiet anger.

Beside her, Lavinia bristled with disapproval, her worried eyes seeking out Beth’s own.

‘Are you all right, my darling?’ she whispered.

‘Of course I am. Matthew wouldn’t hurt me. Jake let go of him please.’

‘Take your hands off me,’ Matthew was demanding in outrage, puffing out his chest which Beth realised was woefully inadequate compared to Jake’s. ‘Who are you anyway? This has nothing to do with you. Beth,’ he commanded. ‘Tell this man to stop immediately. What kind of place is this and why is he…oh!’

Shocked eyes played a game of tennis between Beth and Jake, occasionally involving Lavinia.

‘Is he…are you…Beth! How could you!’

Beth stared at him groggily. ‘What?’

‘Is this why you don't want to take me back? Because you've already found someone else?’

Beth heard Lavinia’s quiet gasp and saw Jake’s jaw tense, but her eyes were fixed on Matthew’s outraged face and disapproving mouth

‘What!’ she yelled. ‘Of course not. We aren't…we’re not…we don't even like each other!’

She saw Jake and Lavinia’s eyes swing her way.

‘Well, not very much. Or we didn't but maybe we’ve started to,’ she mumbled. ‘A little bit anyway although he still thinks I'm annoying and …’ Yep, definitely drunk too much wine and she dragged her angry glare back to Matthew. ‘How dare you! You're the one who cheated on me, don't try and blame me for anything. You…you…’

She took a step closer, her mouth opening and closing as she tried to find the words before stopping and in an almost perfect rerun of their last encounter, she snatched the bottle of Chardonnay from the table and held it high over his head, watching as it ran down his face and he gasped for air.
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Chapter 19

The following morning, Beth’s head was thumping from the combined effects of wine and remorse.

Creeping onto the balcony, she prayed that Jake would be long gone. She had considered giving breakfast a miss altogether but decided her stomach needed something to fill the void.

He was sitting in his usual place, eyes as ever concealed behind his sunglasses, body relaxed as he stared out to sea.

‘Good morning,’ he offered, his voice neutral as she sat opposite him.

‘Good morning.’

After bathing Matthew in Chardonnay, Beth had stalked out of the room and turned in the direction of the next flight of steps that would take her to her room in the eaves. Her hideaway.

Maybe it was the emotion of the moment or maybe it was the wine she had recklessly consumed on an empty stomach, but as she had taken the first step, her knees had buckled and she had crashed against the wall. Or she would have, if a strong arm hadn’t slid around her waist and held her tight against an equally strong chest until the moment of dizziness had passed and she stood upright, pulling herself away.

‘Are you okay?’ a voice had asked close to her ear and she’d nodded, listening to the sounds of a furious Matthew berating Lavinia, quite unjustly, for his mishap.

‘Yes,’ she’d whispered, not able to meet his eyes and reluctantly he’d released her, remaining at the bottom of the stairs and watching her progress until she reached her bedroom door and retreated inside in search of sanctuary.

Flushing, she remembered his kindness to her and her unkindness to him, when she had taunted him about Portia’s absence.

‘I’m sorry,’ she offered, taking a piece of toast and concentrating hard on buttering every centimetre of its surface rather than looking in his direction.

‘Sorry? For?’

He wasn’t going to make it easy, thought Beth with a sigh. There again, had she expected any different?

‘I was very rude. I said that Portia hadn’t… that she wouldn’t…’

She sighed deeply, putting the butter knife down and lifting her chin. ‘It was an unforgivable thing to say.’

‘Forget it.’

Taking the teapot, he poured them both a cup of tea.

Beth waited until the tea was poured and Jake settled back into his seat.

‘But I shouldn’t have…’

‘Really, forget it. Matthew was the only one who acted badly last night.’

Beth took a bite of her toast and contemplated the man sitting opposite. She would have bet her last penny that he would have taken advantage of the moment to crow about her lack of judgment.

But as far as Jake was concerned the subject seemed to be over and sitting back in his chair, he took a lungful of the salty air and smiled.

‘Ready to carry on with the hut today?’ he asked, smirking just a little. ‘Or is your head not up to it?’

Beth tossed her hair and immediately regretted it. ‘My head is fine,’ she lied. ‘And I’m looking forward to another day of work.’

‘Good. Lots to do today. We need to get that roof sorted. Hopefully, Sam will be along to help as well. An extra pair of hands is always welcome.’

Just the thought of spending the day in the heat of the sun, nailing planks and climbing up and down ladders was enough to make Beth want to retreat straight back to her bed. Not that she would ever admit that to Jake. Not under pain of torture.

‘Can’t wait,’ she advised him airily, ignoring her heaving stomach and the throbbing of her head.

‘Is Sam likely to be at the hut again today then?’ asked Lavinia casually as she appeared bearing a mountain of bacon and sausage.

Beth felt her stomach contract as she stared at the food and quickly averted her eyes.

‘I think so,’ she answered faintly, putting down her toast. ‘He’s come along to help out most days.’

‘When is he leaving?’

‘I don’t really know.’

Perhaps she would just stick to tea and toast this morning. At least until the effects of the wine had dissipated.

‘He was talking about having left it too late and going back home,’ she added, wondering if she would be able to lift a piece of wood without being sick all over Jake.

‘Too late for what?’

Beth shook her head and declined any bacon, leaving Lavinia to load most of the food onto Jake’s plate.

‘Er, love, I think.’

Beth thought back to her last conversation with Sam. He hadn’t been in love with Lizzie, as Beth had suspected. But he’d also left it too late to declare his feelings and now they were happily married to someone else. It would seem that the thorny issue of love didn’t get any easier with the passing of years.

‘He loved someone but didn’t say anything.’

‘Lizzie?’

‘Oh no. I don’t know who it was but it wasn’t Lizzie.’ She smiled at Lavinia. ‘I keep forgetting that you knew him as well. Can you remember someone he was fond of?’

‘No!’ It was the closest Lavinia came to snapping and both Jake and Beth looked at her in surprise. ‘I had better things to do than wonder who Sam Westmoreland was in love with!’

‘Well, whoever it was is now happy with someone else and Sam regrets leaving Welby. I think it’s proving painful being back. He’s only sticking around to help with the hut, a sort of homage to Aunt Lizzie,’ said Beth as Lavinia bustled off, leaving the distinct impression she and Sam had not been the greatest of friends in their youth.

A few hours later, Jemima’s hut was once again heaving with activity, champagne and over-affected laughter. Used to seeing Jemima quite by herself during the week, Beth found it strange to see someone else clearly in charge with her husband snapping his fingers and expecting Jemima to do his instant bidding, laughing at her unfortunate attempts to open a jar of BBQ sauce, and taking her to task for not having the foresight to order sufficient sardines for him to toast over the grill. Far from the confident, slightly bored woman Beth had become used to, this was a very different Jemima, struggling to keep up with her husband’s demands and often the butt of the joke from the group of hooraying Henry’s lounging around her immaculate mahogany decking.

But too busy to worry about Jemima’s day, Beth was kept insanely busy by a demanding man of her own as Jake barked out orders, issued instructions and generally kept her so busy that last night’s humiliation soon became a thing of the past.

The handful of paracetamols supplied discreetly by Lavinia had helped with her head and her stomach had reduced its complaint to a discreet lurch every now and then, as long as she didn’t think of Matthew, food and especially wine.

Her heart was quite another matter. It would be some time before that healed.

‘It’s coming along, isn’t it?’

Looking up in confusion, Beth took a moment to place the voice and found herself staring into the eyes of a very pretty young woman leaning over the balcony to the other side of Number 4.

‘My name’s Sarah,’ she offered with a smile.

Taking the moment to ease the ache in her shoulders, Beth put down the nail gun she had been using and stepped closer. ‘Hi. I’m Beth.’

‘Yes, I know!’ laughed the woman. ’You’re Lizzie’s niece. You used to spend your summers in Welby with your aunt and she left you the hut.’

She chuckled at Beth’s surprise. ‘I’m afraid there are few secrets in Welby. Jemima brought us all up to date with everything that’s been going on with Number 4.’

And no doubt, very little of it was in any way complimentary.

‘I’m doing my best,’ began Beth defensively. ‘It will pass the health and safety inspection, I’m sure.’

‘You’re doing a wonderful job,’ said Sarah kindly. ‘It looks so much better already. I admit I have been a little worried about the roof,’ she giggled. ‘I half expected to find it on the beach after a windy night!’

Beth smiled stiffly. ‘I can see why you would all be worried about how safe it was,’ she admitted diplomatically. ‘But I will make sure the council are happy.’

Sarah grinned sympathetically. ‘Has Jemima been giving you a hard time?’ she asked. ‘She does have a bit of a bee in her bonnet about this hut, always has. She’s managed to convince herself that it’s your hut that makes Dom so crabby. If it didn't look so shabby, Dom would stop moaning about everything and be nicer to her on a weekend.’ She gave a snort of laughter at the expression on Beth’s face. ‘Yes, I know! But she believes it. She wants their friend David to buy it and make it look identical to every other hut. She doesn’t see the charm of a simple beach hut, like yours.’

Beth gave Sarah’s hut a quick glance. It was painted the same shade of grey as many of the other huts, had the same over-elaborate decking area and no doubt, there was a chandelier hanging in the kitchen.

‘I’m afraid my husband has the same sort of taste,’ said Sarah, apologetically.

‘Oh, I didn’t mean… I wasn’t… Your hut looks lovely.’

‘It looks like every other one on the row,’ shrugged Sarah. ‘When we first bought our hut, lots were still owned by locals and they were a rainbow of different colours and styles. I always loved your aunt’s. It was such a lovely shade of pink it reminded me of an ice cream.’

‘Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink,’ murmured Beth.

At Sarah’s bewildered expression, she explained. ‘That was the colour it was painted. Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink.’

Sarah grinned. ‘Aptly named. But not many residents these days go for pink.’

Beth looked around at the row of dark grey huts.  In her opinion, the huts had lost a lot of their charm since they’d been upgraded to cabanas by Jemima.

‘Who knows,’ suggested Sarah with a twinkle in her eye, ‘maybe Jem is right and Dom would cheer up if he had Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink next door. Surely even he couldn't stay grouchy.’

From the little she had seen of him, Beth felt that Dominic Carrington-Smythe would stay grouchy regardless of what was next door to him. He hadn't said a kind word to Jemima all morning, and she had noticed that the common thread of every conversation he started was his displeasure about something. Even the waves had been too noisy earlier! 

‘When’s the inspection?’ asked Sarah, casting her eyes over the now sturdy but still bare walls.

‘At the end of this week.’ Beth’s stomach lurched at the prospect. If she failed the inspection, she would lose Aunt Lizzie’s hut. She was determined to do everything she could to stop that happening, it was something that kept her awake at night, interrupting her dreams and leaving her anxious and tense each morning.

‘I'm sure it will be okay,’ said Sarah. ‘And you've got lots of helpers.’

Beth nodded, trying to look quietly confident and saying goodbye to Sarah, she went back inside. After an intense few hours, the roof was now sitting squarely back in place and Jake was busy ensuring that the next puff of wind did not take it sailing down the beach.

Sam was taking a breather on one of the chairs, and Beth thought how nice it would be to strip off her sweaty t-shirt and run into the waves like she used to do when she was a child. She could forget about council inspections and Jemima and Matthew and let the cold waves take her breath away.

‘Everything okay?’ asked Sam who was sitting on a stool inside, admiring their handiwork.

Beth nodded, ‘I’m sure it will be,’ she said reassuringly for her own benefit. ‘I’m just anxious not to lose the hut. It meant so much to Lizzie. And to me,’ she added.

‘You deserve to keep it, after all this hard work.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ muttered Beth.

‘And you? Are you okay?’

Beth gave him a blank look and he smiled sympathetically.

‘Jake told me what happened yesterday. Oh,’ he held up his hand at Beth’s protests, ‘he wasn’t gossiping. He just brought me up to date. Asked me to keep my eye on you because you were feeling a little upset.’

‘He did?’

‘Yes. He was very angry with Matthew. Felt he’d treated you shabbily.’

‘Really?’

‘Oh yes. I think he was tempted to punch some sense into him, he just didn’t think you’d approve.’

Of course she wouldn’t. Although watching Jake deliver a punch to Matthew might have been worth suspending her disapproval.

‘He was worried about me?’

Sam smiled. He slid from the stool and took his stick in his hand as he approached.

‘More than you realise, my dear,’ he said softly. ‘And take some advice from a foolish old man. Don’t let pride or doubt get in your way where love is concerned. Let your heart be your guide.’

For a moment Beth wondered if he was referring to herself and Jake. But there was no love there. Not even friendship. Not really. Just a mutual ceasing of hostilities in the interests of Aunt Lizzie’s hut. But of course, he must be talking about his lost love of yesteryear and his youth in Welby.

‘Have you seen her since you left?’ she asked gently and immediately regretted her intrusion as his eyes became cloudy and unfocused.

‘No. Never.’

‘Maybe she would enjoy meeting you again, after all this time.’

He shook his head, hurt and regret reflected across his face. ‘I doubt it. And I’m sure her husband won’t relish me turning up out of the blue and reminding them both how much I used to love her.’

He was probably right, some things were best left alone and she reached out a sympathetic hand to squeeze his fingers.

‘How are we getting on in here?’ asked a cheerful voice and Jake appeared in the doorway, noticing Beth and Sam’s joined hands and lifting his eyebrows slightly. ‘Everything okay?’

‘It will be,’ said Sam stoically.

‘Maybe we should call it a day,’ suggested Jake. ‘It’s been a tiring morning.’

He didn’t look remotely tired and Beth felt he was probably making allowances for her hangover.

‘I can carry on,’ she said defiantly. ‘I am perfectly okay.’

‘I’m sure you are but…’

‘You don’t always know best!’ she snapped, stung by the kindly smile. Instead of making her feel comforted, it left her feeling decidedly ruffled. ‘I can work all afternoon.’

He grinned and Beth dropped her head. Why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut where Jake Balfour was concerned, she thought with a groan. They both knew she was exhausted.

‘Hello! Hello?’

It was Lavinia and sending a prayer of thanks winging upwards, Beth abandoned Jake to walk outside.

‘Lavinia! What are you doing here?’

‘I thought you might be in need of some refreshments. It’s such a hot day and I know you didn’t eat much at breakfast,’ said Lavinia diplomatically.

Over her arm was a wicker basket and Beth could see the top of one of the bottles Lavinia used for her homemade lemonade. Nestled beside it were sandwiches, biscuits and scones, all wafting a delicious scent in Beth’s direction.

‘Oh, how thoughtful! That’s wonderful and very welcome.’

Taking the basket, Beth waved Lavinia into the hut.

‘Come in, it’s quite safe now. No fear of disappearing down a hole,’ she giggled. ‘And it’s perfect timing because Sam is here and you two can say hello.’

She turned to make the introductions. Sam had never mentioned Lavinia’s name and it had been many, many years since they would have last seen each other. He may not even remember who she was.

‘Sam,’ she began. ‘This is one of my aunt’s oldest friends. Her very best friend actually, this is…’

She paused, her words trailing away. Sam had stood up and taken a step forward, his trembling hands gripping his walking stick as though his life depended on it, his face blazing with emotion.

He was looking past Beth to the figure standing hesitantly on the decking, her face watching him warily.

‘Hello, Lavinia,’ he said, his voice husky and cracked. ‘Hello, my darling, darling girl.’
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Chapter 20

‘You remember each other?’ asked Beth, somewhat unnecessarily.

Sam and Lavinia were standing at opposite ends of the hut but the connection between them was unmistakable. Beth blinked uncertainly, turning to look at Jake who was watching the pair with equal fascination.

Sam’s hands were shaking and for a moment, Beth was worried that his legs wouldn’t support him as he took a few unsteady steps towards the woman in the doorway.

‘Remember her?’ he said, his voice gruff. ‘How could I ever forget her?’

‘Hello Sam.’ Lavinia was trembling almost as much as Sam, holding out one hand to grasp a pile of boxes and steady herself. Her voice was soft and full of emotion. ‘Weren’t you going to visit me while you were in Welby?’

Another faltering step and Sam was almost within reach, stopping a few paces away and staring at Lavinia as though he couldn’t quite believe his eyes.

‘I heard you’d left, moved away – with him. I heard how happy you were, that you had a family and a good life together. After that I stopped asking about you, I didn’t want to … I couldn’t…’

Jake’s eyes were almost as wide as Beth’s and the two of them shared a furtive glance. Was this the woman Sam had been mourning, wondered Beth in amazement. Was Lavinia his lost love?

Lavinia smiled, her eyes glistening with tears as she nodded.

‘We did move. To Bournemouth.’ She lifted her chin, her voice firm. ‘I loved Neil, and he loved me. We had many happy years together and two fine sons. But he died over twenty years ago and I moved back to Welby. Back home, where I belonged.’

Sam was listening, his eyes never leaving Lavinia’s, his face twisting with emotion as she spoke.

‘You broke my heart, Sam. You broke my heart and Neil helped to mend it.’

A strangled sob erupted from Sam and Beth saw Jake hold out a hand, ready to catch the old man should he fall.

‘I broke both our hearts, my darling. I was young and stupid. I thought if I stayed in Welby with you, I would never escape, never break free and see the world.’ He rubbed at his eyes with his free hand, his legs still trembling. ‘I had foolish dreams about strutting back into town in a few years to sweep you off your feet, to show you how well I had done out there in the big wide world.’

Seeing he was near collapse, Jake stepped forward, placing a supporting arm across the elderly man’s back. ‘Steady Sam,’ he murmured in his ear. ‘Take it easy, my friend.’

Leaning on Jake, drawing strength from the tall frame, Sam continued with a sad smile.

‘I was so wrong, Lavinia. So very wrong. I knew within weeks I had made a mistake. I missed you so much, I couldn’t believe I had ever been foolish enough to walk away. I was so arrogant, so wrong. All I wanted to do was come home and beg you to forgive me.’

‘Why didn’t you?’

‘Because I was also too proud. Young, foolish and proud. A terrible combination. I decided I had to make the best of things and work twice as hard so I could at least come home a success. Then I heard you were engaged to Neil and my world ended.’

‘I waited,’ cried out Lavinia, one hand resting on her heart as though to soothe its ache. ‘I waited for two years! But you didn’t come back. You didn’t even write. And eventually, I had to accept that you’d gone. From Welby, and from me.’

Realising her cheek was wet with tears, Beth rubbed a hand discreetly across her face, only to notice Jake blinking rapidly as he watched the two people who had loved and lost but never forgotten each other.

‘I can’t expect you to forgive me because I never forgave myself,’ whispered Sam, shaking his head in despair. ‘I’ve spent my entire life regretting my actions. I hated myself for years. There is no forgiveness.’

Beth’s eyes flew to Lavinia, her plump cheeks damp, her lips tilted in a soft smile as she took in the man before her, his white hair and lined face, his shaking hands and trembling legs.

‘I forgive you, Sam,’ she said gently. ‘I forgave you a long time ago. We loved each other too much for that to turn to hate.’

A sob shook Sam’s frame and Beth gulped, her heart breaking for the elderly man she had become so fond of.

‘Lavinia?’ he whispered.

And the last few steps were finally taken as Lavinia moved forward, taking his hand between both her own and holding it tightly.

‘I forgive you, Sam. And I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you again, after all these years. So very happy.’

Taking a step back, Jake released his hold as Lavinia took his place, her arm sliding around Sam’s shoulders to pull him close, resting her head on his shoulders. Beth saw the wonder on the old man’s face, quickly followed by a look of such deep and happy contentment that she felt a sob break free from her throat. They had loved each other in their own way for over 50 years. Was this finally their moment, their chance at happiness together?

Catching Jake’s eye, they both sidled towards the door, pulling it quietly closed behind them and taking a few steps to stand on the decking, silently, side by side.

Ahead, the blue sea shimmered as though a million diamonds had been sprinkled across its surface, white-tipped waves breaking lazily onto a golden beach. The sky was clear, the air fresh and clean and the sound of children playing in the distance dancing on the slightest of breezes.

A wave of loneliness swept over Beth. Sam and Lavinia may not have had the smoothest of paths through life, but their love for one another had survived 50 years. Would Beth ever find a love like that?

‘Puts it all into perspective, don’t you think?’ muttered Jake. His hands were in the pockets of his shorts, his eyes fixed on the horizon, his face thoughtful.

‘Life?’ she asked

‘Love,’ he answered and they remained where they were, listening to the call of the gulls and letting the tranquillity of Welby-on-the-Sea wash over them.

Beth: I’m sorry about the wine

Matthew: I should think so! I came to say sorry. And why do you constantly feel the need to try and drown me all of a sudden?

Beth: You broke my heart

She remembered the look in Sam’s eyes, the hurt and despair she had seen on his face when Lavinia told him how much she had loved him.

Matthew: I’m sorry- I keep saying I’m sorry

Sorry because things weren’t working out as he had wanted them to. Sorry because he was finding life with Laura difficult. She stared out to sea, closing her eyes and feeling the sun on her face. It was time to say goodbye. Contrary to everything she had believed, Matthew Pettigrew was not the man for her.

Beth: I know. But I think perhaps it’s time to accept that it's over. We don't need to talk about it anymore Matthew. There's nothing left to talk about

Matthew: Why?

Beth: Because you left me. Betrayed me. It’s over

Matthew: But I said I’m sorry

Beth: Sometimes sorry simply isn’t good enough. Goodbye Matthew

She lifted her gaze from her phone and took a deep breath. Looking down towards the town she could see the house, Jake’s house, at the end of the cobbled lane. He had muttered about needing to sort something out and left her to stride across the beach. As she watched, the brightly painted front door opened and out stepped Jake. He paused for a few moments before turning and speaking to someone inside.

He must have been to visit Portia decided Beth. He turned and began to walk briskly along the lane, his head bobbing amongst the tourists until Beth lost sight of him, although she carried on watching for several more minutes, searching for him in the crowd.

Was Portia the thing he’d needed to sort out? Sam and Lavinia had provided a salutary lesson in love, perhaps it had inspired Jake. If he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Portia, he would have to say so now, and not regret his actions for the next 50 years. Beth’s heart gave a little skip. It was a lovely thought, growing old with someone you loved, happy and content with the life you had together.

Matthew: Don't be too hasty. Let's talk again when you come back to Bristol. Let's work this out

Maybe Beth would have something similar herself one day. But it wouldn’t be with Matthew. And it was unlikely to be in Welby. Her eyes moved back to the horizon. Which was a shame because, unlike Sam, she didn’t feel the need to escape and explore what else life had to offer. City life had its compensations but this last week had reminded her how much she loved this little town. It brought a sense of peace to her soul that had been missing for a long time.

She imagined staying here, finding her true love and walking down the street hand in hand, watching their children playing on the golden sand. It brought a smile to her lips, a small but steady smile. She could only hope. Saying goodbye to Matthew was the first step and the rest was in the hands of fate.

Matthew: Beth? Are you there?

She let her imaginings drift with the wind, feeling the warmth of the hand that cradled hers, the sound of their children’s voices. They would have a small rowing boat like Aunt Lizzie had and they would take a tour around the bay on Sunday morning, before eating ice creams sitting on the harbour wall.

She tipped her face to the sun. She would make sure the children knew how lucky they were to live in such a beautiful place. And her husband would squeeze her fingers to show how much he loved her as they walked home across the beach.

In her dreams she turned to meet his green eyes and smile at him, only to gasp in shock.  Of course it wouldn’t be Jake Balfour! What on earth was she doing imagining such a thing? As if they would ever be a couple!

Matthew: Beth?

In annoyance, she turned off her buzzing phone. This daydream was getting out of hand and she shook her head, casting the image into a thousand little shards that slowly floated away before she sat on the deck and waited for Sam and Lavinia.
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Sally: You did what?

Beth: Poured a bottle of wine over his head

Sally: What is it with you and drenching Matthew! Omg – hilarious!

Beth: Anyway, we’ve said goodbye. I mean a proper goodbye

Sally: That’s good to hear. Must admit, I've been worried that you’d go all soft on me and take him back

Beth: Won't happen. It’s over

Sally: And the merman?

Beth: What about him?

Sally: Has he moved on from being nice?

Beth: No! Well, maybe a bit. He was actually very nice over the whole Matthew thing.

Sally: So from nice to very nice! Excellent! And are you being nice to him?

Beth: It’s hard. He always manages to say something that makes me angry. I feel a constant need to punch him

Sally: Ooh! I can feel a holiday romance creeping on Beth Carter!

Beth: What! I said he annoys me!

Sally: That’s how it starts. Goodbye Matthew, hello Jake!

Beth: Don’t be ridiculous. And besides, it’s far too soon to get involved with someone else

Sally: It’s never too soon honey. Sounds to me like old green eyes is just what you need!

Hangover free and hungry after so little food the previous day, Beth was on the terrace bright and early the following morning, determined to beat Jake to the tea and toast.

But she was too late and there was already a figure sitting at the table, back turned to Beth, gazing out across the harbour.

‘Sam! How lovely to see you here.’

Sinking into the seat next to him, Beth took a long look at the man beside her. His hands were strong and steady, his face more relaxed than she had ever seen him and his eyes positively twinkled with happiness.

‘Isn’t this the most amazing view?’ he asked, taking in a deep breath of fresh sea air. ‘Lavinia couldn’t have chosen a better place for a Bed & Breakfast. It’s truly wonderful.’

Grinning, Beth poured a cup of tea. She had a feeling that if Lavinia had shown him a tin shed, he would have declared it to be the most amazing place he’d ever seen.

‘It is beautiful,’ she agreed, looking over at the masts bobbing in the harbour and listening to the shouts of the fishermen discussing their morning catch. ‘There’s nowhere quite like Welby and in Welby, there’s nowhere quite like this balcony.’

There was a moment of contented silence as they relaxed in the already warm morning sun and sipped their tea.

‘Did you stay last night?’ asked Beth.

‘Yes. We were still chattering away at two in the morning, we had so much to say, so much to share with each other. A lifetime really.’ He sighed happily, his eyes blazing with emotion. ‘Lavinia said it was far too late for me to walk back to my hotel and the beauty of having a B&B is that she always has a spare room ready for a needy occupant.’

Beth couldn’t help the grin from returning. Sam may be in his seventies but she had never seen anybody more clearly in love. It shone from his face like a beacon and was in every word he uttered. ‘I wanted to help Lavinia in the kitchen this morning, but she said I would be in the way and I should sit on the balcony. And I can see why.’ Another deep sigh. ‘Beautiful,’ he murmured, ‘simply beautiful.’

Beth followed his gaze to the woman standing in the doorway holding a tray piled even higher than usual with bacon and sausages.

Leaping to his feet, leaving his stick behind, Sam sprang forward. ‘Let me help you,’ he insisted, taking the tray from her as they exchanged a long glance.

‘Oh heavens, don’t fuss,’ she answered, her face wreathed in smiles and not sounding in the least annoyed. ‘I’m used to carrying this thing up and down.’

But she let Sam take the tray from her unresisting fingers and set it down on the table.

‘Is there room for one more?’ asked a voice from behind Lavinia and Jake’s head appeared from over her shoulder.

‘Of course there is! Good morning, Jake, good morning,’ and Sam pumped Jake’s hand enthusiastically before sitting back down to beam at everyone around him. ‘Isn’t this wonderful?’ he asked. ‘All together, here, with this amazing view?’

Jake arched an eyebrow in Beth’s direction and she hid her grin in her teacup.

‘I suppose it is,’ Jake said agreeably, and chuckled as Sam and Lavinia immediately forgot he was there, eyes only for each other.

‘I’m afraid I won’t be able to help out at the hut today,’ he directed at Beth and she wished he hadn’t already put his sunglasses in place. His face was blank, his words neutral. ‘I have a job I need to finish on Craggy Heights,’ he continued. ‘But I think most of the hard work is finished. Just a few kitchen cabinets left to put together and a lot of painting to do.’

‘I can manage without you,’ she said quickly, then blushed. She had sounded rude. Why did he always make her feel so defensive? ‘I mean, I can manage the rest. Thank you for all your help but I’ll be fine on my own now.’

He gave her a long hard look that brought a flush of colour to her cheeks and she wondered what he had said to Portia the previous day. Had he forgiven her? Maybe he’d told her that life was too short for regrets and they didn’t want to discover they were still in love in 50 years with nothing but heartache in between. Maybe they were already reconciled, Jake and Portia, back where they should be, together. Unlike herself and Matthew.

‘I’m sure you will,’ he murmured, reaching over and layering bacon and sausage onto his plate. ‘I have a feeling you are stronger than people give you credit for.’

Was that a compliment, wondered Beth. If so, it was the first she could remember him sending her way. Or maybe he was saying she was a pain to be with and he couldn’t wait to spend a day away from her.

‘I’ll come along and help,’ offered Sam, finally pulling his eyes away from Lavinia and listening to their exchange.

‘No, you won’t,’ said Beth firmly. ‘You’ve done quite enough for me over the last few days. It’s mainly just painting, and I can do that myself. I think you deserve a day off. Spend it with Lavinia. You can continue with your catch-up,’ she suggested with a smile.

‘Oh no…’

‘Yes! Today is your day. The first day of the rest of your life. Make the most of it.’

She could feel Jake’s eyes resting on her, quizzical.

‘Like I said, I can manage by myself,’ she said defiantly, as Sam and Lavinia started making plans for their day together. ‘I don’t need any help.’

‘Clearly.’

He continued to stare, lips turned slightly upwards in amusement.

Why did she feel the need to pull off his glasses and meet his eyes to examine the expression they held? Why did he make her feel so – breathless?

‘And I need to get started,’ said Beth abruptly, standing up quickly and leaving half her breakfast still on her plate to the surprise of Sam, Lavinia and herself.

‘But darling, don’t you want…?’

‘I’ll be fine,’ insisted Beth waving away Lavinia’s concern about her lack of eating. ‘It’s going to be another hot day and I need to get on with it!’

She also needed to leave the terrace and the uncomfortable emotions being stirred by the man mocking her from across the table, and without another word, she fled the balcony, her bacon and Jake Balfour.

In the coolness of the beach hut, Beth sank onto one of the wonky chairs wondering if maybe it wasn’t Jake but herself who had the problem. Even when he tried to be nice, she took it the wrong way. It was time to accept that they would never hit it off, there was something about him that made Beth so angry. He left her feeling dazed and uncomfortable simply by sitting silently opposite her. Sally was wrong, quite wrong. There was no romance brewing between them.

Sighing she pulled out the colour charts she had collected a few days earlier. Jake had done an amazing job of making Number 4 safe and secure. The roof was back in place, there were no holes in the floor, the seagull had been evicted, much to his chagrin, and the hut was watertight and no danger to anyone.

But it looked a sight. New planks of wood sat jarringly next to faded old ones. The basics of a kitchen were in place, or at least a sink now sat on the countertop. The decking was free of holes and a wonderful place to sit and take in the view, but not exactly the impeccable mahogany of the surrounding huts. It still needed a lot of work not least several coats of paint. It wouldn't add to the safety of the hut but it would impress the council if Number 4 looked like a beach hut and not a motley collection of boards.

Following a visit to the small hardware shop on the edge of town to collect her colour charts, Beth had discovered that Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink was not only still available but there were several tins in stock, languishing on the top shelf, dusty, unused and out of reach. But was it the right colour to choose with Jemima’s high standards breathing down Beth’s neck? Would Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink save Lizzie’s hut?

Flicking through the pages, Beth examined the range of colours called ‘Hampton Delight’ which claimed the power to evoke a sense of elegance by the beach and long summer days spent by the rolling Atlantic Ocean. But Welby-on-the-Sea wasn’t by the Atlantic Ocean. And much as Beth loved it, she would never claim that either Welby or the hut were in the elegant class. 

‘You really should go with your heart, you know.’

Jumping, Beth spun round to find Sarah standing in the doorway of Number 4, watching her turmoil.

‘Sorry, I should have knocked. But the door was open and you looked deep in thought.’

Beth smiled and shook her head, ‘It’s okay, come in. Is it that obvious what I’m thinking?’

She watched Sarah slide in through the half-open doorway and perch on top of the pile of boxes still littering one corner. Like Jemima, she was tall and incredibly slender. Too thin, decided Beth, seeing how her collarbones protruded from the neckline of her summer dress. Her hair was a tawny colour, immaculately cut and curling softly onto her shoulders, her eyes were blue and wide and her clothes expensive. But that’s where any resemblance with Jemima stopped. Sarah’s eyes were friendly, if slightly sad and her lips soft and smiling.

‘Are you here for the summer? I hadn’t seen you around before yesterday,’ asked Beth curiously. Jemima was there almost every day, wearing a different kaftan and floating around her decking, a bottle of champagne on ice.

‘We’ve been on holiday. The Maldives,’ explained Sarah. ‘I normally spend most of my summer at the hut. We all do.’

‘We?’

‘The abandoned wives of Craggy Heights!’ Her laugh held no amusement. ‘It’s an expensive place to live. Which means our husbands have to make lots of money. And to make lots of money you have to work hard, to the exclusion of anything else. Certainly your wife.’

She made no effort to hide her bitterness and Beth’s thoughts drifted to Jemima, sitting on the terrace next door. Alone.

‘So, the wives of Craggy Heights all do the same thing. We shop and lounge around and wait for the weekend, hoping our husbands might be able to spare a few hours to spend with us. We sit in our beach huts in our new clothes with no one but each other to admire them and wait for our moment.’

‘It sounds lonely,’ offered Beth tentatively, thinking she had no wish to be a Craggy Heights wife, regardless of how luxuriously they lived.

‘It is.’

Sarah forced a smile, somewhat brittle, and changed the subject.

‘But what about your colours? Please don’t tell me you’re going to be influenced by our Craggy Heights lack of imagination. What happened to Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink?’

Beth’s eyes fell back to the catalogue and she turned the page back to Retro Seaside Shades.

‘Aunt Lizzie would approve,’ she said quietly. ‘She loved that colour.’

‘Then I think you’ve made your choice,’ smiled Sarah encouragingly, before looking around curiously. ‘Where are your helpers today? By yourself?’

Beth let her fingers trail over the patch of pink colour on the chart. It brought back so many memories.

‘Jake has returned to his own job today,’ she said, hoping she didn’t sound as disappointed as she felt. She had meant it when she said she could get on with the painting herself. But ever since arriving at the hut, she had felt unaccountably lonely without his presence. Could she be missing having him bark orders and smirk at her in that unbearably superior way?

‘Ah, yes. I think he’s doing some work for Monica. She was complaining that he hadn’t been around much last week. He’s something of a presence at Craggy Heights. A hard worker and easy on the eye.’

Beth supposed he was. She’d had to look away when he’d peeled off his t-shirt to reveal tanned and toned abs, her heart skipping a beat at his closeness.

‘Mmm.’

‘Have you known him long?’ pressed Sarah.

‘No. I met him last week. He’s staying at the same B&B as I am.’

‘Last week? Goodness me, you’ve only just met and he did all that work to help you?’ Sarah grinned, smoothing her skirt down over long, slim legs. ‘Love at first sight, eh?’

Beth stiffened. Why did everyone seem to be jumping to the same conclusion? First Sam and now Sarah. ‘What on earth do you mean? There’s no love between us, none at all! We don’t even like each other.’

Sarah’s eyebrows rose and she looked amused as she took in Beth’s flushed cheeks.

‘You don’t?’

‘No! Absolutely not. He thinks I… he thinks I neglected my aunt and I’m spoiled and inadequate and…’

The truth was, Beth wasn’t at all certain what Jake Balfour thought of her. ‘And I find him annoying. And irritating.’

Sarah’s grin grew.

‘Really? So you don’t like each other but he ditched his real job to spend his time helping you because….?’

Beth blinked. ‘Well, because… because…of Aunt Lizzie, I suppose. He knew her and wanted to help me save her hut.’

‘I see,’ answered Sarah sagely. ‘Of course. No attraction between the two of you then?’

‘Absolutely none. None at all. No!’

Sarah was grinning openly now. ‘If you say so, Beth. But in my opinion, builders don’t ditch paying clients to help restore ramshackle old beach huts just because they once met an old lady. It sounds to me like there’s a lot more going on than you’re admitting to. Are you quite sure there’s not a simmering holiday romance going on as well as a hut renovation?’
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Beth stared, her mouth hanging open.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she managed to splutter. ‘Of course not. We don’t get on, you know. Not at all!’

‘Really? Because I only saw you together briefly yesterday and you certainly didn’t look at each other in a way that suggested dislike.’

Beth tried to close her gaping mouth. ‘How was he looking at me?’

But Sarah had stood up, smiling enigmatically as she did so.

‘Oh, I was obviously wrong,’ she said smoothly. ‘If you dislike each other, I must have been mistaken.’

Beth frowned.

‘But what did he look like? What did I look like?’

‘Oh, you know. Intrigued, curious, tempted. All the things you feel when you meet someone you want to know better.’

Her mouth was hanging open again and closing it firmly, Beth followed Sarah’s lead and stood up.

‘I don’t know how you got that impression because we do not get on at all,’ she declared firmly. ‘Not one little bit. We annoy each other. A lot actually.  There’s no simmering anything between us. Unless it’s frustration.’

Sarah shrugged her shoulders. ‘Okay.’

‘We definitely don’t think of each other in that way.’

‘So you said.’

‘Not at all.’

‘I see.’

‘And anyway, he’s got a girlfriend. A fiancée actually.’

That stopped Sarah, and the smile slipped from her face.

‘Portia? I thought they’d split up. Didn’t she have a fling with his best friend?’

She certainly had but Jake loved her, according to Lavinia. And when you loved someone, you could forgive their misdemeanours as Sam and Lavinia had just demonstrated. Did that mean Beth hadn’t loved Matthew? Not enough anyway.

‘They’re getting back together,’ muttered Beth, remembering Jake walking out of the front door of his cottage and staring out to sea, no doubt contemplating the importance of not letting true love pass you by.

‘Puts things into perspective,’ he had said to her. Had it put into perspective the prospect of losing Portia when he could forgive her and move on?

‘Then I’m wrong and I’m sorry for teasing you,’ said Sarah briskly. ‘Let’s stop talking about silly things like true love and get to the more important subject of your paint colour. Are you going to be brave and stick with Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink?’

Making a mental note to be very careful with the way she looked at Jake in the future, Beth cast her gaze around the repaired hut and imagined her Aunt Lizzie looking through the colour charts. She wouldn’t have given Hampton Delight a second glance. It would have been bright pink, sunshine yellow and sky blue all the way.

‘Yes!’ she declared on impulse. ‘I decided to keep the hut and repair it in Aunt Lizzie’s honour. The least I can do is stick to the colour she would have liked.’

Sarah clapped her hands ‘Atta girl. At least one person on the beach has the gumption to stand up for themselves. I wanted to paint our hut yellow but Darren nearly had a heart attack when I suggested it! Now, you may have lost Jake and Sam but I’ve got nothing better to do. Not today. Or tomorrow, not for the entire week if I’m honest, so why don’t I help you?’

‘Oh no! I couldn’t ask you to do that!’ Beth stared at Sarah’s designer dress in horror. It wasn’t at all suitable for painting and decorating and it would cost Beth a fortune to have it replaced if Sarah were to get paint all over it. ‘You’re not dressed for it and I keep telling everyone, I can paint on my own.’

‘I’m sure you can,’ said Sarah happily, ‘but why should you? How much more fun to paint with friends and don’t worry, I always have spare clothes in the hut. I find shorts and T-shirts much more comfortable for walking along the beach.’

‘But…’

‘And it will be something for me to do.’

‘But…’

‘I used to love painting. Before Darren made all his money and insisted on getting the decorators in.’

‘But…’

‘And,’ began Sarah, playing her ace card. ‘How are you going to carry all that paint down to the hut? My car is parked just over there. I can take you to the shop.’

Beth paused. How would she get all the paint to the hut? She would have to buy one large can at a time and carry it down the main street and along the harbour wall, brushing tourists out of her way as she went.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked cautiously.

Sarah nodded hopefully.

‘Okay then. Thank you, I would love some help.’

‘Yaay! Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink, here we come!’

The paint was now stacked up and ready to cover Number 4, the walls had been cleaned ready for a day of painting the following day and Beth and Sarah were trying valiantly to put together one of the kitchen units.

‘Jake made it look so easy,’ grumbled Beth, sweating profusely as she pushed and pulled at the unit which was refusing to move. Blowing upwards to move the strands of hair stuck to her nose, she gave another shove and managed to get it in place beside the sink.

‘How do you suppose the doors fit?’ she asked, holding up one of the very complicated hinges. ‘I saw Jake put one together and it only took two minutes but I can't work this thing out.’

‘It can't be that difficult,’ said Sarah confidently. ‘We’re two intelligent women, we can work it out.’

Trying to follow the rather inadequate diagram, Beth worked out which way the hinge needed to be placed, twiddling with it every which way before carefully sliding on the door, Sarah holding it steady while Beth tightened the fastening.

‘Done!’ declared Beth triumphantly. ‘You can let go.’

‘Told you it couldn’t be that hard,’ whooped Sarah and released her grip, only for them to watch as the door slid gently downwards, hitting the floor and bouncing slightly before settling next to the tins of paint.

‘What the…’ exclaimed Beth. ‘But I tightened it and everything.’ She stared at the door laying on the floor. ‘I don't understand.’

Beside her, Sarah began to snort with laughter as she looked again at the diagram. ‘Ah! Maybe it was because we forgot to attach the hinge to the unit first?’

Beth snatched the wrinkled paper and read it again in disbelief, before lifting her eyes to watch Sarah trying to stifle her laughter.

‘Whoops!’

Beth should be cross, it had taken them forever to put together one unit and fail to hang the door, but she could feel the giggles building and she watched Sarah drop to the floor, rolling between the paint tins and the discarded instructions for the kitchen cupboards, tears rolling down her face.

‘Oh dear,’ gasped Sarah weakly, ‘There’s nothing like a bit of DIY for making you feel inadequate,’ she said, wiping the tears from her eyes and sitting up.

‘I think I’ll have to wait for Jake to be free to do the kitchen,’ wheezed Beth, holding her side.  ‘Maybe we should stick to the painting?’

There was a noise at the door and a plaintive voice floated in.

‘What is going on in here? It’s really difficult to concentrate when you two do nothing but laugh.’

Jemima’s sulky face appeared, her eyebrows winging up as she saw the two of them, dirty and dishevelled and rolling around the floor.

‘Has there been an accident?’ she demanded, stepping gingerly over a pile of empty boxes. ‘Do you need me to phone for an ambulance? Or the police? Sarah, have you been attacked?’ she asked, her voice rising in concern as she took in the dirt down one side of Sarah's face and the scratches on her arm. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Oh, relax Jem. Of course we’re okay. We've been working on the kitchen.’

Jemima’s eyes widened, horror flooding her face.

‘Working!’ she gasped. ‘You’re working on Beth's kitchen?’

‘Struggling to her feet, Sarah wiped her hands on her shorts and nodded.

‘That’s right, Jemima. Working.’

‘You’re helping her?’

Jemima’s face was almost comical as she stared from one woman to the other. ‘You’re helping her repair her hut…I mean cabana?’

‘I certainly am,’ said Sarah cheerfully

‘But, why?’

‘Why not? Beth needs some help and I haven't got anything better to do. And besides it’s fun?’

Beth wondered if Jemima was about to pass out, her face was pale and one hand was wandering upwards to cover her mouth in shock.

‘Fun,’ she gasped. ‘How can it be fun?’

‘You came to complain about the laughter Jem, doesn’t that tell you something?’

Enjoying the exchange, Beth perched herself on a box smiling at the complete bewilderment on Jemima's face.

‘Does Darren know what you’re doing?’ asked Jemima, putting her hands on narrow hips.

Sarah’s smile slipped. ‘Whether Darren knows is irrelevant. Unlike you, I do not have to run my every action past my husband. I am his equal, not his possession.’

‘But you’re doing physical labour! And what about your nails?’ wailed Jemima. ‘Oh Sarah, you'll break all your nails, and I know the beauty parlour is booked solid for the next week because I’m having to go into Weymouth for an appointment. And how can it be fun? How can working with horrid dusty things be fun?’

‘Well, it’s a lot more fun than reading the same magazine for the umpteenth time and getting your nails done just so you have someone to talk to,’ said Sarah shrugging her shoulders. ‘I’ve enjoyed every minute of helping Beth.’

Jemima looked blank, shaking her head in disbelief.  ‘I just don't understand why you would want to help,’ she said in a puzzled voice. ‘Or get dirty, or do all this work.’

‘Or laugh, or enjoy myself, or make a new friend?’

‘You two are friends now?’ asked Jemima, and Beth wondered if that was a hint of envy she could detect.

‘Yes,’ said Sarah, casting a peep in Beth's direction. ‘Yes, we are.’

‘You can join us if you want,’ said Beth, taking pity on the slightly forlorn expression creeping across Jemima’s face. ‘I can find you something less dusty to do.’

‘Work! On your hut?’

Sarah giggled. ‘Yes. Come on, Jem, relax and have some fun with us. We’re having a wonderful time.’

There was a long pause and Beth began to wonder if Jemima was going to overcome her aversion to actual work and pick up a paintbrush so she could at least be part of something.

But Jemima shrugged her shoulders. ‘Bully for you,’ she said rudely. ‘Well please keep the laughter and the enjoying yourselves thing under control. I’m trying to read,’ and off she flounced, leaving Beth and Sarah laughing even more.

‘She’s not a very happy person,’ suggested Beth, when their laughter subsided. ‘Even when her husband is here, she doesn’t seem to smile a great deal.’

‘You’re right,’ sighed Sarah. ‘At least I love Darren. He may be turning into the world’s worst husband and behaving like a complete prat, but I love him. And he still loves me. He just needs to work on his priorities and at the moment I am not one of them. But Jemima’s husband is a nasty piece of work. Why on earth she married him is beyond me. I knew her years ago, you know. We were at university together and she was so much fun, totally lovely and a pleasure to be with. She always said she was going to bag herself a rich husband one day but we thought she was kidding. Anyway, she got one, but at a price. He treats her like he would treat his secretary, it’s all commands and orders. I feel sorry for her but she did bring it on herself.’

‘Poor Jemima,’ said Beth quietly.

‘Well, she has to take it because he holds the purse strings. Everything Darren and I have is in joint names. Jemima doesn’t own anything. It all belongs to him and he’s told her she has the use of it while she’s his wife. She had to sign a prenup and everything.’

Sarah’s chattering had stopped as she concentrated on packing her bits and pieces back inside the large straw bag she’d brought with her.

‘Can I come and help tomorrow?’ she asked shyly.

‘Of course! I mean, if you’d like to?’

‘Oh yes.’ Grinning Sarah headed for the door, only to stop and throw her arms around Beth’s neck. ‘I meant what I said,’ she murmured, ‘I haven’t had this much fun in ages. Thank you,’ and she disappeared out of the door, her long legs striding towards the Range Rover parked at the end of the cobbled lane.

Watching her for a moment, Beth wondered at the change that had overcome the row of brightly coloured beach huts. They had originally been built for the townsfolk but seemed to have turned into a refuge for lonely women who for all their wealth and status, remained profoundly unhappy. Whatever would Aunt Lizzie have to say about it all, she wondered, and locked the door to head back to Welcome and a hot shower.

‘Am I too late?’ asked a voice over her shoulder and jumping, she turned to find Jake watching.

‘Oh, yes. We’ve decided to finish for the day.’

‘We?’

‘Sarah asked if she could help.’

Jake nodded. ‘Sarah is lovely,’ he said. ‘One of the few Craggy Heights wives I would describe as such.’

‘We’ve got the paint ready for tomorrow,’ she told him, thinking that he looked tired and deciding she wouldn't mention the kitchen units just yet in case he insisted on sorting them there and then.  Working at Craggy Heights must be a more demanding experience than working on the beach.

‘I see you went for pink,’ he commented, inspecting the tins as Beth gathered together her things and began to lock up.

Beth opened her mouth to snap that there was nothing wrong with pink, only to stop herself. Maybe it hadn’t been a criticism, maybe she was too quick to presume Jake’s disapproval.

‘It used to be pink,’ she said instead and he nodded.

‘I remember. A perfect colour for a beach hut.’

She gave him a quick look, searching out the disapproving twist to his lip, the sarcasm in his tone. But there was none. Had she been judging him too harshly? What had Sarah said -that he had looked intrigued, curious, tempted? She felt her cheeks flush. Beth may have been wrong about several things recently but she was quite, quite sure that Jake didn’t feel remotely tempted by her.

They fell into step as they headed back towards the cobbled lane.

‘Thank you for all the help you’ve given me,’ she said breathlessly. Sarah had insisted builders didn’t give up their jobs to help people they didn’t know for no reason. That he had looked at her with interest. That he had seemed tempted. Her heart began beating a little faster.

‘It can’t have been easy when you had your own job to do.’

They were walking side by side and in a few moments, they would reach the front door of the little cottage, positioned on the very end of the street before the road gave way to the beach. He shrugged and she wished she could see his face instead of his profile and the ever-present sunglasses.

‘I’ve enjoyed it,’ he admitted. ‘It’s certainly a change from working amid the splendid perfection of Craggy Heights.’

She wondered if he would stop at his front door, say goodnight to her and disappear inside. Was Portia waiting for him? Had they made their peace?

Heart pounding, she continued walking, counting the steps until they were in line with the blue door. But he didn’t pause, he didn’t even glance sideways as they walked past the stone cottage. Maybe he had found it too hard to forgive Portia after all. Did you decide to forgive your errant fiancée and return to her side if you were feeling tempted?

‘Still, it was a very kind thing to do,’ Beth ploughed on, her cheeks full of colour. ‘And I don’t think I said thank you properly at the time.’

She peeped up at him as they dodged the late afternoon tourists who were milling along, exclaiming over the views. ‘In fact, I’m not sure I said a proper thank you at all. I tend to end up angry with you and then my manners disappear.’

He stopped, making an elderly couple swerve around him, and pushed his sunglasses up onto his forehead, sea green eyes meeting uncertain blue ones. His mouth was curved upwards but for once Beth decided he wasn’t mocking her, he was simply amused.

‘You do get angry very easily,’ he agreed solemnly. ‘You can be quite frightening at times.’

‘I am not,’ she answered crossly, before gasping and covering her mouth with her hand. ‘Oh dear, that sounded cross, didn’t it?’

He nodded gravely despite the twinkle in his eyes and she couldn’t help the giggle that burst out.

‘You seem to bring out the worst in me,’ she confessed. ‘Do you do it on purpose?’

‘Not at all. I don’t have to do anything to make you angry.’

It was true. But despite anything he may say to the contrary now, she was certain he had been equally frustrated by her at their first meeting.

‘I will try not to become cross with you so easily in the future,’ she promised with a straight face. ‘If you’ll stop saying things that you know will make me angry.’

‘In the future?’ he asked lazily. ‘Do you plan on spending more time in Welby-on-the-Sea after Number 4 is finished then?’

Beth had given very little thought to what she would do once the hut had been saved. Go back to work and her flat, she supposed. Find a new life without Matthew.

‘I hope to,’ she said cautiously. ‘When I can.’

He was smiling, a gentle smile with no edge of mockery. ‘Then it’s a deal,’ he said, holding out his hand in her direction. ‘We’ll both be on our best behaviour- in the future.’

His hand was warm and firm, reassuring, and for some reason, Beth didn’t want to let it go and they stood there for a long moment, the sound of Welby surrounding them, their hands clasped.

‘I suppose we’d better get back,’ said Beth eventually, pulling her hand back by her side and hoping her cheeks weren’t as red as they felt. ‘I think Lavinia was planning on making us all a meal tonight. To celebrate Sam coming home. Or back to Welby and Lavinia at least,’ she gabbled, feeling strangely nervous at the thought of sitting opposite Jake as they ate beneath the romantic lights on the balcony. ‘Anyway, we’d better put a move on. I need to shower before we eat.’

‘I need a shower myself,’ agreed Jake, pushing the glasses back over his eyes. ‘But I’ll have to give the meal a miss I’m afraid.’

‘Oh?’ Her heart lurched. Why was she so disappointed?

‘Other arrangements,’ he said carefully. ‘Not something I can change I’m afraid.’

Beth shrugged. ‘That’s a shame. I know Lavinia will be disappointed. Are you going anywhere nice?’

There was a pause, a long pause as Jake stuffed his hands back in the pockets of his shorts. ‘I’m going to the Craggy Heights restaurant,’ he said eventually. ‘With Portia.’
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Chapter 23

The meal was lovely, the setting glorious and the sight of Sam and Lavinia rediscovering the feelings they’d had for each other 50 years previously was heart-warming; but Beth was relieved when she was able to leave the table and return to her room in the eaves.

Sitting on the window seat, she listened to the sound of the waves and sighed. It was all Sarah’s fault. Beth had spent the day allowing herself to believe maybe Jake wasn't quite so irritated by her presence as she had previously thought. That maybe, just maybe there was a flicker of interest behind his eyes

But it was all too little too late because Jake had clearly taken Sam’s advice to not let love slip through his fingers. He and Portia were back together and that left Beth with a new friend and nothing more. It had been a mistake to listen to Sarah and an even bigger mistake to let herself even consider the prospect of Jake in her life. She had said she didn't need a man, especially so soon after Matthew, and then she had allowed Jake to creep under her skin and into her heart. Yes, it was all Sarah’s fault and with a sigh, Beth climbed into bed and let the waves lull her to sleep.

The next morning, Beth wandered onto the terrace, for once hoping that Jake would be there. But there was no sign of him. He was probably back in his cottage, waking up beside Portia and grateful that his life was back on track, decided Beth, and she was left to eat her breakfast alone, nibbling absently on her bacon as she gazed out to sea pondering on the mysteries of life and love.

Leaving thoughts of Jake behind, she spent the day with Sarah applying paint liberally to Number 4, until it shone with a pale pink glow, even if it was still patchy and in need of a second coat. Aunt Lizzie had never been one to worry about straight edges or dribbles and whenever Beth had helped her paint, it had always been an afternoon of fun followed by an ice cream. Today was more intense and she and Sarah worked hard, although the giggles still overcame them both as they managed to paint their legs and arms as well as the shed, and at one point, Beth absently leant against a freshly painted patch and ended up with pink hair.

But they were making progress and almost the whole of the hut now had a covering of Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink. Number 4 was beginning to look exactly how Beth remembered it, a pink castle nestled on a yellow beach.

She stepped back to admire their work.

‘You look tired,’ said Sarah in concern.

‘Bad night,’ confirmed Beth with a small sigh. ‘I didn't sleep too well.’

‘Is everything okay?’ Sarah’s tone was cautious.

‘Yes. I’m just worried about getting the hut finished and passing the inspection.’

Which was true but not the reason for Beth’s disturbed night. 

She sighed again and saw Sarah send her another concerned look.

‘Ignore me, it’s been a hard week!’ said Beth, straightening her shoulders and forcing a more cheerful expression on her face. ‘But we’ve made great progress today.’

‘Are you going for the blue on the inside walls?’ asked Sarah, flicking through the colour charts. ‘It’s lovely, much more cheerful than grey,’ she added, pulling a face. ‘I wish I hadn’t let Darren talk me into toning down the colours we used. He wanted it to fit in with the other huts but it’s so boring.’

‘They are all… er, quite similar.’

‘You mean exactly the same! Like little clones of each other.’ Sarah wiped a long streak of pink from her arm. ‘I suggested that Darren and I painted our hut. I wanted to spend a weekend on the beach and make it our own.’

‘What did he say?’

‘That he was far too busy to spend his time painting. Isn’t that what painters were for, so you didn’t have to waste time doing it yourself?  Then he flew out to Hamburg. The next thing I knew he told me he’d organised a surprise. He’d arranged for someone to decorate the hut, exactly how we wanted it. I came down to find a carbon copy of Jemima’s hut.’

Her beautiful face was troubled and her mouth downturned. ‘He did it for me so I couldn’t be too angry. But he doesn’t seem to know who I am anymore.’

Beth laid her paintbrush down and poured them both a drink of the homemade lemonade provided by Lavinia.

‘Have you tried talking to him?’ she asked quietly, sitting beside Sarah and following her eyes across the beach and out to sea.

‘Yes. But he doesn’t understand. We had so little when we first met, and now we have everything we could ever need. He doesn’t see or understand that it doesn’t make me happy.’

‘What would make you happy?’

There was a pause and Sarah’s eyes became cloudy and unfocused.

‘A husband who came home every night. Who had time to take a walk along the beach, who remembered how much we loved spending time together. A family,’ she whispered.

‘And Darren doesn’t want a baby?’ Beth’s voice was soft and gentle as she probed.

‘No. Well, not yet. He says this is our time and we need to make the most of it.’

They stopped talking and sipping their lemonade, they admired the view, both lost in their own thoughts until they picked up their brushes and resumed painting. Jemima’s terrace was empty and Beth remembered she was going to the nail salon. She spent most of her week preparing in some way for Dominic’s return, desperate to spend some time with her husband only to have a weekend of sour unpleasantness and never-ending complaints.

And then there was poor Sarah, thought Beth. On the surface she had everything but beneath the expensive clothes and immaculate hair, there was a desperately unhappy and lonely woman. Her husband had lost sight of what was important to her and they were drifting further and further away from each other.

It would appear that Beth wasn’t the only one struggling with the course of true love. Perhaps the future should be man free, it would lead to a lot less heartache she decided as she painted carefully around the window. Although, it would be a shame never to walk down the beach at sunset, hand in hand and knowing the person beside you loved you as much as you loved them. To sit side by side in companionable silence, just being in the same room bringing you both comfort.

She frowned. Okay, maybe she wouldn’t say no to men forever. Beth wasn’t sure she had Lizzie’s resilience and love of the solitary life. Maybe she would just have to be far more careful with her choices in the future.

Painting finished for the day they packed up ready to go home.

‘We can put this pile in the back of my car and I’ll take it away for you,’ offered Sarah as she tripped over one of the empty boxes pushed to one side of the hut.

‘Oh, you don’t have to….’

‘When will you stop being so independent, Beth Carter,’ said Sarah, wagging her finger in mock annoyance.

‘But I can’t let you…’

‘If people don’t want to help you, they won’t offer. I’ve offered, let me help.’

Grinning Beth conceded. ‘Okay, thank you. There’s so much rubbish I need to get rid of, all the things Aunt Lizzie had left behind. I’ve tried to rescue as much as I could but I’m afraid this is all beyond help.’

She smiled sadly, picking up an old deckchair.

‘Lizzie had his for years, as you can tell,’ she added with a giggle. The canvas was threadbare and the wood so faded it looked like paper. ‘She would sit on the deck for hours with her memories. She never needed anybody else, not really.’

‘Lucky woman,’ said Sarah with feeling. ‘If only we could all be more like that. Come on then, let’s get it loaded up.’

Ten minutes later they were both huffing and puffing with effort as they carried the boxes across the beach and heaved them into Sarah’s car.

‘Have I come along at the right time?’ asked a voice and Sarah pushed a box deep into the back of her Range Rover and collapsed against the boot in relief.

‘Oh, Jake! That’s almost perfect timing. Maybe ten minutes earlier would have been better!’

Still walking across the beach with a box in her arms, Beth almost fell over her own feet as she watched the exchange. She hadn’t expected Jake to turn up at the hut any more. Not now he had a reconciliation with Portia to work on.

‘Here, let me.’

He had taken a few long strides to reach Beth’s side and took the box from her rather sweaty grasp, sunglasses in place, mouth smiling.

Opening her mouth to protest, Beth caught Sarah’s stern look and meekly allowed him to take the weight of the box.

‘Thank you,’ she offered. ‘That’s very kind.’

He added the box to the others before turning to face the two women.

‘You okay?’ he asked Beth, raising a quizzical eyebrow.

‘Of course.’

‘Right. It’s just that you let me help you without arguing. Or snapping. Or shouting at me.’

Sarah snorted with laughter, making no attempt to hide her glee. ‘Exactly what I’ve just taken her to task about, Jake! She’s not easy to help, is she?’

Jake grinned. ‘Not in the slightest,’ he said, but without any rancour. ‘And she gets cross so easily.’

Beth’s cheeks were getting pinker by the minute.

‘Excuse me, I am here,’ she said in a dignified voice.

‘And then she gets on her high horse and becomes all huffy,’ added Jake, his eyes hidden but his mouth twitching.

‘I do not …oh!’

As Sarah and Jake both broke into laughter, Beth conceded defeat and joined in.

‘But it’s okay, because she’s promised not to get cross with me anymore,’ Jake said softly, his eyes pinned on Beth’s flushed face. ‘We’re going to be friends, in the future. Isn’t that right, Beth?’

Despite it being the end of the day, Beth felt the sun had just notched up a degree or two and not only her cheeks but her entire body was suddenly feeling very overheated.

‘That’s right,’ she said breathlessly refusing to meet his eyes and looking at Sarah instead. ‘Or at least, we’re going to try.’

Sarah was looking from Jake to Beth, her eyes dancing with curiosity.

‘Well, that’s good to know,’ she said, smirking, ‘very good.’

Telling them to stay by the car, Jake walked back to the hut to collect the last few boxes, both Beth and Sarah watching as his long legs covered the sand.

‘So, no romantic interest?’ asked Sarah casually.

‘No! None at all. I’ve told you, he’s back with Portia.’

‘Really? He told you that?’

‘Well, not exactly, but he went to talk to her yesterday and they went out last night.’

Sarah shrugged. ‘Doesn’t mean anything.’

‘Of course it does! He…’

‘He isn’t looking at you as though he’s just reconciled with his cheating fiancée,’ interrupted Sarah.

They both looked back towards the figure returning across the beach, several boxes stacked in his arms.

‘But if you say there’s no romance, then I believe you,’ said Sarah, in a tone that made it clear she didn’t believe a word Beth was saying.

Having established that Sarah intended to give the keys of the Range Rover to their groundsman who would dispose of Beth’s rubbish, they said goodbye, and Beth and Jake walked slowly along the cobbled lane beside the harbour wall in the direction of Welcome.

The road was still swarming with tourists, chatter and laughter filled the air and the smell of fish and chips drifted down one of the narrow alleys. Everyone they passed looked relaxed and happy, holding hands, licking ice creams, enjoying the view and the sea air. Welby-on-the-Sea had that effect on people decided Beth. It soothed the soul like nowhere else she had ever experienced.

Peeping sideways at Jake as he strolled by her side, Beth tried to decide whether he looked equally relaxed. Was there still an air of tension about the set of his jaw, were his shoulders a little too stiff? Shouldn’t he look happier now he and Portia had mended their differences?

As they walked past the sky-blue door of Jake’s cottage, Beth prepared herself for Jake to stop walking and announce that this was where he would be leaving her. That he had moved back into the delightful cottage by the sea he had invested so much time in renovating. But to Beth’s surprise he continued to walk, his pace steady and his eyes not even flickering to the side.

‘I’m surprised you haven’t gone back home yet,’ she said in a rush, before immediately regretting broaching the subject. Biting her lip, she cast her eyes down to the cobbles. She had been angry with him for questioning her movements regarding Matthew and now she was doing the same thing.

‘Sorry! It’s nothing to do with me and I shouldn’t…’

‘The timing hasn’t been right,’ he answered, his gaze fixed ahead. ‘But I suppose there isn’t any reason for me to stay at Lavinia’s any longer.’

‘Of course not.’ Beth hoped she sounded cheery. ‘Not when you’ve got your lovely home waiting for you.’

And a fiancée.

Jake nodded, but didn’t answer straight away.

‘You’re right,’ he said eventually. ‘I should go home, now things are settled.’

Beth’s heart plummeted. So, she was right. He had forgiven Portia. Taking Sam’s advice, he hadn’t allowed one mistake to spoil the course of true love. Not that it mattered of course because there was nothing between Beth and Jake, nothing at all.

‘I’m happy for you. That you’ve… sorted things.’

His hands were stuffed in his pockets as per usual and Beth longed to take off his sunglasses so she could see the expression in his eyes. Because his mouth was straight and firm, not at all happy.

‘And you?’ he asked. ‘How do you feel? Is it over with Matthew now?’

She could hardly be cross with him for asking. After all, she was desperate to know what was happening in his private life.

‘Yes, I think so,’ she answered. There was actually nothing to think about. She had hardly thought of Matthew all day.

‘Good. I mean that's good for you. You can move on.’

Like he had.

‘I suppose,’ she whispered, perversely unable to leave the subject alone even though it was causing her such discomfort. ‘And you too. No reason not to go home.’

They reached the slipway and crossed, weaving their way through a laughing crowd of people, all watching a dog frantically chasing a stick along the beach.

Jake paused, letting an elderly couple walk in front of them as they clutched each other’s hands and shuffled slowly in the direction of the waves breaking gently onto the sand.

Shrugging his shoulder, he met Beth’s gaze, holding her eyes for a moment before he replied.

‘I suppose not,’ he agreed. ‘No reason at all.’
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Chapter 24

The majority of the painting had been done and Sarah and Beth finally put down their brushes and rolled aching shoulders, smiling at each other in delight. The outside of the hut had been restored to its Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink glory whilst the inside shone beneath a coat of bright turquoise blue that looked like the Aegean Sea.

There was little furniture left but that was something Beth could address later. The windows needed painting, the kitchen was still mainly in pieces scattered around the floor waiting for Jake to have a free day and she still had to find a light. The old yellow pendant lampshade that had hung there ever since Beth could remember had been relegated to the beyond saving pile and Beth was still searching for a replacement. It would not be a chandelier.

The day after tomorrow the council would carry out its inspection and Beth would know if she had done enough to rescue Aunt Lizzie’s beloved hut.

‘It will be okay,’ came Sarah’s reassuring voice as she read the anxiety on Beth’s face.

‘Do you think so?’

‘I do. All you had to do was make it safe and secure and not present a hazard to other huts,’ quoted Sarah, ‘and you’ve done that.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ groaned Beth. ‘It's been such hard work. And I would feel so bad for everyone who has given their time and helped me along the way. I couldn’t have done it without you and Jake. And Sam,’ she admitted. ‘I would have lost Aunt Lizzie’s hut. I can’t thank you enough.’

‘You don’t need to,’ replied Sarah, her eyes suspiciously bright, ‘and in fairness, I did very little. It was Jake who made all the difference.’

Beth tried to smile.

‘Any news?’ asked Sarah casually.

‘Yes. He’s definitely back with Portia. He just hasn’t moved back into his house yet.’

‘Why? If they’re back together, why wouldn’t he go home?’

‘Oh, timing,’ sighed Beth. ‘Or something like that. Maybe they need time to come to terms with everything that’s happened. I’m not sure.’

Sarah raised her eyebrows doubtfully. ‘Well, if you say so but I think it’s strange. He loves her, has forgiven her but doesn’t want to move back in with her?’

But Beth shook her head. ‘They’re back together. And there was never anything between us.’

Sarah’s eyebrows travelled even further up her forehead and Beth had to smile at her look of disbelief.

‘I know your theory but I was recovering from Matthew and Jake was trying to rescue his relationship with Portia. He was very kind and helped me out but there was nothing more. Really.’

‘If you say so. I’m still not convinced,’ but she let the subject go and wiped her cheek, leaving a long smear of pink paint from forehead to chin which made Beth chuckle.

They heard a screech from outside and rolled their eyes. Jemima had been missing for most of the morning but it sounded as though she was back on the beach and not happy.

The door burst open and Jemima came hurtling inside.  ‘You've painted it pink!’ she squealed angrily, glaring at the two women. ‘You’ve painted your hut pink!’

‘Yes, I have,’ agreed Beth calmly. ‘The colour it’s always been.’

‘But it's pink!’

‘I know. I painted it. And like I say, this is the colour it's always been.’

Sarah grabbed a tissue to wipe her face. ‘Oh, calm down, Jem. It looks lovely, exactly how a beach hut should look if you ask me.’

Jemima looked around at the cheerful blue walls and the scattering of furniture that had survived. It was as far removed from her oasis of chic as it was possible to get. Not a cream cushion in sight, no sparkling glass vases holding an artisan collection of pebbles and no chandeliers.

‘Is it?’ she asked doubtfully.

‘Yes! It is. And I agree with Beth, this is the colour it's always been and the colour it should remain.’

Beth could see the emotions racing across the young woman's face.

‘But it’s pink,’ she wailed. ‘Dominic will hate it!’

‘Well maybe it’s time you stood up to Dom and started thinking for yourself,’ snapped Sarah. ‘Beth has done what she needed to do, she’s made the hut safe and the council will let her keep it. Dom will always find something to complain about.’

‘But you don't understand,’ said Jemima, nibbling on her lower lip and destroying the Dior Poppy Red. ‘It's not just about making it safe. Although I agree you have done a good job of that, Beth,’ she added magnanimously. ‘It looks like a different hut.’

Beth stopped wiping the smears of pink paint from her legs and frowned. ’What do you mean?’

Jemima was looking at them both, her face anxious.

‘Because of the new rule! It’s not enough just to make it safe, you have to make it acceptable.’

‘What are you talking about, Jem?’ asked Sarah, shaking her head in confusion. ‘What new rule?’

‘The one that Dominic proposed. It was approved by The Club,’ Jemima informed them impatiently. ‘The décor of each hut must meet with the approval of the club members. And if you contravene any of the club rules, your licence can be rescinded.’

She sighed as Beth and Sarah both stared uncomprehendingly at her.

‘If the appearance of your cabana isn’t approved, the Cabana Club will vote to remove your licence. Your hut…cabana will be forfeit,’ she added for clarity.

‘Forfeit?’ whispered Beth, spinning around to look at a shocked Sarah and back to Jemima. ‘But the council…’

‘May pass it as safe but the club have to also agree to a continuation of your licence. And if they don't, you’ll still lose your cabana,’ Jemima admitted reluctantly. ‘I did tell you it had to look nice! I told you that Dominic would be upset if the cabana didn't meet expectations.’

‘Rubbish,’ said Sarah forcefully. ‘Who cares what colour we paint our huts? And besides, any changes have to be voted for unanimously and I didn’t vote for such a ridiculous rule.’

‘You didn’t have to,’ Jemima told her. ‘Darren voted on your behalf. The rule was passed, unanimously. A few weeks ago.’

‘Licence? What is she talking about? Can the Beach Hut Club take away Number 4?’ asked Beth through numb lips as she turned to a shocked Sarah.

‘I’m afraid so.’ Sarah’s face was pale, the scattering of freckles across her nose standing out clearly. ‘It used to be the council that administered anything to do with the beach huts but a couple of years ago we formed an independent club which took over. We now have the power to approve the licences for the huts. The club can remove your licence if you contravene any of the rules. Normally you would have time to address any problem before an inspection was arranged but…’

‘But my inspection is already set for the day after tomorrow,’ said Beth with a gasp.

‘It was meant to be to protect ourselves from any undesirable inhabitants, not to complain about the colour!’ said Sarah in distress. ‘I can’t believe that Darren would vote for such a ridiculous rule.  He didn't even tell me!’

‘Maybe you should have let him know you’d become best friends with Beth,’ interjected Jemima childishly. ‘He probably didn’t think you cared.’

Beth felt as though her stomach had turned to lead.

She turned to Jemima. ‘Are you saying the club will rescind my licence because I’ve painted Number 4 pink?’ she asked, still unable to grasp that after everything she had done, she may still lose Aunt Lizzie’s hut.

Jemima shrugged her shoulders. ‘Dominic won't approve of a pink cabana,’ she said with a hint of apology.

‘How ridiculous,’ snapped Sarah. ‘There is nothing wrong with it!’

‘But Dominic won’t like it,’ insisted Jemima. ‘He really won't approve of a pink hut.’

‘I shouldn’t have painted it pink,’ whispered Beth. ‘I should have stuck to the same colour as the rest of the huts…’

‘You shouldn’t have to,’ muttered Sarah mutinously. ‘It’s outrageous that Dom should be able to persuade the entire club to vote you out over a coat of pink paint.’

‘He’s just trying to look out for us all,’ protested Jemina, looking earnest. ‘He said it’s really important to maintain standards and protect our interests…’

‘From a pink beach hut!’ shouted a scandalised Sarah. ‘That’s ridiculous. And why on earth didn’t you tell us before? When we started painting it pink.’

‘Because I was in Weymouth having my nails done,’ wailed Jemima. ‘I didn't know you were painting it such a silly colour!’

Beth had been busy calculating the cost of several more tins of paint and the time it would take to make Number 4 resemble one of the anonymous huts to either side of her.

‘Maybe I could start painting and at least they’ll know I’m changing the colour,’ she suggested hopefully, even as Sarah shook her head.

‘Oh, I can't imagine Dom letting you get away with that,’ said Jemima with feeling. ‘He will invoke the rule and take away the licence for Number 4.’

But,’ began Beth desperately as her phone began to ring, ‘there must be something I can do?’

Looking down she saw Matthew’s number flash up and she declined the call with a vicious push of the button.

‘Paint it any colour but pink,’ said Jemima, helpfully as Sarah glared at her. ‘I'm just saying! Dom has a thing about pink you see. He used to live next door to a pink house and I think it traumatised him.’

‘Losing Number 4 will traumatise me,’ yelled Beth angrily as her phone rang again and she declined the call. She really couldn't cope with Matthew right now.

‘I can’t believe Darren didn’t even tell me about the vote,’ said Sarah almost to herself and Beth spared a glance for her shaken friend.

‘It’s not Dominic’s fault,’ began Jemima only to flinch at the look of pure rage Beth sent her.

‘Of course it is! I've worked so hard to keep Aunt Lizzie’s hut and he’s going to take it away from me because he doesn’t like pink!’

‘Well, it's a silly colour to paint a beach hut,’ said Jemima sulkily. ‘Sarah should have told you not to do it- seeing as you’re such good friends.’

Beth glared at her. Was Jemima jealous?

Her phone rang again and she lifted it to her ear.

‘What?’ she screamed, the view of golden sand stretching into a sparkling bay failing for the first time to calm her frazzled nerves. ‘What do you want, Matthew?’

‘Beth? Is everything okay? What….’

He sounded concerned and Beth felt the tears begin to prick her eyes.

‘I’m just busy,’ she mumbled. ‘I can’t speak right now.’

‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ he said quickly. ‘But this is important.’

Nothing could be as important right now as the possibility that she had just wasted two weeks of hard work trying unsuccessfully to save the hut.

‘I haven't got time Matthew. It will have to wait.’

‘It can’t wait Beth. I’m in London, at the architectural conference, remember?’

Beth remembered. She had been planning on taking a few days off work and joining Matthew. He would be busy during the day but they had planned to see a show one night and go for a special meal.

‘I’ve just had a call from the neighbours. It’s the flat. There’s been a burst pipe or something, apparently water is pouring out of the door.’

Beth tried to make sense of what he was saying but it was a struggle, her mind was still on pink paint and a sulky Jemima.

‘What?’

‘I’ll get back as soon as I can but you’re closer. You need to go home, Beth. Straight away.’
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‘I’ve got to go,’ Beth told Sarah in a daze, staring at the now silent phone in her hand. There would be a train back to Bristol in about 45 minutes, she needed to collect her thoughts and some belongings and make sure she was ready to jump onboard.

Matthew had already phoned for a plumber, but Beth needed to get back to the flat as quickly as possible to let him get in and staunch the flow of water, which according to their neighbour was akin to a small river.

‘Me too. I need to speak to Darren,’ Sarah was saying, her face grim.

‘I mean I have to leave Welby.’

‘Oh, Beth darling. Don’t give up. There has got to be something we can do to stop that woman. I’m going to speak to Darren and see what he thinks. When he realises what is going on he will be on our side. I’m sure of it.’

‘I don't think he’ll be able to do anything,’ interrupted Jemima, flinching a little at the look Sarah gave her.

Sarah’s normally gentle face looked so fierce that Beth had a fleeting moment of sympathy for her husband who was about to get a very angry phone call.

The timing really couldn’t be any worse. To leave now just when she needed to come up with a plan of action was the worst possible outcome. Perhaps it was fate and she wasn’t destined to save Lizzie’s hut after all. It certainly felt that way.

She would be back in time for the council inspection and the moment they would pass their judgement. But perhaps she would save herself the heartbreak and not come back at all. They could send her a letter. Or the solicitor, Timothy, could call her with the news.

‘I’m sorry,’ offered Jemima in a small voice and Beth stopped her introspection for a moment to spare her a glance. ‘I mean, Dominic is doing this for the right reasons and we do have to protect ourselves from undesirables and…’ her voice faded, and she started again. ‘It does seem a bit harsh, losing your cabana because it's pink. I personally don't mind pink. But Dominic won't stand for it…’

‘Stop talking Jemima!’ snapped an angry Sarah.

‘Just trying to help,’ sulked Jemima making for the door. ‘You know, like friends do!’ and she flounced off, muttering to herself as she went next door and began the daily task of fluffing up her cream cushions.

‘I have to go home,’ Beth said, her thoughts chaotic.

‘Home?’ Sarah looked puzzled. ‘Back to Welcome?’

‘No. Back to my flat. That was Matthew on the phone, we’ve had a burst pipe.’

‘Oh, Beth! How awful for you.’

‘I have to catch the next train,’ said Beth.

‘Of course, of course.’

Arms slipped around her and gave her a tight hug.

‘But the hut….’

‘Leave the hut to me. Go home and sort out your flat.’

‘Dom and the Beach Hut Club…

‘Leave them to me as well.’

‘I can’t…’

‘Yes, you can. Go. And try not to worry, I’ll take care of the hut for you.’

One last look around and Beth grabbed her bag.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Never surer. Go,’ and Sarah shooed her towards the door, only to crash into the figure that was about to enter.

‘Thought I’d come and see how it was looking,’ said Jake cheerfully, ‘now that it’s almost finished.’

Brushing away her tears, Beth tried to look in control, even as she felt the panic mounting. She was going to lose the hut. After all he had done to help her, she was still going to lose it.

‘Sorry Jake, I have to go.’

Her eyes dropped away from his and she wriggled past him in the direction of the door.

‘Everything okay?’ he asked warily.

‘No, not really. But I need to go home, back to Bristol. Sorry, Matthew just called me and I need to get back.’

Storm clouds chased across his face.

‘After everything he’s done, you’re still prepared to drop everything to go and see him?’ he asked angrily.

‘What? No, not like that. I just have to go, sorry Jake, I really must dash.’

‘Beth, wait!’ He reached out a hand to grab her wrist as she tried to leave. ‘Don’t go back to him. You deserve more.’

‘I’m not going back to him. I just….’

‘Believe in yourself, Beth, you’re worth so much more.’

‘It’s not like that, not like that at all but I’ve got to go. I’ll explain it all later,’ and ignoring the disapproval in his eyes, Beth fled, running across the sand to reach Welcome as quickly as possible and grab the things she needed for a return home.

*

Arriving at the flat some hours later, hot, perspiring and thoroughly dejected, Beth was surprised to find the front door already open and Matthew’s voice drifting down the hallway.

Dropping her bag onto the small table by the door, she looked around in despair. Various items were strewn along the hall floor, picked up by the water and discarded gently when the torrent had stopped. A soggy magazine lay next to Beth’s feet and she bent down to pick it up, only to drop it back on the floor.

‘Beth! I got home much quicker than I thought I would. The plumber has managed to turn off the water but there’s a lot of damage.’

‘What happened?’ she asked sadly, peering into the living room and seeing the small pile of throws she kept by the side of the settee spread limply across a soggy carpet.

‘A pipe has blown somewhere. It can be repaired fairly easily but it’s caused a lot of damage.’

In the bedroom, the carpet squelched as Beth walked across to peer under the bed. The cardboard boxes she used to store her winter clothes and keepsakes were turned to mulch and she dreaded to see the state of their contents.

On top of the disappointment of the hut, it was almost too much for her to bear and she slumped onto the edge of the bed, tired and overcome.

‘Oh Beth, I am sorry.’

His arm slipped around her shoulders and Beth was too dispirited to insist he remove it.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked softly.

‘Not really.’

She should tell him to leave her alone, to take his comforting arm away. But Beth was at the lowest point she could go and at the moment, any comfort was welcome. Even if it was being offered by Matthew.

‘It’s awful, just awful. Where will you go?’

She stared at him perplexed.

‘I’ll probably stay with Laura, for a while at least.’ He looked a little green around the gills at the prospect.

Beth registered that Matthew and Laura were still together. She had presumed his trip to Welby meant their liaison had been short-lived but it would appear that he’d kept his options open. When Beth declined his kind offer for forgiveness and reconciliation, he still had Laura to fall back on, despite the cream settee and the ban on chocolate biscuits.

‘Where will you stay?’ he asked, taking her hand in his and rubbing her wrist gently with his thumb.

‘Stay?’

She felt like an echo, incapable of independent thought.

‘I’ve already been in touch with our landlord and he’s contacted the insurance company. But it all takes so long.’

What takes so long, wondered Beth, her tired mind trying to comprehend what Matthew was saying.

‘Yes. It could be weeks, maybe even months. So where will you stay?’

They seemed to have gone full circle.

‘Why would I need to stay somewhere?’ she asked in confusion. If Matthew was going to stay with Laura, that left Beth free to stay in the flat. Didn't it?

‘Beth.’ He was still holding her hand, which was disconcerting. She had spent the last few days pushing Matthew out of both her head and her heart. She didn’t need to muddy the waters by letting him back in to either.

‘You must realise what this means?’

Was he referring to Laura or the flood? She shook her head, deciding she didn’t know the answer to either question.

‘You can’t stay here,’ he said gently, the gentle stroking of his thumb distracting her from what he was saying.

‘I can’t?’

‘Of course not. The landlord will have to strip the floor and walls, dry the place out, make the repairs. You’ll have to move out while all that goes on.’

Ah. Of course she couldn’t stay in the flat.

‘I…er…I …I don’t know,’ she admitted, after a while. Her thoughts drifted back to number 4. It would appear she had lost two homes in one day and a fat tear trickled down her cheek and plopped onto the back of Matthew’s hand.

‘Don't cry, Beth darling,’ he said anxiously. ‘You’ll find somewhere.’

She moved away from the comfort his touch was giving her. This was not the time to crumble.

‘I’ll ask Sally. I’m sure she’ll let me stay on her settee for a couple of weeks.’

Matthew nodded sympathetically, moving along the bed so he was pressed close to Beth again.

‘Although,’ said Beth, making a sudden decision. ‘I don’t want to come back to this flat.’

It would be a struggle to keep it going without Matthew and she had already said goodbye to it in her heart.

‘Really? I thought you loved this place.’

Beth smiled sadly. ‘I loved you, Matthew. And you loved this flat.’

For the first time since she had found Laura on his knee, she saw real regret in his eyes and he dropped his head, his cheeks pink with shame.

‘I treated you so badly,’ he admitted sadly. ‘I behaved like a jerk.’

‘You did.’

‘I’m sorry Beth. I am truly sorry.’

Standing up, she took a deep breath.

‘It’s okay. It’s done now. But I don’t want or need to stay here. Maybe this was the push I needed to get my own life back on track. Without you.’

Matthew stood up to face her. ‘It doesn’t have to be,’ he said, his voice suddenly nervous.

‘What doesn’t have to be?’

At least some of her clothes were already in Welby. And there was a suitcase on top of the wardrobe. She could pack the rest of the clothes and move out straight away. Strangely, the thought made her feel a great deal easier about life. It was a decision that had needed making.

‘The thing is Beth, sometimes you have to lose something to realise how much it meant to you.’

Or didn’t mean to you, thought Beth. Now that she had decided to give up the flat, she couldn’t imagine why she had been worried at the thought of leaving. It was just a flat. She’d been happy there, but she could be happy somewhere else.

‘It’s just a flat,’ she said, looking around. ‘It’s time to move on.’

‘I don’t mean the flat, Beth.’

‘Can you get the suitcase down for me, please?  And would you…’

‘Beth! Please listen to me.’

His hands were on her arms, holding her tightly so she had to stand still and face him.

‘Matthew! What….’

‘I made a mistake.’

‘Oh, not this again. I’ve told you, Matthew, it’s over.’

‘I made a mistake leaving you. A huge mistake. I got carried away with the thought of… never mind. I got carried away and I didn’t appreciate what I had until I lost it. And now I realise.’

Beth pulled herself free.

‘What are you talking about,’ she asked crossly. ‘We’ve been through all this.’

‘I should never have left you.’

‘Stop.’

But he didn’t.

‘I want you to forgive me. I want you to say that you’ll let me have another chance at loving you.’

‘No! Stop now, Matthew before…just stop.’

‘I know exactly what I’m doing. I’ll leave Laura. Today, now. I'll phone her and tell her it was all a mistake. I want to be with you, and only you.  Because I’ve realised just how much I love you. Marry me, Beth. Please marry me.’
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Chapter 26

‘He did what?’

Sally’s elfin face was alight with shock and her spiky black hair bristled with indignation.

‘He asked me to marry him,’ repeated Beth. ‘In fact, he begged me to marry him.’

‘But you said no?’ asked Sally suspiciously. She had been well aware of Beth’s expectations for a proposal. She had even taken a walk with her friend one lunchtime to admire the ruby ring twinkling in the shop window.

‘Of course. It’s over between us. And after everything that’s happened over the last few weeks, it suddenly didn’t seem very important or special. To be honest, I think I’m more upset at the thought of losing Aunt Lizzie’s hut than losing Matthew,’ and she swallowed down a sob as Sally patted her arm and poured more wine into her glass.

‘Well done, honey!’ Leaning forward, Sally grasped Beth’s free hand. ‘I’m proud of you. Now, tell me more about your beach hut. Can they really take it away from you because you painted it pink? Which is absolutely the colour a beach hut should be painted in my opinion. Can’t you complain, protest or whatever? Shall we make some placards and march up and down the beach?’

Beth didn’t think there was much she could do. She had phoned Sarah earlier to explain that she would be returning to Welby late the following day. Her friend had sounded distracted and told her she was doing everything she could, but Beth had already come to terms with losing the hut.

‘I don’t think so,’ she answered sadly. ‘The Beach Hut Club call all the shots and if they say that I've contravened a rule, they can take my licence away. When the council do their inspection, the new rule will be taken into account and if anyone objects, they can rescind my licence.’

‘And this Dominic character will object?’

‘Definitely. It appears I’ve triggered some kind of life phobia by painting the hut pink.’

‘Can’t you just paint it a different colour?’

‘I don’t have time. The council meeting is the day after tomorrow. Even if I caught the first train back to Welby in the morning, I wouldn’t have enough time. Sarah would probably help me but it’s a lot of painting to do in one afternoon. And I've already spent every penny I have.’

‘And no licence, no beach hut?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Oh Beth, how awful. And you’ve worked so hard. You and Jake,’ she added, giving Beth a searching glance over the top of her wine glass.

Beth’s heart gave a painful thump.

‘It is a shame because Jake worked so hard trying to help me restore the hut.’

‘Is that all he restored?’ asked Sally innocently.

‘What?’

‘It’s just that you started talking about Jake about the same time you stopped talking about Matthew.’

Beth could feel the colour flooding her cheeks. ‘And?’

‘And I wondered if he was helping restore your broken heart as well as your broken hut.’

‘No! Not at all. We’re just friends. In fact, we’re not even friends, not really. We don’t like each other. Or we didn’t and then we started to. But only a bit, just like friends would, you know.  Nothing more than that.’

She was babbling. She heard her weak excuses peter out and Sally’s grin spread across her face.

‘You’ve fallen for him!’

‘I have not! I…’

‘Yes, you have. It’s written all over your face. You’ve fallen for him. No matter how grumpy he is, or rude, or judgemental or whatever else you accused him of, you’ve fallen for him.’

‘Rubbish! You’re as bad as Sarah. She said the same thing but she’s wrong and….’

‘Sarah says you’ve fallen for him?’

‘Well, actually she said she thought he had feelings for me. But she’s wrong…’

Sally’s crow echoed around the small flat.

‘You two are in love!’

‘Of course we’re not,’ said an exasperated Beth. ‘Sarah just thought that he was looking at me as though he might have some feelings…’

‘The Sarah who was with you every day and saw the two of you together. That Sarah, she said he had fallen for you?’

‘Yes. No. She said he…’

‘What’s he like?’ Sally leant forward eagerly, slopping a little wine onto her legs. ‘Tall? Short? Fair? Dark? I know he’s got green eyes because you go on endlessly about them.’

‘I do not!’

‘Yes, you do. But tell me more.’

‘There’s nothing to tell. And what both of you are forgetting is that he’s just reconciled with his girlfriend. It doesn’t matter how I feel about him, he’s not free to reciprocate,’ and finishing her wine, she refused to discuss Jake Balfour any more. It hurt far too much.

Beth woke in the early hours of the morning, missing the sounds and the smell of Welby, the faint ringing from the harbour as the ships’ rigging shifted in the swell of the sea, the intoxicating air, full of salt and warmth. For a moment she wondered if she had given in too easily. Maybe she should catch the early train to Welby and paint as though her life depended on it before the council gathered outside Number 4 to ponder her fate.

But she also needed to be realistic. A beach hut in Welby was not the priority in her life right now. Sally had offered her a place on her settee for as long as Beth needed it but the fact remained that she needed to begin an urgent hunt for a new flat. And while she was at it, she may even look for a new job. It was time Beth took control and found the life she wanted to live. Maybe this was fate, telling her she wasn't meant to keep Aunt Lizzie’s hut after all.

So, she stayed under the sheet and when dawn broke, instead of sitting by her window watching the gulls swoop and the waves break, she scoured the internet for a flat she could afford.

They were few and far between and some hours later, it was a despondent Beth who returned to Sally’s flat. She had viewed what felt like hundreds of flats but there were only two that she could realistically afford. One was dark and unfriendly, the other small and damp and both an inconvenient commute to work. She didn’t want to live in either of them but she told the estate agent that she would give it some thought and let him know her decision as soon as possible.

Eventually, she jumped on a train to begin the journey back to Welby-on-the-Sea, tired, disheartened but relishing the thought of going back. Maybe she should move there, mused Beth. She could get a flat in one of the cobbled streets. Find a job. A new start in an old familiar place.

It was early evening before she finally arrived and she jumped into one of the waiting taxis heading back to Welby, grateful to finally reach the slightly ajar door of Welcome.

Climbing the stairs to her room, she caught the soft murmur of voices on the balcony and the sound of someone chuckling lightly. Poking her head through the door to see who was there, she quelled her disappointment when there was no sign of Jake.

‘Beth, my darling girl. You look exhausted.’

Letting go of Sam’s hand and jumping up, Lavinia fussed around Beth, taking her bag and stroking her hair.

‘Why don’t I make you a cup of tea?’ she asked kindly. ‘And maybe a sandwich? You don’t look as though you’ve eaten in days!’

‘How was it? As bad as you feared?’ asked Sam, his kindly eyes shining in sympathy.

‘Worse,’ groaned Beth. ’Much worse. The flat was completely flooded and I’ve had to move out. I need to find somewhere else to live.’

Lavinia tutted. ‘You poor girl. Well, you’ve got a room here for as long as you want,’ she declared. ‘Now come and sit down while I get us a fresh pot of tea,’ and she left Beth to pull up a chair beside Sam.

Exhaustion was pulling at her. The last few days had been tiring and emotional and all Beth wanted was to go to her room, open the window, smell the sea air and drift off to sleep.

Sam reached out to clutch her hand and squeeze it gently.

‘Lavinia’s right, you do look tired,’ he said softly.

‘It’s been a difficult few days,’ admitted Beth. ‘I think I’m going to lose the hut.’

A sigh drifted across the table. ‘That bloody man,’ he grumbled in a gruff voice. ‘He has no right to make so much trouble. I could….’ He broke off, bringing his emotions back under control and trying to smile. ‘Don’t give up yet, sweetheart. Sarah is doing everything she can to help you know.’

Not only had she found herself back in a place that felt like home, but Beth had managed to find some true friends over the last few weeks.

‘I can’t see what Sarah can do,’ she said quietly,’ but I appreciate that she is trying. She’s been so good to me. You all have.’

Tears were threatening to break through Beth's fluttering eyelashes and even Sam’s eyes looked suspiciously bright.

‘It’s been an absolute pleasure,’ he said, his voice breaking slightly. ‘And look how I’ve been rewarded, I found Lavinia again and she found it in her heart to forgive me.’

‘I’ve told you, Sam Westmoreland, there is nothing to forgive.’ A tray was laid on the table and a hand reached out to rest on his shoulder. ‘We were both just growing up and we lost our way. And now we’ve found it again.’

The look they exchanged was almost Beth’s undoing and she had to work hard not to sob out loud as Lavinia sat back down, holding Sam’s hand beneath the table and looking the picture of contentment.

‘Now, you need to eat something,’ instructed Lavinia bringing her critical gaze back to Beth. ‘You’re looking positively thin.’

The only good thing to come out of the many tragedies of the last week, thought Beth, she was now officially thin. Nibbling on the edge of a cheese sandwich that she didn’t want to eat, Beth watched as Lavinia poured them all a cup of tea.

‘No Jake?’ she asked as casually as she was able, which wasn’t easy considering the speed at which her heart was beating.

‘No,’ said Lavinia cheerfully, pushing a cup in Beth’s direction. ‘He’s finally back home.’

Of course. He’d told Beth he was going, she had just been holding onto a wild hope that he’d changed his mind and would still be sitting on the terrace when she arrived for breakfast the following morning.

‘Oh, right. He did say he was going to move back,’ mumbled Beth putting the sandwich down. Not even for Lavinia could she manage any more.

‘He should have gone back sooner,’ said Lavinia reprovingly. ‘But at least it’s sorted now. And he’s back home, where he belongs.’

‘Of course, of course,’ agreed Beth. She hoped he and Portia would be happy in the stone cottage by the sea. She imagined waking up there every morning, the sound of the waves her alarm clock, Jake’s head on the pillow beside her. The pain in her heart was surprising.

‘I think I’ll go to bed,’ whispered Beth. ‘I’ll take my tea upstairs.’

‘Aren’t you going to visit Number 4?’ asked Lavinia curiously. ‘I thought you might go straight round there.’

Beth shook her head, hoping it didn’t dislodge the tears wedged on her eyelashes. ‘No. I’ll see it tomorrow.’

She had already said goodbye to far too many things over the last 24 hours.

‘Beth, my darling girl…’ began Lavinia, only to stop and give her a smile instead. ‘Sleep well. And don’t give up hope. We aren’t beaten yet.’

But it was only a matter of time, thought Beth. This time tomorrow it would all be over and the only thing she would have to look forward to, would be returning to the office on Monday morning under the watchful eye of Laura.

‘Goodnight,’ she said hastily, while she could still speak. ‘I’ll see you both tomorrow and balancing her cup of tea, she fled the balcony in search of the sanctuary of her room.
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Chapter 27

Exhausted from the trauma of the last few days, Beth slept deeply and it was the sound of laughter on the street below that woke her far later than she normally rose. For several minutes she lay in bed, trying to hold on to the wispy remnants of a dream in which she had been both happy and safe. She didn't want to leave the comfort of her bed but eventually, she had to climb out. It was the morning of the council visit and Beth would soon know her fate.

Curling up on the tiny window seat, she opened the window a little wider and took a deep breath of fresh air. She would miss Welby more than she could ever have imagined. No wonder Aunt Lizzie always returned here, no matter where her travels had taken her. Whether she had been trekking through the Amazon, climbing Machu Picchu or rescuing turtles in Greece, she always returned to Welby-on-the-Sea. For the first time, Beth truly understood why. And whether she kept the hut or not, she was not going to lose Welby again. Who needed a week in a sterile villa when they could spend a week in the warm embrace of Welby?

Sam was on the terrace tucking into bacon and egg and Beth decided that he had put on weight since she had first met him. His cheeks had a rosy glow that had been missing and he seemed to lean on his stick far less.

‘I take it your holiday has been extended?’ she asked him innocently as she poured them both a cup of tea.

‘Ah. Yes. Well, I may be here a while yet,’ he admitted cheerfully, with a slight blush beneath his white whiskers. ‘Lavinia has invited me to stay at Welcome for as long as I would like and … well quite frankly, there is nothing I would enjoy more.’

Beth grinned at his embarrassment.

‘Do you think we’re being old and silly?’ he asked ruefully. ‘Behaving like teenagers when we’re old enough to know better?’

‘I don’t think you’re ever too old for love,’ Beth argued gently. ‘You can continue being as silly as you like. I couldn’t be happier that the two of you have found each other again after all this time.’

‘I love her,’ said Sam softly. ‘I always have and I always will. I know she loved her husband and she loves her boys. But I’m happy to share her. I’ll take any piece of her that she’s willing to give, no matter how small and I’ll be grateful and happy.’

Beth blinked. She was going to have to invest in some waterproof mascara if she couldn’t get these tears under control.

‘I think Lavinia is lucky to have found you again after all this time,’ she said with a sniff. ‘You make her happy and that’s very important to everyone who loves her.’

They sat in silence, both soaking up the warmth already spreading along the terrace and listening to the sounds of the morning in Welby.

‘Can I tempt you with a bacon sandwich, Beth dear?’ asked Lavinia appearing with fresh tea and toast. ‘You hardly ate a thing last night and you need to keep your strength up for today.’

Beth didn’t think she could eat anything for the knot in her stomach.

‘Toast is fine, thank you.’

Her heart was doing somersaults and her hands were trembling slightly.

‘I suppose I need to get going,’ she said in a small voice. The thought of standing beside Number 4 while some anonymous official reported their decision made her feel like returning to bed and staying there for the remainder of the day. 

‘Oh, we’ve got time yet,’ said Lavinia breezily. ‘Why don’t you have a shower and put on something pretty? It will make you feel better.’

Beth very much doubted that any clothing was enough to make her feel better right now but Lavinia was right. If she was going to be defeated, she could at least shower first.

‘We’ll meet downstairs in half an hour,’ Lavinia instructed. ‘That gives me just enough time to wash these and put some biscuits and lemonade in a basket.’

‘We? Are you planning on coming to the meeting?’

Waving her hands in the air, Lavinia managed to look both supportive and surprised at the same time.

‘Of course we are! Goodness me, do you think we would let you go through this on your own? Heavens no. We’re meeting Sarah and Jake at 9:50 and we can all walk to the hut together.’

‘Jake?’ whispered Beth, standing by the table, one hand gripping the back of her chair. ‘And Sarah?’

‘Of course. They helped you with the hut, they’re as anxious as you are to hear what is going to happen.’

Standing up, Sam put his hand beneath her chin and rubbed her cheek gently with his thumb. ‘We’re all here for you, Beth, my dear. ‘We’re all in this together.’

In the shower, the water mixing with her tears, Beth wondered how she was going to get through the morning, even with her friends surrounding her. Deciding to follow Lavinia’s advice she slipped on the yellow sundress and brushed her curls until they shone. Her skin was sun-kissed from the days she had spent working on the hut, the waist of the dress was loose and she had cheekbones for the first time in years. But she would exchange it all for a different result that day, and with one final look in the mirror, she turned to leave.

They walked along the lane beside the harbour wall, the town winding its way upwards along cobbled lanes to one side of them, the sand winding its way towards the sea on the other side and Beth thought how under different circumstances, this would be truly perfect. Crossing the slipway, they weaved in and out of the tourists who were already gathering, planning their day, choosing a spot on the beach.

Ahead of them, stood Jake. He was waiting outside his cottage, beside the sky-blue door and the small-paned windows that looked straight out to sea. The window boxes were overflowing with flowers and Beth imagined their scent would mingle with the fresh sea air and flood the house. What a perfect spot, she decided with a smile, imagining sitting on the tiny balcony overhanging the cobbled path beneath and sipping a morning cup of tea.

‘Hello, Beth.’

His face was serious, no mocking smile, no amused eyes. Just concern.

‘Hello, Jake. Thank you for joining us.’

Her voice held a small wobble and she sent him a smile of gratitude.

Sam and Lavinia stepped ahead leaving Jake and Beth to walk side by side behind them.

‘How was the flat?’

Someone must have explained her reason for dashing off, but all Beth remembered was the way he had clutched her arm and told her that Matthew wasn’t good enough for her. He was right.

‘Terrible,’ she said bravely, trying to keep her chin up. ‘But it made me take a decision I’d been putting off. I’ll have to leave the flat now and it’s for the best.’

‘And Matthew?’

She bit her lip. Matthew had been a surprise.

‘I don't know what he’s planning,’ she said lightly. ‘He might want to go back to the flat.’

‘Beth…’

‘Beth!’

It was Sarah, standing on the edge of the beach and waiting for them to arrive and Beth was engulfed in a hug, soft arms wrapping themselves around her as Sarah’s coconut-scented hair pressed against her for a moment.

‘Are you okay?’

Beyond words now, Beth just nodded. If nothing else she had made some truly wonderful friends during her quest to save Aunt Lizzie’s hut. And neither the council nor the Cabana Club would be able to take them away from her.

‘Thank you,’ she blurted, stopping in her tracks and watching as they all looked in her direction. Thank you so much for all you’ve tried to do for me. I…I….’

The tears were welling once more and she was grateful when Sarah stepped forward to take her hand.

‘Come on Beth. We’re not beaten yet.’

Allowing her friend to lead her onto the sand, Beth took a deep breath and started to follow her to Number 4.

Despite anything that Jemima might say, Beth thought it looked amazing. The soft pink colour was a perfect backdrop for the golden yellow sand and the sparking blue sea beyond. It shimmered in the distance, shouting out a welcome and inviting you to explore.

Beth stopped, blinking. Taking another step forward she stopped again, shaking her head slightly trying to clear her vision.

‘I don’t understand…what…?’

She stood still, feeling the sand shift between her toes, as she stared.

‘What… why….’

Her friends had stopped behind her, gathered in a small semi-circle as though to protect her as she stared down the beach at Number 4.

Freshly painted it looked bright and cheerful. Despite the lack of wrought iron railings surrounding the tiny deck, despite the lack of any turrets or designer blinds or mahogany steamer chairs, it looked just perfect to Beth. But the thing that had made her stop mid-stride, stare and stare again, was that there was no longer one Number 4. There appeared to be two.

She took another hesitant step and then looked around trying to regain her bearings. Number 4 was, logically, the fourth in the row. And right now, Beth was standing outside Number Three which was whimsically called The Retreat. Except that it was also painted Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink.

On the deck, she recognised Sarah’s straw bag and her cardigan. Standing beside them and smiling was a man she didn’t recognise. And behind him, painted a glorious, rich, fresh pink, was Sarah’s beach hut.

The two huts nestled side by side, looking quite at home and stunning in their pink glory. Around them, the sensible and elegant indigo blue and grey of the other huts looked washed out and bland.

Beth turned to look at Sarah in shock and confusion.

‘You painted your hut pink?’

The small group had been holding their breath, waiting for her reaction.

‘Yes,’ whispered Sarah. ‘It was all we could think of. Nobody can say that it contravenes the rules now because it’s not the only pink hut.’

Beth listened, shaking her head. ‘You painted your hut pink?’ she repeated, as if not quite able to believe what she was seeing.

‘Yes,’ answered Sarah, a little less sure of herself. ‘Do you mind?’

Her eyes had lost their smile and become anxious and Sam and Lavinia reached out to clutch each other’s hand.

’You painted it pink for me?’ asked Beth in wonder.

Sarah nodded, casting anxious eyes to the man on her decking who was watching the events unfold with an interested expression and pink stains on his shorts.

‘But you didn’t want your hut pink! You said your husband hated the idea.’

‘I did,’ interrupted a deep baritone. ‘I thought it sounded dreadful but I must admit, it’s growing on me.’ He came down the steps, holding out his hand to a dazed Beth.

‘Darren Brookland,’ he informed her. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

‘And you painted your hut pink to help me?’

Beth felt her repartee probably needed some work, she had said more or less the same thing for the last 5 minutes,

but she was having a great deal of difficulty processing what was before her eyes.

‘I have to admit, I painted it pink for Sarah,’ he admitted. ‘She gave me a telling off the like of which I haven’t had since my school days but it needed saying. I flew home to stop her walking out after the latest of my insensitive decisions, and it seemed painting our hut pink was the only way to save my marriage.’

He was smiling over Beth’s shoulder and she realised that despite the tension of the moment, Sarah was positively glowing.

‘Will it work?’ she asked of the group of friends around her. ‘Will I be able to keep the hut?’

‘Well, we’re about to find out,’ muttered Darren and turning round, Beth saw a small delegation heading their way led by Jemima Carrington-Smythe.
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Chapter 28

Jemima’s entrance was slightly ruined by one of her impractical high heels sinking deep into the sand and hurling her sideways. Fortunately, one of the council members alerted by her small shriek, threw out a hasty arm which she clutched onto, hauling herself upright once more.

She tossed freshly highlighted hair over her shoulder and continued towards the small crowd gathered, although Beth noticed that her eyes were skittering away and she wasn't carrying her usual air of frosty entitlement.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ said a soft voice near her ear and she felt her hand taken into a much larger grip and given a soft squeeze of support, before he removed it to flip his sunglasses down over green eyes.

As Jemima drew closer, she risked a peep at Beth’s anxious face and Sarah’s admonishing expression, only to stare in astonishment, her mouth hanging open. Rubbing her eyes, she craned her neck forward and squinted at the row of huts behind Beth.

‘There are two pink cabanas!’ she exclaimed, her head swinging around to the gathered crowd. ‘I don't understand,’ Shaking her head, she counted slowly from right to left and then stopped in astonishment, staring at Sarah.

‘You painted your cabana pink!’ she exclaimed.  ‘Pink!’

‘Good morning, Miss Carter,’ said one of the men, all looking remarkably similar in their navy blazers and grey trousers. ‘Thank you for meeting us here.’

‘Morning Henry,’ trilled Lavinia, letting go of Sam’s hand long enough to offer a friendly wave.

‘Ah, Lavinia. How nice to see you.’

‘Morning Henry,’ said a deeper voice and Jake stepped forward to take Henry’s hand in a friendly handshake.

‘And you too, Jake. Good morning, everybody.’

Beth’s mouth gaped open in surprise. It hadn’t occurred to her that the council officials would be residents of Welby and known to her friends. To Beth, they were faceless figures of authority to be dreaded.

She caught another of the men, a little younger and with slightly less grey hair, sending a small wink in Lavinia’s direction and her heart suddenly lifted with hope. Was there a chance after all?

‘Pink!’ echoed Jemima’s voice. She tried to come closer but her heels sank into the sand again and impatiently she pulled them off and threw them carelessly to one side. ‘But why? When?’

Straightening his tie Henry held up his hand, ignoring Jemima as he waited for everyone’s attention.

‘The purpose of this meeting is to carry out an inspection of Number 4, the beach hut belonging to Beth Carter, and ascertain its condition and suitability,’ he said in a loud clear voice. ‘There has been a claim made that it posed a health and safety risk to the other beach hut residents, and indeed any member of the public availing themselves of the beach facilities.’

Beth nodded solemnly, wishing Jake would take her hand again. It had felt safe and reassuring, although not something she should get used to, not now he was back in the arms of Portia.

‘But I understand that a programme of restoration has been completed and the hut has been repaired to a satisfactory standard,’ Henry continued.

‘That’s right.’ Jake stepped forward, his hands for once not in his pocket and his voice confident. ‘I helped out myself, Henry. All rotten timbers replaced, the roof repaired, the decking restored. The place is now sound.’

‘Any problems still needing work?’ asked Henry, turning his back on a still astonished and spluttering Jemima and looking at Jake, who was having trouble concealing his grin.

‘There’s still some interior work to finish,’ Jake conceded. ‘The kitchen still needs some units replacing but that isn’t a matter for health and safety. In fact,’ he continued, ‘Mrs Carrington-Smythe was without a kitchen for several weeks when she carried out the renovations to her own hut.’

‘Only because we were waiting for a new marble counter,’ Jemima said, slightly offended that she might be put in the same category as Number 4. ‘Dominic ordered one specially from Italy and it took an age to arrive.’

Ignoring her, they all turned to look at Beth’s sparkling beach hut.

‘Excellent, excellent,’ murmured Henry, stroking his chin as he viewed the little hut that appeared to be standing to attention and showing its best features to the crowd of viewers.

‘Shall we gentlemen?’ he said and leaving Beth and her crowd of supporters, the council officials took a slow turn around the property.

Taking advantage of their absence, Jemima turned to Sarah and Darren. ‘You’ve painted your hut pink!’ she said in horror. ‘Two pink huts on the beach, Dominic will be livid. When did this happen?’

‘Yesterday,’ answered Sarah helpfully and not seeming at all put out by Jemima’s outrage. ‘While you were having your hair done and buying a new dress for the occasion.’

It was a very nice dress, thought Beth admiringly, floating down to Jemima’s immaculately pedicured and painted toes. Perhaps a little over the top for a walk along the beach at Welby-on-the-Sea, but very nice.

‘But why?’ wailed Jemima. ‘Why would you do such a ridiculous thing? I mean pink! Can you imagine what Dominic will say? He will be so cross with me…er, you! What were you thinking Sarah, why would you do this?’

‘Well, everything looks ship-shape,’ announced a cheerful voice and Henry appeared from behind the hut, a clipboard in his hand and a smile on his face. ‘Well done, Miss Carter. You’ve done an excellent job with the renovations.’ His eyes wandered around the group clustered around Beth. ‘You all have,’ he added with a big smile. ‘And we have no hesitation in passing the hut safe. The compulsory purchase order is rescinded.’

‘Thank you,’ Beth managed, her voice hoarse with emotion. ‘Thank you so much.’

Henry smiled at her kindly before his face fell and Beth shivered with anxiety.

‘Now,’ he cleared his throat. ‘We also have to raise the matter of the licence. We have been informed that Number 4 is in breach of one of the conditions of the Beach Hut Club. And that someone has objected to its final appearance.’

All eyes turned to Jemima who dragged her eyes away from the pink huts to face the slightly antagonistic glares of almost everyone around her.

‘Er, yes,’ she mumbled, peeping at Beth from beneath her lashes. ‘That’s right. We...we…’ she paused, her gaze dancing between an agonised Beth and a furious Sarah. ‘That is, my husband has objected to the colour of Number 4.  Dom…er, The Cabana Club would therefore like the licence for Number 4 cancelled.’ Jemima’s voice was small and unsteady and the look she sent Beth held a touch of regret.

‘I see. And Mr Carrington-Smythe isn't prepared to drop his objection? Or to give Miss Carter time to change the appearance of Number 4?’

Jemima screwed up her face in apology. ‘I’m afraid not,’ she said. ‘I did ask him but he said that…well, he said no.’

Deciding she didn’t care how it looked, Beth reached out and slipped her suddenly cold hand into Jake’s warm grip.

‘And the reason for the Club’s decision is solely that Beth has painted her hut pink?’ asked Darren’s rich voice from the back of the crowd.

Jemima looked at him from the corner of her eye. ‘Er, yes. Dominic told me to say that the Club feels this is unacceptable.’

‘Solely on the grounds of its colour?’

‘Er, that’s right.’

‘But our hut is also painted pink.’

Stepping forward, he swung around, pointing to the next-door hut.

‘So does that mean the Beach Hut Club is going to rescind my licence as well?’

Silence frizzled in the air. His voice was smooth and challenging and his eyes met Jemima’s with such purpose that Beth shuddered. No wonder he had done so well for himself in business she thought, she wouldn’t want to go head-to-head with him, across a board room table.

‘Well, Jemima?’ pushed Darren in a silky tone. ‘Are you going to demand I lose my hut as well?’

Jemima looked horrified. ‘Oh no, I don't think Dominic wants you to lose your licence, not at all!’

‘But our hut is pink. If you are going to remove Beth's licence for having an inappropriate colour, you’ll have to remove mine as well.’

The wide staring eyes reminded Beth of a rabbit caught in some particularly bright headlights and Jemima flapped both her mouth and her hands to no avail.

‘I…er…Dominic didn’t say…he thought it was just Number 4…’ She turned to Sarah with a look of exasperation. ‘Why would you do this? Why paint your cabana pink?’

‘To help a friend,’ said Sarah softly, sending a smile winging towards Beth. ‘Because that's the sort of thing we do in Welby.’

Jemima’s mouth wobbled. ‘But she…she…I thought I was your friend?’

‘You are,’ said Sarah with a kind smile. ‘And if you want me to tell Dom what to do with his opinion about pink, as a friend, I'll be more than happy to oblige!’

Chewing on her lip, Jemima stared at the pink huts. ‘Well, as a friend, couldn’t you just paint yours again? Something not pink?’ she asked hopefully.

‘Oh, we won’t be changing the colour,’ assured Darren. ‘I am ready to admit my beautiful wife was right all along, it looks so much better now. So, I repeat my question, are you going to try and take my licence away from me?’

Beads of sweat were beginning to form on Jemima’s upper lip.

‘Well,’ she began, looking round wildly for inspiration. ‘I mean… if you want to keep it pink…I don’t …. Dominic will….’

‘So will the Beach Hut Club be dropping the claim?’ asked Henry, cutting through her mumblings.

‘It’s the Cabana Club,’ insisted Jemima. She looked around the beach as though searching for inspiration but found nothing.  ‘But I suppose, well…yes. But Dominic won't be happy. He’ll probably…’

Excellent.’ The smile was back on Henry’s face and once more Beth allowed herself to feel hopeful. ‘I’m glad that’s settled because personally, I think the pink looks grand.’ He sent Beth a smile. ‘I do believe it’s the colour Lizzie always had it painted,’ he said softly. ‘Am I right?’

Beth nodded, not trusting her voice.

‘Then I don’t think there’s anything more to say. Thank you for your attendance, everyone. Miss Carter, I hope you enjoy your beach hut for many years to come,’ and with a chorus of ‘goodbye’s, ‘thank you’s and ‘see you later’s, the men made their way back down the beach, stopping briefly to look fondly out across the bay before returning to their office.

Silence hung over the group of friends and Beth realised she was still gripping Jake’s hand tightly. Releasing him, she took a step back. A little more distance between them was probably a good thing.

‘Am I… is everything okay now?’ she asked tentatively, wondering if she had missed something important. ‘I mean… do I…?’

‘You get to keep the hut,’ whooped Sarah who dashed across the sand to hug Beth. ‘Number 4 is yours.’

And the silence was broken as they all crowded around to hug Beth and each other and then Beth again, congratulating her and each other and Beth again in their excitement.

‘Oh well done, my daring girl,’ whispered Sam against her ear. ‘Well done. Lizzie would be proud, so proud.’

And then the tears which had been threatening for so many days, released like a dam and began pouring down Beth’s face.

‘But it wasn’t me,’ she sniffed, a hiccuppy sob breaking free, ‘it was all of you. You all helped and you told me not to give up and you... you… you painted your hut pink!’

A wave of happy laughter flowed through them all and Sarah took her husband’s hand, her eyes blazing with pride.

‘Which was a ridiculous thing to do,’ protested Jemima from her position on the outer reaches of the group. ‘Quite ridiculous.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Sarah happily, planting a kiss on Darren’s lips. ‘And it was worth it to make sure Beth kept her hut.’

‘But it's pink,’ wailed Jemima. ‘Dominic really doesn’t like pink! He told me to have the licence for Number 4 removed and I haven’t and now there are two pink huts. He’s going to be so cross with you all.’

‘Dom doesn't like anything,’ said Darren with feeling. ‘Let’s face it Jem, he’s a miserable man with a miserable attitude. And if he didn't have Beth's hut to moan about, he would soon find something else.’

Jemima gasped.

‘Paint yours pink, Jem,’ giggled Sarah. ‘You’ll find it’s quite liberating.’

‘No!’ squeaked Jemima. ‘Not pink.’ She shuddered, then stood still, hands on hips as she took a long hard look at the happy little huts and squinting her eyes as though trying to visualise something. ‘But maybe a pale blue,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Something soft and – well, beach-like.’

Darren threw back his head and laughed. ‘That's more like it! New rule at the Beach Hut Club- all huts need to be painted a colour Lizzie Brandon would have approved of.’

‘It’s the Cabana Club and…’

‘It's the Beach Hut Club!’ chorused everybody else and burst into gales of relieved laughter, as Beth sent a grateful smile in Darren's direction and received a small wink in response.

‘Oh whatever,’ sniffed Jemima. ‘And heaven only knows what Dominic is going to say,’ and picking up her shoes, she walked as quickly as she could off the beach.

‘Well,’ breathed Sarah with a huge satisfied smile on her face. ‘We get to keep Beth and call it the Beach Hut Club. I would call that a good day’s work,’ and she grabbed Darren’s arm to give him a resounding kiss.
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Chapter 29

The celebrations went on for some time. Champagne was produced from Sarah and Darren’s hut, lemon poppy seed cake made by Lavinia was passed around and the small group spent the next few hours lazing on the deck of the two pink huts, going over the adventures of the past few weeks and feeling quietly pleased with their victory.

The tears made a brief return when Beth found Lizie’s old deckchair on her terrace, beautifully restored with a bright candy-striped canvas seat and wood that had been stained and polished until it shone, and she had clung onto Sarah, blubbing her thanks into her friend’s shoulder.

With a glass in her hand and a faintly woozy head from the overwhelming relief of saving Number 4, combined with champagne on an empty stomach, Beth sank into the old chair, watching Jake out of the corner of her eye. He and Darren were examining the side of the hut where the pink paint was decidedly patchy and hastily applied, and having a manly chat about second coats and sealant.

With a contented sigh, Sarah flopped down beside her, clinking her glass gently against Beth’s own.

‘Happy?’ she asked with a grin.

‘Very. I still can’t believe what you did. I mean to help me is one thing but to paint your hut pink to stop Dom! I can never thank you enough.’

Close to tears, although more from relief and happiness than desperation, Beth sniffed and shook her head.

‘How did you persuade Darren to paint your hut?’

‘Actually,’ said Sarah with a smile that stretched from ear to ear and made her whole face glow with happiness, ‘it was his idea.’

‘What? Darren suggested changing the colour?’

‘Mmm. We had the mother of all rows,’ admitted Sarah, not looking at all upset about it. ‘I phoned him in Hamburg and told him our marriage was over.’

Beth gasped. ‘No!’

‘Yes. I was so upset that he’d given his vote to Dominic without even talking to me. It was the final straw. And I told him so.’

Beth’s eyes were wide as she took a slurp of her champagne. ‘You would have left him because of my beach hut?’ she asked in amazement.

‘Probably not,’ conceded Sarah with a chuckle. ‘I do actually love him. But I was so angry.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Not much actually. He listened to me rant and rave about how he was going in a direction I didn’t want to follow, how we weren’t a couple any more, how lonely I was, what a good friend you were even though we’d only known each other for a few weeks.’

Beth smiled, her eyes pinned on Sarah’s flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes. Her friend had never looked so happy and relaxed.

‘I think it’s fair to say he was surprised. Well, stunned really.  Then he said he would make it right and hung up. Next thing I knew, he was walking in through the front door. He’d walked out of his meeting and flown home. We had a good long talk about our life and he’s agreed to stop working quite so hard and spend more time together. He was doing it all for me, you see. All the work, the meetings, the business plans. It was all because he wanted to give me the perfect life. But it wasn’t perfect, not without him. I would rather go back to struggling to pay the mortgage at the end of the month and have my husband back.’

Beth could feel tears shimmering in her eyes. There was nothing but love blazing from Sarah’s face and Beth couldn’t help but feel a pang of loneliness. It wasn’t Matthew she missed as much as being with someone she loved. Holding hands with someone who you were happy simply being with. She remembered the feeling of Jake’s fingers closing around hers and shooed the image away. That was a path she couldn’t afford to take. It only led to more heartache.

‘I’m so happy for you,’ she whispered, ‘so very happy.’

Sarah’s smile was content and a sigh of pure joy drifted from her. ‘Let’s see how it goes,’ she said, looking supremely confident that it would go in exactly the direction she wished. She glanced over at Number 4, catching Darren’s eye. Beth watched as they held each other’s gaze, a gaze of such love and promise that it was almost her undoing.

‘Anyway,’ continued Sarah, her cheeks decidedly pink, ‘After we had sorted out our problems, he said that the only way to combat Dom was to change the standard. Dom had the agreement of the beach hut club that we would all stick to the same standard of décor and appearance, so we had to nudge that a little closer to your hut. And what better way than Ice Cream Sprinkle Pink!’

The two huts now sat, proud and pink, side by side on the golden yellow sand.

‘They look perfect,’ murmured Beth. ‘Absolutely perfect.’

‘Actually,’ giggled Sarah, ‘they’ve been quite a hit. I know of at least two other Beach Hut Club members who have decided to go for a pastel repaint! Dom is going to be furious,’ and she tipped her head back to laugh out loud with sheer joy before wandering off in search of her husband.

Beth closed her eyes and let the gentle sea breeze drift across her skin. She could hear the sound of the gulls and the occasional shouts from tourist walking along the sea edge, shoes in hand as they let the waves wash over their feet. She felt so at home in Welby and for a moment her heart ached for the loss of her aunt. She would have been so proud of them all today, standing up to Jemima and the beach hut club and defending her pastel pink dream.

Answering Lavinia’s call, Beth wandered onto Sarah and Darren’s deck to find that the BBQ had been fired up and sausages and burgers were now grilling gently, their aroma filling the air and making Beth’s stomach growl appreciatively.

She allowed Sam to top up her glass before looking around and asking as casually as she could, ‘Has Jake gone?’

‘Only for a minute or two,’ declared Sam. ‘He had to pop back to his house for something.’

Shielding her eyes from the sun, Beth stared towards the town. She could see the little cottage next to the beach, its bright blue door reflecting the sun, the window boxes trailing their scented flowers against the ancient stone.

‘He’ll be back soon,’ reassured Lavinia, and Beth turned to see her watching Beth with a curious expression on her face.

Shrugging, Beth took a sip of bubbles, wrinkling her nose as they exploded against her skin. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘I was just wondering.’

‘He had to go home,’ Lavinia said softly. ‘It was time.’

‘I think he was getting far too comfortable at Welcome,’ interrupted Sam with a grin. ‘Don’t we all! Who wouldn’t want to wake up to that view?’

He was looking at Lavinia as he spoke and her plump cheeks filled with colour.

‘Oh, get on with you,’ she said gruffly, wafting her arm in his direction, even as she smiled at him, a small secret smile that made everyone else on the deck join in.

‘He’ll miss having his breakfast made for him every morning. And endless cups of tea produced. And your biscuits. And lemonade,’ listed Sam softly.

‘Yes, and I’ll miss him. But he couldn’t stay at Welcome forever, it was time for him to go back,’ said Lavinia with a sigh. ‘But it’s been so lovely having the company of young people these last few weeks.’ She sent a fond smile in Beth’s direction. ‘So very lovely.’

Beth’s eyes were fixed on the cottage again, even as she listened to Lavinia and Sam’s chatter. Lavinia clearly approved of Jake returning to Portia and his little cottage by the sea. Beth needed to be pleased for him as well. Her life with Matthew may not have had its happy ever after ending but Jake still had a chance. He and Portia could be like Sam and Lavinia in years to come, sitting by the sea in companionable silence. Her heart gave an unhappy lurch. Jealousy, she told herself firmly. That’s all it was, jealousy that it had worked out for Jake and not for herself and Matthew.

A movement caught her eyes and she saw the blue door open and Jake walked out, standing on the cobbled path for a moment. Holding her breath, Beth watched as the door remained open and a woman emerged behind him. Slender and almost as tall as Jake, a sun hat covering her head, a straw bag over her shoulder, she stood perfectly still as Jake locked the door behind them.

It must be Portia, Beth decided, her heart beating a strange unhappy rhythm. Jake had returned to the cottage to see Portia. They stood facing each other as though in conversation and then moved closer, heads meeting and disappearing beneath the large straw hat.

Teeth pressed down on Beth’s bottom lip to still any trembling. Jealousy, she reminded herself. Envy that they had worked out their problems while Beth had ended up alone.

‘Food!’ announced Darren’s voice and the terrace became a hive of activity, people grabbing plates and topping up their glasses, laughter and conversation flowing easily. Smiling and responding automatically, Beth’s eyes never left Jake as he strode down the beach, closer and closer until he stepped onto the terrace.

‘Perfect timing!’ he declared, taking a plate from Darren and turning to catch Beth’s gaze. Giving her a smile, he came to lean against the railing by her side, his shoulders relaxed, his eyes as usual hidden behind his glasses.

‘Lavinia tells me you’ve moved back home.’ Compelled to make herself as miserable as possible, Beth couldn’t stop the question. ‘I’m happy for you, that you sorted everything out. You must be happy to be back in your own house?’

Watching his fingers toy with his burger, she forced herself to continue breathing.

‘I was getting very comfortable staying with Lavinia,’ he answered eventually. ‘But despite the … attractions, it was time to leave.’

Her heart was thumping so loudly that she wondered if he was able to see its movement beneath the thin fabric of her dress. Which attractions had he found so endearing she wondered? The terrace, Lavinia’s cooking, the company?

‘Everyone needs to move on with their lives,’ she agreed in a croaky voice.

‘Indeed. I heard that Matthew proposed.’

He’d abandoned the burger, his hands gripping the plate as he spoke in a low voice meant only for the two of them.

Beth gave a jerk of surprise. Sarah must have mentioned it.

‘Yes. Yes, he did,’ she answered, wondering what else Sarah might have told him.

‘And I heard you said no.’

She’d apparently told him everything.

‘I did.’

They were both looking at anything rather than each other, bodies stiff, fingers fidgeting.

‘Good for you.’

Was he being sarcastic? No, there was no amusement in his tone. He sounded sincere.

‘I know you loved him. But he wasn't good enough for you. Not at all.’

The tears were back, prickling at her eyelashes, threatening her cheeks.

She nodded. ‘It was the right thing to do,’ she said through numb lips. ‘It’s well and truly over between us.’

He put his plate down on a nearby table and half turned in her direction.

‘And now?’

The lilt of conversation surrounded them but it was as though they were the only two people on the beach. She could smell the faint tang of his aftershave, cedar and sandalwood, and see the hairs on the back of his arms. She could even see the faint rise and fall of his chest.

‘Who knows,’ she managed. ‘It’s time for me to make my own new start.’

‘You’re going back home?’

Beth had no home. Not anymore.

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t fancy staying in Welby?’

If only he knew.

‘No. I mean, I love Welby but I won’t be staying here. It’s time to go back to Bristol and get on with my life,’ she said trying to sound confident. ‘But I’ll be coming back to visit, after all, I’ve got my very own beach hut now.’

She imagined strolling along the cobbled lane in the direction of Number 4. Would she ever be able to walk past his house without her heart racing in expectation of catching a peek of him, the back of his head as he moved around inside, the sight of him emerging from his front door to walk along the cobbles, hand in hand with Portia.

She swallowed hard. Why on earth was this hurting so much? She didn’t even like the man!

He was staring at her from behind the sunglasses. ‘I see.’

Maybe she would leave it a little while before coming back to Welby.  She needed some normalcy in her life. Some shopping, even some cleaning, anything to take her mind away from green merman eyes.

‘Well, let me know when you come back. we could meet, have a drink. Or a meal.’

He sounded stiff, strained.

‘Maybe that’s not a good idea.’ She wouldn’t be able to bear that. Sitting opposite him as he updated her on his wedding plans with Portia.  She offered a smile to take the edge from the words. ‘I mean, we both need to move on, don’t we? The last thing you need is me turning up, reminding you what a pain all this has been.’

‘All this?’ his eyebrow was arched, his face giving nothing away. ‘The hut?’

The hut. Her. Them.

‘Er, yes. The hut.’

He turned away, his profile, strong and severe, the only thing she could see.

‘It wasn’t a pain.’

‘You were very kind,’ she murmured.

‘Not really. In Welby, we help each other out. And I did it for Lizzie.’

Of course. He’d once chided her for not visiting her aunt enough. He said he didn’t want Lizzie’s legacy to be wasted. She had to remind herself why he’d held out the hand of friendship, and it wasn’t because of Beth.

‘I’m sure she would have appreciated it,’ she said gruffly.

The conversation on the terrace had lulled. Everyone was sitting quietly in the afternoon sun, replete and content, their eyes turned to the sea whilst Beth and Jake remained side by side, stiff and unmoving, the tension between them almost crackling in the air. Beth saw Sarah’s eyes rest on them, Lavinia’s keen gaze watching them.

‘Well, if you change your mind, you know where I live.’

He stood up, pushing away from the railings to turn his back on everyone else and face her. His lips were straight, unsmiling. She wondered if Portia was full of relief that Jake had forgiven her. That she was back in his life, his cottage, his bed. The thought made her gasp slightly.

‘Good luck in your new life, Beth Carter.’

If only she had one.

‘You too, Jake. I hope you and….’ why did she find it impossible to let Portia’s name escape her lips? ‘You too,’ she whispered.’

And he was gone, waving at the group as he turned his back and strode down the beach and out of Beth’s life.
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Chapter 30

‘He asked you out?’

Sally was peering at her with wide eyes over the top of her wine glass.

‘No! Not like that. I’ve told you, we don’t get on.’

‘Yeah, so you keep saying. But he asked you out?’

‘That’s not what he meant. He didn’t mean we should actually go out with each other.’

‘Ahh,’ Sally nodded sagely. ‘I understand. He asked you out but he didn’t want you to go out with him. And he had been helping you but you don’t like each other.’

‘Yes. Well, no. We sort of like each other now. Just as friends, you know. Nothing more. Absolutely nothing more. And he helped me because of Aunt Lizzie.’

‘And did he ask you out because of Aunt Lizzie?’

‘He didn’t ask me out. He just suggested we meet for a drink and a meal.’

‘Classic definition of going out, honey.’

‘Yes, but not like that. Because…’

‘Let me guess. Because you don’t like each other!’

‘Yes. Exactly.’

Not sure if she’d made her point or not, in fact, a little confused about what her point was, Beth slipped into silence. She had left Welby the day after the council meeting, her beach hut had been saved and it was time to return to Bristol, Sally’s settee and the dismal job of flat hunting.

During the process of emptying several bottles of wine, Beth had attempted to explain to Sally exactly how she felt about the man with the merman eyes. Except it was proving somewhat difficult, because Beth was very unclear as to the exact nature of any relationship she may or may not have with Jake Balfour.

‘It’s not like that,’ she tried again weakly. ‘Not at all. And anyway, I’ve told you, he’s back with Portia. Why would he ask me out just when he gets back with his girlfriend? Who he loves. Very much according to Lavinia.’

Sally shrugged. ‘Perhaps he’s back with her because he thought it was for the best. But he can’t stop thinking about the girl with the blue eyes,’ she said wickedly.

Beth sighed and stared into her wine. Sally didn’t understand. Why would she? Beth didn’t understand herself.

‘He’s very annoying,’ she murmured, almost to herself.

‘So you’ve said. Several times.’

‘And quite rude.’

‘Again, not the first time you’ve mentioned it.’

‘Although he does have nice eyes,’ mused Beth.

‘Green, like the sea. A dark edge round the iris and black eyelashes that look as though they’ve been curled,’ intoned Sally.

Beth stared at her friend in surprise.

‘Yep, you’ve mentioned that a few times as well.’

‘Have I? I suppose they are quite nice. Not that they make up for how irritating he is.’

‘Of course not,’ smiled Sally. ‘Not at all.’

‘I don’t like him,’ insisted Beth. ‘Not at all.’

‘Of course you don’t, honey. Of course you don’t.’

‘I just can't stop thinking about him!’

‘That will be because you don't like him.’

‘I think I do like him,’ admitted Beth, sipping her wine thoughtfully. ‘I don't mean I like him. But I don't not like him, you know?’

‘Not really.’

‘He is annoying and irritating and all those things but he was so kind and helpful.’

‘And that’s when you decided to like him.’

‘I suppose.’

‘Complicated, isn't it?’ asked Sally.

‘What?

‘Love.’

Beth stared into her glass for a while. The thought of going back into the office on Monday morning was hanging heavily on her mind. She had no doubt it would look just the same, same people, same desk, same shaft of sunbeams from the window that always caught the edge of Beth's inbox. It would all be the same, except for Beth. She was different.

In Welby, she had been almost fierce. She had refused to let anyone tell her what to do and she had rescued Aunt Lizzie’s beach hut. Now she had to go back to being sensible Beth, good-natured Beth, pushover Beth.

‘I think I need a change.’

‘We could try the new sandwich shop round the corner for lunch tomorrow,’ suggested Sally. ‘It’s supposed to be pretty good.’

‘Not that kind of change.’

‘Okay. Well, we could go to a club tonight. I know you're not a clubbing type of person but you’ll like this one. Everything is painted pink so it will be like being back in your beach hut,’ laughed Sally. ‘We can spend the night drinking cocktails.’

‘Not that kind of change either,’ sighed Beth.

‘Then I need some kind of clue here because I don't have a lot more to offer. Not for your average Sunday evening. I mean give me some time and I could come up with a humdinger of a plan but…’

She stopped and watched her friend stare into her glass.

‘But that’s not the sort of change you want either, is it?’ she asked softly.

Beth shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Are we talking major life change?’

‘I think so. I just feel…I don't know. Different?’

Sally nodded sagely. ‘Ah well, you are different. Let's face it, you are now a warrior. You took on the establishment and beat them soundly. You refused to be pushed around or told what to do. You have become a force to be reckoned with in fact, you, Beth Carter, have become what can only be described as a strong independent woman, capable of anything.’

Beth couldn’t help laughing as she reached out a leg and kicked her friend gently.

‘Very funny.’

‘But I’m not being funny.’ Suddenly serious, Sally leaned forward. ‘You found yourself, honey. The best thing that could have happened to you is breaking up with Matthew. And maybe you’re right, now is the time to carry on changing. So, I suppose the question is, what do you want?’

Nibbling on her lip, Beth thought for a while. She wanted to be back in Welby. She wanted to wake up to the smell and sound of the sea. She wanted to walk across the sand and feel it between her toes. She wanted to sit on the balcony and chat with Lavinia and Sam. And if she were honest, brutally honest, she wanted Jake Balfour.

But he wasn't available. He had forgiven Portia and moved back to his stone cottage overlooking the sea, and had probably forgotten all about Beth by now.

She shrugged. ‘I don't know. Just something else, I suppose.’

‘Is it Matthew? I thought you were over him?’

‘I am over him. But everybody is moving on, starting the next chapter of their life. And it’s time for me to do the same.’

Matthew was probably in Laura’s penthouse flat, worried about getting chocolate on the cream settee. Maybe they would get married and Matthew could move up to the 8th floor and be a true executive with his own parking space and a corner office. But Beth didn’t care about Matthew. Not anymore.

‘I don't want to carry on working at Stretch Your Horizons,’ Beth said, her voice cracking. ‘I don't want to move into a damp little flat by myself. I want… I want…’

‘Green eyes?’ asked Sally hopefully.

Beth smiled sadly. ‘No. That moment has passed, if there ever was a moment. But I need to start doing what I want to do, not what anybody else thinks I should do.’

She looked pleadingly at her friend. ‘Am I mad?’ she asked, suddenly unsure. ‘Am I totally insane? Should I…?’’

But the end of the sentence was lost in Sally’s shoulder as she was pulled in for a fierce hug, wine slopping over the settee and their arms.

‘Oh, Beth honey, of course not. I’ve really no idea what it is you want or where you’re going to find it but you do absolutely right to go looking.  Do it! Find your new life and make yourself happy.’
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Chapter 31

Summer seemed to have come to a crashing halt and Beth shivered in the cool, early evening air. Rain had lashed the dry pavements for the last few days and the languorous warmth of long sunny afternoons seemed a long time ago.

She was nearly there, she realised thankfully and walked quickly along, head bent against the breeze that was beginning to build. Despite the extra layers she had slipped on, the cold damp air was seeping through to her bones, and it was with a sigh of relief that she stepped inside and out of the rain that had soaked her hair and caused tiny tendrils of curls to appear around her face.

Inside it was warm and dry, and blessedly quiet. Over the last few weeks, Beth had taken onboard an almost manic hunt for a new flat, a new job, in fact, a whole new life. She had seen glorious apartments that she would never be able to afford, tiny little bedsits that were akin to living in a cupboard and a great deal more in between. The job was just as difficult. It had to be just the right job in just the right place, and Beth had begun to despair that she would be able to pull off what Sally was referring to as The Big Move.

As her notice period drew to a close, Beth’s panic had started to mount. She was homeless and would soon be unemployed. She had lost the love of her life and other than Sally, who cheered her on every day and constantly reassured her that everything would work out, she felt quite alone.

But with only days to spare, Sally’s predictions had come to pass and suddenly everything fell into place. A new job. A new flat. A new start.

Dropping her suitcase to the floor, Beth closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The rest of her things would be arriving soon and, in the meantime, her suitcase was stuffed with everything she thought she might need over the next few days.

This was the moment.

Hearing the soft murmur of voices, she left her suitcase where it had dropped, pushed open the door to her left and stepped into a room which despite the cold, miserable day, was warm and cosy.

‘You’re here! Oh, my goodness, we were just beginning to worry.’

Smiling, Beth stepped forward, allowing Lavinia’s plump arms to wrap themselves around her and squeeze gently.

Waiting for his turn, Sam stood to one side, his gentle face happy and content.

Having hugged the pair, Beth sank into a chair, stretching her feet out in front of her with a small sigh. It felt so good to be back in Welby.

‘You two look cosy,’ she observed with a grin.

Back on the settee, side by side, their hands joined amongst the folds of Lavinia’s dress, they looked perfectly at home with each other.

‘Well,’ began Lavinia, with slightly pink cheeks. ‘We do have some news.’

She looked rather nervously at Sam who gave her an encouraging smile.

‘We’ve moved in together. Or rather, I’m not moving anywhere but Sam has moved in here, to Welcome.’

She gave Beth an anxious look. ‘I know some people might say we’re far too old for such nonsense and that we’re moving too quickly, not having seen each other for so many years.’

Beth shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t say any of those things actually.’

‘And some people might say that we were being impulsive and foolish.’

‘I wouldn’t say that either.’

‘But the thing is, we love each other. Always have if the truth be known.’

‘I would say that’s clear to anyone who has seen you together,’ offered Beth.

‘Not that I didn’t love my husband,’ added Lavinia firmly. ‘Because I did. But he’s been gone a long time now and I think Sam and I both deserve another chance of love.’ Her chin tilted defiantly. ‘Regardless of how old we are.’

‘Couldn’t agree more,’ said Beth cheerfully.

‘So, regardless of what you or anyone else might think, we’ve moved in together.’

‘Excellent news,’ beamed Beth. ‘Absolutely the right thing to do.’

Lavinia sat up a little straighter. ‘You don’t think we’re being foolish?’

‘Of course not.’

’Or impulsive?’

‘Nope.’

‘Or that we’re old enough to know better?’

Grinning, Beth leant forward, reaching out to take Lavinia’s hand.

‘I think that you are both old enough to know exactly what you want. And that is each other. I couldn’t be more happy for you. Don’t waste any more time regretting what might have been. Enjoy the rest of your lives, together.’

Sniffing loudly, Lavinia searched for a tissue.

‘I told you she would be happy for us,’ rebuked Sam mildly. ‘Everyone you have told so far has been happy for us.’

‘I know, I know.’ Wiping away the tears from her eyes, Lavinia gave them both a watery smile. ‘I’m just expecting someone to …’

‘Take a leaf from my book,’ interrupted Beth. ‘Stop worrying about what other people might think or say and do what makes you happy.’

Nodding, Lavinia dried her eyes and settled back down, allowing Sam to recover her hand and enclose it in his own.

‘And how are you, my darling? Excited?’

The smile slipped and Beth grimaced. ‘Yes. And worried and apprehensive and fearful that I’m the one that’s being foolish and impulsive and making all the wrong decisions.’

Sam shook his head. ‘Speaking from experience, I think you’ve done exactly the right thing. I left Welby-on-the-Sea thinking the world would offer me more. You’ve had the sense to realise that your heart is here and you’ve made the decision to come home. Very sensible I’d say.’

Taking a deep breath, Beth tried to remain calm. She agreed it was the right decision, but it was still a scary feeling and one that had kept her awake the previous night.

‘You were so lucky getting a job in Welby,’ beamed Lavinia. ‘It’s not exactly a big place.’

‘I know. What a stroke of luck!’

Beth had phoned Sarah and told her of the plan, the one where Beth changed her life, found a job and a flat in Welby and moved there permanently. Sarah had been delighted and promised Beth that she would start job hunting for her straight away. But it had been Jemima who had phoned Beth a few weeks later.

‘My friend is looking for someone. He’s just set up a new business and needs help in the office,’ she’d announced. ‘Sarah said you might be interested.’

Beth couldn’t believe her luck. ‘Really? That sounds wonderful. Thank you so much for thinking of me Jemima.’

‘It’s okay,’ Jemima had said. ‘I can't blame you for wanting to move to Welby.’

‘But jobs there are few and far between, I can’t thank you enough! Once I've settled, you’ll have to join us for a drink and a catch-up. Me, Sarah and you.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes. You.’

‘You're inviting me out with you and Sarah?’

‘I am.

The phone had fallen silent and Beth was just about to ask if Jemima was still there when a small voice asked, ‘Like friends? You want me to go out with you because we would be friends?’

‘Yes, Jemima. Exactly like that.’

There had been another long pause.

‘Okay. I'll think about it,’ Jemima had sniffed, sounding a little croaky all of a sudden. ‘If I'm not too busy, I’ll come with you.’

And then she’d hung up, leaving Beth hugging herself with glee at the prospect of having found a job.

‘And what will you be doing?’ asked Lavinia, pouring a cup of tea for Beth and handing it over to her.

‘A bit of everything,’ answered Beth cheerfully. ‘I’ll be working for someone who needs a PA, come secretary come office girl, come tea lady to cover anything that’s needed.’

‘And you won’t miss your old office?’

Not in the slightest, Beth had decided. It had been a wonderful place to work for a while but it had been time to leave.

‘No,’ she said slowly. ‘Oh, I’ll miss some of the people, especially Sally. But she can’t wait to come down to Welby to visit. She wants to see the hut and walk along the beach. And she’s desperate to sit on the balcony and take in the views.’

Beth pushed away the memories of the many mornings she had sat in exactly that place, her view dominated by a pair of green eyes and a smug smile. She had thought long and hard about returning to Welby knowing Jake would be here. It was such a small place it would be impossible for them to never bump into each other. One day she would walk into a restaurant and find him sitting there with Portia, holding hands across the table.

But she would cope, she decided. It wasn’t as though they had been in love or anything. It wasn’t as though they were even friends. They had simply been thrown together by circumstances and for some strange reason, his presence had been particularly hard to forget.  Maybe it would do her good to see him. Buying his groceries at the local supermarket, in the post office, walking briskly down by the harbour wall. She would realise that he was just a person, an ordinary person whom she had once spent some time with.

She had slipped into silence and looked up to see both Lavinia and Sam watching her curiously.

‘I’m looking forward to starting again,’ she said firmly. ‘In a place I love and that already feels like home.’

‘And your new flat?

‘Oh, I was so lucky! I can’t thank you enough for giving me Tony’s number.’

When Beth had phoned Lavinia and told her, somewhat tentatively that she planned to live in Welby, if only she could find a job and a flat, Lavinia had given her the number of the local estate agent.

‘He doesn’t even have an office,’ she had told Beth with a chuckle. ‘Anyone who is selling in Welby, or within a couple of miles along the coast, goes through Tony. He never has more than a handful of properties on his books, which suits him fine because he spends most of his day out on his boat.’

Beth had called him, and been lucky to catch him just coming into the harbour and with a signal. She’d been thrilled to hear him say that only that morning he’d been told of a flat coming up for rent.

‘It’s not big,’ he’d warned her. ‘In fact, I’d go so far as to say it’s tiny. But that’s reflected in the rent. And what it lacks for in space, it makes up for with views. It’s only a few doors away from Lavinia’s place and the view from the window will make you feel as though you’ve got all the space in the world.’

He’d been right, and Beth had taken one look at the huge window in the tiny living room and decided she didn’t care that the kitchen was the size of a shoebox, and the bathroom was barely big enough for both Beth and her towel. The window opened onto a minute Juliet balcony with only enough room for a couple of potted plants, but which let her eyes roam over the vast horizon beyond. Rain or shine, she would sit by that window, curling up in the slightly shabby but comfortable old armchair to relax at the end of each day and let the beauty of Welby soothe her.

‘Won’t you miss having…company?’ asked Lavinia delicately, interrupting Beth’s reverie.

‘You mean a man? She answered with a twist of her lips. ‘No, I won’t. I’m quite off men at the moment, I’m looking forward to a little time to myself.’

Which was true, sort of. She was over Matthew. And she was trying to be over Jake. Maybe one day she would yearn for the feel of someone’s hand in hers as she sat on her settee. But not anytime soon.

‘I’ve got a new job, a new flat and a new life to get used to,’ she added reassuringly. ‘I won’t be lonely!’

‘I suppose so. It’s such a shame,’ sighed Lavinia. ‘I always hoped that you and Jake might get together.’

Beth’s heart gave such an almighty jump she was surprised not to see it hurtling across the room.

‘Me and Jake?’ she said, hoping her tone was suitably light and amused. ‘Oh, I don’t think so. We didn’t get on you know.’

Sam blinked in surprise. ‘Didn’t you? I always thought there was real chemistry between the two of you.’

Beth stiffened. ‘No there wasn’t! Not at all. We irritated each other.’

Lavinia and Sam exchanged a mystified look. ‘Well, you certainly hid it well,’ said Sam. ‘Like Lavinia, I hoped that the two of you would carry on seeing each other after the hut was finished.’

Beth frowned. ‘Of course we wouldn’t! Lavinia told me how much in love he was with Portia.’

‘He was,’ agreed Lavinia, a small frown appearing on her forehead. ‘But sometimes love doesn’t work out. It should never stop you from finding someone else. You and Matthew didn’t work out but you still deserve to find someone who will make you happy.’

Beth stared. ‘But Matthew and I split up.’

Lavinia looked at her, with a mystified expression. ‘Yes, dear. I remember. And that’s why I hoped you and Jake would get together.’

‘What I mean is…’ Rubbing her face with her hand, Beth wondered what she was missing. Why were they both looking at her so strangely? ‘Jake and Portia didn’t split up.’

‘Yes, they did. That’s why Jake moved in here…’

‘I know that! But they got back together. So Jake and I would never become a couple, not when he was already with Portia. I don’t approve of breaking up other people’s relationships,’ she said sternly. ‘Look what happened with Matthew and Laura.’

Lavinia and Sam exchanged a slow look.

‘Beth,’ Lavinia began gently, ‘Jake and Portia didn’t get back together.’

‘Yes, they did! Jake told me. He said that …that…’

What had he said exactly? He said that he’d sorted things with Portia and was going back home. Hadn't he?

‘He said that he was back with Portia.’ Her brow was creased as she struggled to remember. ‘And you told me the same thing.’

‘I did?’

‘Yes! When I came back, after the flat had flooded. I asked where Jake was and you said he’d gone back home. And that it was for the best. Because he loved Portia.’

Actually, now she thought about it, Lavinia hadn’t said it was for the best because he loved Portia. She had just said it was for the best. But she’d told Beth right at the beginning how much Jake had loved Portia and that they would probably get back together. So, it amounted to the same thing. Didn’t it?

‘I told you he had gone back home,’ admitted Lavinia, her brow creasing as she recalled the conversation. ‘And I said it was for the best. He had worked so hard on his beautiful cottage and he was letting Portia take advantage of his past feelings for her. It was right that he asked her to leave and reclaimed his home.’

‘Reclaimed his home?’ echoed Beth faintly.

‘Yes. It was too easy for him to let things drift on and stay with me.  Of course, I suspected that part of the reason he remained at Welcome was because you were here.’

‘Because I was here?’

‘Beth, are you okay, my dear?’

‘Er, yes. Yes, no. Sorry… he didn’t get back with Portia?’

‘Oh no. I think having a fling with one of his best friends was a step too far. They discussed a reconciliation, he tried very hard to be reasonable. But it became clear that Jake wouldn’t be able to forget what had happened. He finally told her it was over and she needed to leave the house.’

‘And he went home. Because he lived there?’

‘That’s right.’ Lavinia gave her another puzzled look. ’Are you sure you’re okay Beth, you’ve gone very pale.’

‘I’m okay. So let me just get this right. Are you saying that Jake and Portia broke up? That he went back to his house because she had left it. That they are over. Finished.’

‘Yes. I don’t know why you thought he had reconciled with Portia but they are definitely over. Jake is free and single.’
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‘Beth dear, did you think Jake and Portia were back together?’ asked Sam carefully.

‘Well yes! That’s what you all told me, or that’s what I thought you’d told me. I mean, that’s what I understood but maybe…’

Jumping to her feet, Beth began to pace, not easy in the cosy living room already occupied by Lavinia and Sam, and she had to climb over their legs to get a decent amount of strides in, before turning around and making her way back to the chair she had just left.

‘Is that why you left so suddenly?’

‘No. Sort of. I needed to go back to work and I couldn’t…’

Beth had decided she couldn’t face the thought of walking past the blue door and imagining Jake and Portia inside, not just yet, so she had fled Welby the morning after the council meeting.

She looked at her watch. It was 8:55. Far too late to start knocking on doors, particularly blue ones and asking questions about the occupant's love life.

‘Go,’ said Sam with a smile.

‘What?’

‘Go. Speak to him. Tell him.’

Beth clutched her hands in agitation. ‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘He might not want to see me. He might have been glad I left Welby. He might have been glad to see the back of me. He might…’

‘He might be delighted to see that you’re back. He might want to talk to you, now that you’re both free and single.’

Beth stared at Sam’s kind face.

‘What if he doesn’t feel any of those things?’ she whispered.

‘Do you want to spend the next 50 years wondering how he really felt? Take a tip from someone who knows, talk to him now. Find out for sure how you both feel. And then move on, either together or certain in the knowledge that you haven’t simply missed each other, like ships in the night, sailing past an opportunity to be with each other.’

Meeting the gentle blue eyes, Beth tried to control her shaking hands and hammering heart.

‘I…I…’

‘Sam’s right,’ said Lavinia gently. ‘You need to find out. Go.’

The rain was still falling and the cobbles were glistening beneath the street lights as Beth hurried along the path by the harbour wall. Every step took her a little closer to the house by the beach and by the time she was only a few steps away, her courage had almost failed her.

Sally: Have you arrived safe and sound?

Beth: He didn’t get back together with Portia

She paused. The door was only a few feet away. A few more steps and she could reach out her hand and lift the whale-shaped knocker.

Sally: What? How do you know? Who told you? Have you seen him?

The shutters were closed against the rain and the darkness but Beth could see a faint glow from within. There was a light in the front room, did that mean Jake was inside?

Beth: Lavinia and Sam told me

Would he wonder who was knocking on his door on a cold, dark rainy night? Would he briefly wonder if it were Portia, wanting to speak to him?

Sally: And?

Beth: And I’m standing outside his door now

Would he be disappointed to find it was Beth standing there?

Sally: Why?

Beth: Why what?

Sally: Why are you standing outside his door? Is he in?

He wouldn’t be wearing his sunglasses, she would be able to see the expression in his eyes. Would it be disappointment?

Beth: I think so

Would he sigh at the sight of her standing there, wondering what she wanted this time?

Sally: So knock!

After all, it was just something people said. Oh, let’s get together for a drink next time you’re in town. Okay, it wasn’t something that Beth had personally ever said, but she was sure other people said it. It didn’t mean anything.

Beth: What if he doesn’t want to see me?

Sally: There’s only one way you’re going to find out!

He wouldn’t have meant the next time you’re in Welby, come dashing around to my house even if it’s dark and raining and late at night.

Sally: Have you knocked?

Beth: Not yet

Sally: Please just knock!! Put me out of my misery!!

She could say she was passing, except his house was the last one on the small cobbled lane and she couldn’t pass it on her way to anywhere but the beach. And who visited the beach in the dark? And the rain.

Beth: I can’t

Sally: Yes you can! Knock on the door. NOW!

Beth took a step forward. Her feet were inches from the small stone step, her hand could reach the knocker sitting patiently on the blue door. Sam said she needed to find out, if only to save 50 years of regrets and uncertainty.

Sally: KNOCK!!

She could live in Welby her entire life, just like Aunt Lizzie. She could watch Jake going about his life and always wonder, always wish.

Sally: BETH! DO IT

Beth: Okay. Here goes nothing

Her hand was trembling, her fingers pausing briefly as they touched the shiny brass of the knocker. And then it was done. She let it fall against the door, listened as it hit the wood and then took a nervous step backwards, her knees turning to jelly.

Sally: Has he answered? Is he there?

Beth: I’m waiting

Everything seemed to slow down. The raindrops hung in the air, caught in the light and shimmering gently. The wind seemed to drop. The background noise of the sea disappeared. And in front of her, the door remained solid and unmoving for what seemed like a lifetime.

Sally: What’s happening?

Beth’s breathing was fast and shallow, then stopped altogether, catching in her throat as the door suddenly moved, rattling slightly before opening, a little at first, then wider and wider still. The light from the room beyond lit up the figure standing in the doorway, and with a look of surprise, Jake peered out at Beth standing wet and bedraggled on his doorstep.

‘Beth?’ his voice was surprised and he took a step forward, as though establishing it was indeed Beth Carter who was knocking on his door.

Sally: Has he answered?

He was close enough for Beth to see his eyes. The green merman eyes, completely exposed, nothing to conceal his thoughts.

And she smiled. Because there was no disappointment in those green depths. No wariness, no sense of irritation. Surprise. And relief. Maybe even a touch of humour. And definitely, most definitely happiness.

Sally: Has he answered? Are you talking to him?

‘You’re back,’ he said, somewhat unnecessarily.

‘Yes.’ Beth nibbled on her lower lip, not entirely sure what she was going to say now she was here. ‘You said you’d like to catch up. Get a drink or whatever,’ she added breathlessly.

‘And you said that wasn’t a good idea.’

‘I know. But I thought you were… I was wrong.’

Sally: Okay- I’m guessing he’s home. Good luck honey. Be happy

They stared at each other.

‘I heard you were coming back to Welby. To stay.’

Beth nodded. ‘I’ve got a job. And a flat.’

More silence. More staring.

‘That’s really good news.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes.’ Jake smiled. It lifted his lips and crinkled his eyes. ‘Very good news.’

Beth could feel her own lips turning upwards even as she shivered in the cold rain.

‘You’re drenched! I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting to find you on my doorstep. Come inside.’

He stood aside and Beth could see past him into a small cosy living room. A fire was burning lazily in the stone fireplace and it looked as though he had been sitting in the armchair by its side, a cup of tea still on a small side table, a book discarded on the seat.

She stayed where she was, on the doorstep, shivering in the rain. ‘I don’t want to disturb you. I mean, I know I have but I just wanted to say… I wanted you to know…’

Jake waited patiently.

‘I just wanted you to know I was back in Welby and that I would like to catch up, you know, have a drink, or a meal, or even just a walk on the beach. If you would still like that. Although if you don’t,’ Beth continued hurriedly, ‘if you’ve changed your mind and would rather not, that’s okay as well. But I would like it and I wanted you to know I was here. In Welby.’

She stopped, peeping up into the green eyes, crinkled with amusement.

‘I haven’t changed my mind,’ he said solemnly. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to come back. I thought maybe once you moved to Welby I could try again.’

‘Try again? Try what?’

The grin spread across his entire face and Beth had a moment of wonderment at how she could ever have believed him to be arrogant, unfriendly and generally irritating.

‘Try asking you out without making you angry, or falling out with me, or generally getting in a huff because someone was being nice to you.’

Okay, maybe he was still a little irritating.

‘I don’t…’ she began, only to stop with a giggle. ‘Well, maybe I do. But only with you.’

‘Please come inside, Beth,’ he said softly holding out a hand, strong and steady. ‘I feel like I’ve been waiting forever.’

With a shy smile, she took the offered hand. ‘I’m not disturbing you?’ she asked breathlessly.

‘Yes.’

‘Oh! I’m sorry I…’

‘You always disturb me. You've been disturbing me since that first morning on Lavinia’s balcony.’

Her heart thumped.

‘A good kind of disturbing?’ she asked hopefully.

‘Oh, a very good kind of disturbing,’ he said lazily. He pulled her inside, holding her so close that Beth could feel the steady drumming of his heartbeat and smell the faint tang of cedar wood soap on his skin. ‘And I’m hoping that you’ll carry on disturbing me for a long time to come.’

‘Really?’ asked Beth, tremulously.

The cold of the evening was forgotten in the warmth of his hold and to her delight, he pulled her even closer, his lips almost touching hers as he gazed down into her face.

‘Absolutely.’

Beth gave a small gasp of longing at the expression in the green eyes.

‘You don't think you’ll get fed up with having me around every day?’

‘Never.’

She could feel his breath on her skin, the heat of his hands on her back and her eyes were fixed on his lips, moving closer and closer.

‘Even if I get cross,’ she whispered, wondering how it would feel when he finally kissed her.

‘That's part of the attraction,’ he murmured, his lips almost touching hers, his eyes drifting across her face, taking in every curve and contour.

‘Are you sure?’ Their heartbeats seemed to have become one and all Beth wanted now was to be kissed. To be kissed and to be held against that strong, warm chest.

‘Oh yes.’

And finally, his lips were on hers and Beth heard herself groan out loud as sheer happiness exploded all around her. She closed her eyes, feeling the touch of his mouth, soft and warm, kissing her gently at first and then with a passion that made her shiver with delight, deep and utter contentment filling her entire body as she trembled in his arms.

Eventually, he lifted his head and stared into her eyes and she clung to him, her breath coming in short sharp bursts.

‘We didn't get off to the best start, did we?’ he asked softly. ‘Perhaps we should begin over?’

‘Perhaps we should,’ agreed Beth who just wanted him to kiss her again. And never stop.

‘Hello, Beth Carter,’ he said with a smile, one that lifted his lips and softened his face.

‘Hello, Jake Balfour,’ she whispered back, her heart racing with joy.

And then his lips were back on hers and Beth’s heart began to sing, absolutely certain that she was about to begin a whole new life in Welby, a life with someone who would still be holding her hand in years to come as they walked across the golden beach, listened to the seagulls high above and watched their green-eyed children laugh and play outside a pink beach hut.
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Epilogue

Beth hadn't minded winter in Welby. In fact, she decided she loved it almost as much as the summer.  The waves crashed in with far more force, the seagulls cried out their complaints against the wind that swirled around them and the little town was almost empty of tourists. But she still loved to walk across the beach, the sand swirling at her feet as she gazed out to a stormy sea, Jake’s hand in hers.

Over the last few weeks, summer had begun to make a cautious appearance, the sun peeping out from behind the clouds and the sea turning a dazzling blue. Beth stood by the door, taking a deep breath, relishing the salty air and the smell of the sea.

‘Ready?’ asked Lavinia, appearing in the doorway holding a plastic bag. ‘I've made some sandwiches and some cookies. And there’s a thermos of tea and some lemonade. Do you think that will be enough? Shall I add some cake as well? Maybe I should have bought some…’

‘It's enough,’ said Jake with a grin, taking the bag. ‘We’re only driving to the airport.’

‘I know but you've got such a long journey ahead of you and who knows when you’ll next be able to get a decent egg sandwich. Perhaps I should have put some cheese and pickles in there as well. Shall I…'

‘Lavinia, darling girl. Stop fussing. They have food in airports you know. And on planes.’ Taking her hand in his own, Sam lifted it to his mouth to drop a kiss on her fingers. ‘They’ll be absolutely fine without any cheese and pickles.’

‘Well, if you're sure,’ said Lavinia doubtfully. ‘I can always get some…’

‘Thank you,’ said Beth, throwing her arms around the ample frame and kissing a soft cheek. ‘Thank you for the food and for everything else and for worrying about me. But Sam's right, we have everything we need.’

She glanced at Jake standing by her side, waiting patiently for the goodbyes to finish.  She certainly had everything she needed, right here.

He smiled, slipping his arm around her waist and pulling her closer to him.

‘And we need to leave now, Lavinia, or we’ll miss the plane.’

A flurry of goodbyes followed, kisses all around and a few tears from Lavinia as Jake put their cases in the back of the car.

‘You’ll have an amazing time,’ said Sam, his eyes twinkling as he kissed Beth one final time. ‘And don't forget the postcards.’

‘Absolutely not!’

It was Beth's intention to send one from every location they visited, starting with the small island in the Seychelles where they were going to stay for a few days and look for fairy terns and giant tortoises, before diving in the crystal-clear waters to see the manta rays and dolphins.

Walking around the car, she paused before climbing in, looking out to the marina where the boats bobbed and swayed and then further out to the horizon where she could see the occasional white-capped wave begin its journey into the curved bay.

She took in a last breath of Welby air. ‘I’ll be back soon,’ she whispered, ‘I’ll always come back,’ and she slipped into the front seat, leaning over to press a kiss on Jake’s lips.

‘Ready to go?’ he asked softly.

‘Ready to go,’ she agreed happily and they waved goodbye one last time and drove off to begin their very own adventure, following in Aunt Lizzie’s footsteps.

The End
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