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CHAPTER 1 

Martin woke with a start as a van door slammed in the street below. Sunlight slanted through the a 

crack in the blinds, making the golden highlights in the sleeping woman’s hair shimmer. He rolled 

over. Not again. Not a-bloody-gain. What the hell was he doing? 

     The wooden floor was cool beneath his feet as he padded across the room, closing the door 

behind him with a soft click. A pair of shorts was drying on the bathroom towel rail and he pulled 

them on, his desire to cover his nakedness winning out over the uncomfortable dampness around 

his waist. As he took two paracetamol from the cabinet he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror 

but quickly looked away. 

     Coffee. One guilty pleasure he could allow himself to keep. His hands shook as he took the pod 

from the rack and inserted it into the machine before balancing an espresso cup on the shelf below. 

     ‘Sort yourself out, Scott,’ he muttered.  

     The first coffee he used to down the painkillers but the second he cradled as he perched on a 

stool at the breakfast bar and gazed out over the marina. A man in yellow wellies and a fleece 

jumped off a boat and strode up the pontoon, punching a code into the gate and sliding through the 

gap as it opened before heading for the yacht club. Martin envied his purpose then flinched at the 

metallic clang as the gate closed. Every time. It pissed him off every single time. Why the hell had he 

bought a flat in Ocean Village in the first place? 

     Because it had been easy. A port in a storm. His friend Andrew lived in the next block and had 

suggested it while he was still flailing around after Lisa left him six months ago. The nightly racket 

from the bars and restaurants could be muted with noise-cancelling earplugs but this last week he’d 

been down there until closing time anyway. And seldom on his own. 

     On Thursday night he'd hooked up with a married woman who was in Southampton for a 

conference. No strings sex and it had distracted him, been good. Two slightly red faces in the 

morning but no major damage. Saturday night had felt the same – for him at least. But after the girl 

left on Sunday morning he'd found a message in lipstick on his bathroom mirror, asking him to call. 
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He was half way through cleaning it off when guilt made him jot down the number. He hated the 

thought of her waiting, checking her phone. If someone did that to his daughter in twenty years' 

time he'd have something to say to them. 

     The shower in the en suite pulsed. It was his cue to get himself to the bathroom to wash and 

shave so he was sparkling and fresh to play host, but this morning he was rooted to the stool. What 

the hell was her name? He thought she’d said she was a nurse but it had been noisy in the bar so he 

couldn’t be one hundred per cent sure. Ally? Abbie? Ashley? He was behaving like a total tosser. His 

hands were shaking again – and that was something he could do without as well. 

     Her handbag was on the counter next to the chrome toaster. His self-loathing increasing with 

every step, he approached it as if it was a dangerous animal then carefully pulled back the pink 

leather flap. Just inside was a matching purse. The sudden silence from the en suite made him jump 

but he couldn’t waste these precious minutes and luckily her driving licence was poking out from 

behind her bank card.  

     Edwards. Miss Abigail Elizabeth. 29.07.1996. Eight years younger than him. Last night it hadn't 

seemed to matter – and he hadn't even had that much to drink. 

     Well, he couldn't stand here forever beating himself up. He strode down the hall and into the 

bedroom, rapping on the en suite door. 

     “Morning, Abbie – fancy a coffee?” 

     “You bet. I’ll be through in a minute. Do you have a hairdryer I could borrow?” 

     He ran his fingers over his close cropped dark hair. “I’m afraid not.” 

     “OK. Worth asking.” 

Her clothes were still tangled with his own on the bedroom floor. Martin pulled a plain white T-shirt 

from a pile on the wardrobe shelf and retreated to the kitchen. 

     So now he’d have to make conversation – breakfast, even – when his stomach was churning and 

his head thumping. Too damned right he'd have to. This wasn't all about him. He took a deep breath 

and fired up the coffee machine again before checking the contents of the fridge. Three women in a 
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week. Three since... 

     It seemed an age until he heard the bedroom door open and Abbie appeared, fresh and 

uncrumpled despite wearing last night’s crop top and jeans. The mesmerising strip of tanned 

stomach was still on show, a diamond chip sparkling in her belly button.  

     He turned his back on her and picked up a mug. “Milk and sugar?” 

     “Just sugar, please. Two.” She stood next to him, her breath warm on his shoulder. He dropped 

two lumps into her coffee and gave it a stir. 

     “How are you this morning?” he asked. 

     She shrugged. “Bit disappointed you didn’t come back to bed, but on the other hand I need to be 

at the hospital by ten.” 

     He couldn’t look at her. “I’m sorry… I… I’m not a morning person, that’s all.” 

     “It’s cool. And my boyfriend’s going to be well impressed when I tell him.” 

     Martin spun around. “What?” 

     “Well, you’re a famous cricketer, aren’t you? He made me watch an England Twenty20 last 

summer and I’m sure it was you scored all those runs. I never forget a sexy arse,” she laughed. 

     “But won’t he mind? I mean…” 

     “He’s in Liverpool. We only see each other every six weeks so you can’t tell me he goes without in 

between. It’s cool.” 

     Cool? It was another world. One Martin had no desire to be part of. He selected an extra strong 

pod and made his third espresso of the day.    

     After Abbie left he returned to his vigil at the kitchen window. He watched as a couple loaded 

overnight bags, supermarket carriers and a box of beers on board one of the yachts. He rested his 

head against the glass. He needed to get away. Right away. Break this habit before it took root and 

someone got hurt. He needed to phone the woman from Saturday too. Not now, she’d be at work. 

The whole damn world was at work except him. 

     Right. Action. He straightened, stretched, and picked up his phone from the breakfast bar. He 
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paused with the blank search screen in front of him. Maybe somewhere not too far from Grace, 

because if Lisa relented… Well, he could always hope. ‘West Country holidays – late availability’. 

That should do the trick. 

                                                                                                                                                    

 

Betony Pentowan’s fingers reached for the sky as she stretched and sweat trickled down her back 

inside her T-shirt. Nine plants in, six to go. She picked up her water bottle and took a swig, focussing 

on how the hedge would look when it had grown; a glossy bank of yellow and green protecting the 

swimming pond from the prevailing wind. The water looked tempting now. She’d ask Walt if she 

could have a dip later if none of the guests were around. 

     The Watch House was Walt’s creation, but its grounds were hers and hers alone. She’d had to 

pinch herself when Walt asked her to create the gardens for his boutique holiday apartments when 

she’d still been at university, but as he said, she knew the land as if it was her own.  

     A large part of Betony’s childhood had been spent at The Watch House, following her beloved 

grandfather around as he tended the gardens, absorbing his knowledge almost by osmosis. Colonel 

Trelawn and his wife had been throwbacks to a bygone age with a full time gardener and live in 

housekeeper, clinging to the dregs of their former colonial lifestyle. It all vanished when they died 

within six months of each other, leaving a leaking roof, rotting windows and a mountain of debt. 

     As if on cue the new owner appeared around the corner of the terrace. The Watch House had 

become a very different place under Walt’s careful eye; the outside restored to its full Georgian 

glory and the inside gutted and reformed into four exclusive holiday apartments. Today the cream 

paintwork glowed in the sun and every pane in every sash window sparkled. 

     Walt paused to straighten a patio chair then called across the pool. “How’s it going, Bet?” 

     “Hot work but good. They’re fabulous plants – so healthy and wonderful roots.” 

     “Well I wouldn’t expect you to order any old rubbish.” 
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     She tucked a stray chunk of hair behind her ear. “Luckily I don’t have to with your idea of 

budgeting.” 

     He twirled across the wooden pool deck, surprisingly light on his feet for a portly man in his fifties. 

“It’s got to beeeeee…. per-fect,” he sang. 

     “I know,” she laughed. “They won’t pay top dollar if it ain’t.” 

     “And top dollar is my motto,” he winked, twirling again. 

     “You should never have left the stage.” 

     “I most certainly should. There’s nothing sadder than a superannuated drag queen.” 

     Smiling, she crouched to ease the next plant out of its pot, sifting the soil through her fingers. 

Light, sandy and with a hint of loam it was perfect for the plant and she poured some more grit into 

the bottom of the hole. If it didn’t drain properly it wouldn’t survive the weather that blew in off the 

Atlantic most of the year. This flaming June was a bit of an aberration. She eyed the pool longingly, 

but just then she heard a car and a silver BMW scrunched to a halt on the gravel outside the front 

door and Walt wandered off to great the new guest. Her swim would have to wait. 

     “Nice bush.” Christian made her jump. 

     “Oh very funny. It’s a hedge, actually. Or it will be when it grows together.” Carefully she bent a 

small branch to interleave it with the neighbouring shrub. “What are you doing here?” 

     “Delivering the first of a whole stack of ready meals for one. He or she may be a lazy git but 

they’re a healthy eater. Chicken arrabiata, hake with red peppers, spring veggie risotto and about a 

ton of salad. At least it kept me busy seeing as there’s no surf. Plus I need the dosh.” 

     “You always need the dosh.” 

     “I’m not like you; you’ve got a regular wage coming in. And you’re living with your folks.” 

     “And repaying my student loan. And saving so I can move out.”  

     Christian snorted. “Saving? What’s that?” 

     “You wouldn’t know saving if it slapped you in the face. It’s what you’d do if you were serious 

about going to Australia.” 
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     “It’s alright for you…” 

     She folded her arms. “Oh blah-di, blah-di, blah. You make money, alright. You just spend it; kit, 

beer, weed, women… Anyway, you’d better get a move on because the new guest’s here already. 

Walt’s giving them the low down on the apartment.” 

     Christian picked up his coolbox. “Thanks. Coming down to the beach tonight? Danny’s got a job 

lot of almost out of date sausages so he’s having a cook up.” 

     “Probably. Depends what time I finish here.” 

     “I’ll make some mustard mayo.” 

     She grinned up at him. “You sure know how to impress a woman.” 

     “Even one so protective of her bush.” 

     “Piss off and deliver your rabbit food.” 

     The sun warmed her back as she continued her task and she was glad of the thick plait of hair 

stopping her neck from burning. The twigs were fresh and full of sap, bending easily beneath her 

fingers as she coaxed them towards their neighbours in the way her grandad had shown her. It was a 

job she’d need to do time and again but the thought of it made her happy. To see the hedge and the 

garden it protected mature would be a thing of wonder. 

     Betony knew she couldn’t stay at The Watch House forever but she wanted to see her first job 

through. The responsibility Walt gave her was incredible – and the pay wasn’t bad either – but at 

some point she’d have to be part of something bigger to progress her career. The Lost Gardens of 

Heligan, maybe. Or The Eden Project. There were so many wonderful gardens in Cornwall she 

wouldn’t have to go far. 

     Through the line of plants she watched a dark haired man in shorts approach the swimming pond. 

The length of his torso made the towel around his neck seem impossibly small and Betony found 

herself gawping at his six pack so she looked away. But there was no splash of muscle hitting water, 

not even the ripple of a toe testing the temperature. She allowed herself another glance. 

     He’d turned and was standing stock still, staring out over the cliffs towards the sea. It took people 
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like that sometimes, the incredible turquoise hue of the water beyond the heathland dotted with 

lilac clouds of thrift. To Betony there was nothing more perfect and she followed his gaze for a 

moment, drinking in the scent of the rosemary which spilled from the pots on the decking, before 

twisting the last twig into place and standing up. 

     The man spun around. He had a small cleft in his chin and his mouth was forming an O, although 

no word came out. 

     “Sorry,” said Betony, “I didn’t mean to spoil your enjoyment of the view. Stunning, isn’t it?” 

     “I’m not looking at the view, I’m trying to see if there’s a path down to the beach. I don’t fancy 

that pool very much.” 

     Betony frowned. “Why ever not?” 

     “Well it’s full of weeds for a start, and it doesn’t look all that hygienic.” 

     “What you mean is, it doesn’t look very blue and it doesn’t smell of chlorine. The plants actually 

keep the pond clean – it’s finely ecologically balanced and perfectly safe. You swim in the clear area 

anyway – you don’t have to dodge the water lilies – they’re in the regeneration zone.” 

     “You seem to know a lot about it.” 

     “I should. I designed it as my degree project.” 

     “Well I’m sorry if I’ve been rude about your creation, but I’m still not going in.” His lips may have 

been tight set but his grey eyes had a sparkle about them.  

     Betony put her hands on her hips. “Oh, for goodness sake, what do you think will happen if you 

do? You’ll come out in a rash or get the runs? It won’t happen, I guarantee it.” 

     “Then you go in first.” 

     “I’m not allowed to. I’m working. And anyway, I’ve swum in it loads of times.” She folded her 

arms. 

     “I’m not going in unless you do. No way.”  

     He was smiling at her, goading her. Damn it, she wanted to cool down anyway. She kicked off her 

crocs and ran across the decking, throwing herself into the water just in front of him, trying not to 
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splutter as she came up, before ploughing to the other end of the pool. 

     When she looked over her shoulder he was still shaking off the water like a dog. God, he had a fit 

body. And nice eyes. As she climbed out of the pool she was acutely aware of her T-shirt clinging to 

her. 

     “Your turn now,” she called. 

But he didn’t dive. He placed his towel on the back of a chair and sat on the decking dangling his feet 

in the water. Then he was gone, slipping beneath the surface with hardly a ripple. Betony watched 

as a muscled arm came over his shoulder and he moved off with a steady front crawl, then beat a 

retreat to her garden store at the top of the drive.  She’d come back for her shoes when he was 

safely out of the way. 

                                                                     

 

Christian passed Betony the joint and she inhaled, the sweet smoke drifting through her nostrils 

adding to her feeling of peace. The night clouds were darkening above the beach and she rested 

against the rock to wait for the stars. They would come. After a day like today, they would come. 

     Danny leant forwards and pulled four charred bananas from the dying embers of the fire and 

threw them onto the sand to cool. There was a bottle of rum beside him and he took a swig. 

     “Anyone else?” he asked. 

     Christian reached out, took the bottle and drank, but Betony shook her head and he passed it 

over her to Skye, Danny’s girlfriend, who grabbed it and leapt to her feet, abandoning her flip flops 

as she raced across the sand. 

     “Come back, you thieving wench,” Danny yelled. 

     “You gotta catch me first!”  

Betony smiled as Danny jumped up. They’d be gone for hours, shagging in one of the caves until the 

tide came in. 

     “That’s the end of the rum,” Christian sighed.  
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     “It’s not like we need it. Look for the stars.” She tilted her head back and for a while they listened 

to the distant lap of the waves.  

     It was Christian who broke the silence. “I met Mr Ready Meal. He seemed alright.” 

     “Except he didn’t think much of my swim pond. Had a fit body though.” 

     “That’s not surprising. Walt said he’s a pro cricketer. Though if that’s the case, god knows what 

he’s doing here in the middle of the season. Booked in for three weeks as well – filled the 

cancellation by the honeymooners who called off their wedding. That was sad.” 

     “Not as sad as if they’d got married, had kids then divorced. That’s what I call sad.” 

     “And what do you know about it? Your folks are still glued together. Probably with gaffer tape, 

knowing your dad…” 

     “I was around your mum when yours buggered off, wasn’t I? It was the pits. For both of you.” 

     “It’s alright now though. I saw the old man the other day – we had a beer. He’s got another new 

girlfriend – he’s unbe-freaking-lievable .”  

     “Like father, like son.” 

     He sat up. “You must be joking – it’s been months since I got my end away.” 

     “Weeks, more like. And anyway, come July there’ll be a queue from the beach half way to Truro. 

You’re every tourist girl’s dream – especially when you’re out there on your board.” 

     “You don’t do so bad yourself.” 

     Betony shook her head. “Not this year. I need to get my head down and finish that garden for 

Walt. More and more I think, you know, without anything to work towards sex for sex sake is a 

waste of time. And energy. It’s a distraction I don’t need.” 

     “Pull the other one, sister.” 

     “No, I mean it.” 

     “I bet you don’t.” 

     Betony sat up. “What do you bet?” 

     He looked at her, his head on one side. “I bet… if you hook up with anyone this summer – and 
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that’s all summer, mind – you have to take a naked selfie with your grandad’s goats and stick it up in 

Scoobies. The punishment should fit the crime.” 

     Betony shrugged. “And if I don’t? Or rather, when I don’t. What are you going to do? Hang eleven 

on the main beach on the last day of October with your tackle shrivelling up in the cold?” 

     Christian laughed. “You sure about this, sister?” 

     “Certain sure.” 

     “Right then.” He spat in his palm and held it out her. 

     She grasped it. “We have a deal.” 

     

 

                                                                                                 

                                                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


