Turning the Tide
by
Christine Stovell
Synopsis:
All’s fair in love and war? Depends on who’s making the rules.
Harry Watling has spent the past five years keeping her father’s boat yard afloat, despite its dying clientele. Now all she wants to do is enjoy the peace and quiet of her sleepy backwater.
So when property developer Matthew Corrigan wants to turn the boat yard into an upmarket housing complex for his exotic new restaurant, it’s like declaring war.
And the odds seem to be stacked in Matthew’s favour. He’s got the colourful locals on board, his hard-to-please girlfriend is warming to the idea and he has the means to force Harry’s hand. Meanwhile, Harry has to fight not just his plans but also her feelings for the man himself.
Then a family secret from the past creates heartbreak for Harry, and neither of them is prepared for what happens
next ...
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Prologue
On a pewter-grey day, with the rain running down his collar and an icy wind chopping him in half, Matthew Corrigan looked at the sorry old sight in front of him and knew he ought to walk away.
The building he was supposed to be viewing was in a lamentable state, too.
‘So, what do you say, then?’ There was desperation in the old man’s eyes, anxiety in the quavering voice. His navy-blue blazer was shiny with wear, his white cap yellowing with service, its gold braid brassy and frayed. ‘Nothing that a bit of imagination and a lick of paint wouldn’t put right, don’t you think?’
A bulldozer wouldn’t hurt either, thought Matthew.
‘And, of course,’ the Commodore added craftily, ‘it’s a prime location.’
Matthew smiled to himself. Anyone would think they were talking about a premium estate on the south coast, the kind of place with a manicured beauty, historic interest and royal connections. An exclusive site where properties sold privately to well-connected buyers. Not some broken-down old clubhouse with an arse of a hinterland behind it. Little Spitmarsh had once been a fashionable Victorian resort, but now its tide of popularity had ebbed to the point when it had finally gone out for good. Just too far from London for any sane person to contemplate a daily commute, and with a local economy so depressed it was almost suicidal, Little Spitmarsh clung wretchedly to the bleak east coast waiting for the cold North Sea to suck it under.
‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ the Commodore said, softly.
Well, it was true that almost anywhere else in the country the raw, wild beauty of this unspoiled waterscape would set his heart racing with anticipation. Campion’s Creek, a meandering watercourse through the salt marshes, looped into a neat spoon shape with the Spitmarsh Yacht Club’s abandoned clubhouse on one side and a boat yard nestled in the opposite curve. In the Solent it would have been thick with masts; here, just a handful of boats jostled on their moorings as a gust of wind sent mercury waves across the water.
‘Could you have picked a bigger dump?’ had been Gina’s depressingly predictable reaction, when he’d mentioned a possible redevelopment project in the run-down resort. As if having a hotline to celebville made her the expert in an industry where he was the rising star! Well, if she didn’t believe in his work she didn’t believe in him. He was sick to the back teeth of listening to the crap about her so-called career, as a so-called journalist on the pile of junk she claimed was a celebrity magazine. Maybe once she was seated on the terrace of his new restaurant, with a champagne flute in her hand, watching an amber sunset over the quicksilver creek, she could be persuaded that there was life beyond the metropolis.
‘It’ll be cash, of course,’ he heard himself say. ‘At the price we discussed. I’ll get my solicitor to make the arrangements.’
The Commodore thumped his chest as he sucked in his breath and tried to speak. Pulling out a handkerchief, he wiped his brow then blew his nose.
Waiting until the other man was composed again, Matthew took one more look at the neat, black-stained, weatherboard buildings along the bank. ‘Just out of interest, who owns the boat yard?’
The Commodore seemed to be struggling with something in his eye now, bending his head and fumbling for his pocket again.
‘Oh, that belongs to Harry,’ he said, his voice muffled in the huge handkerchief. ‘Harry Watling.’
Harry Watling. A good solid name. A bloke he could do business with. Somewhere deep inside a voice was telling him this was a risky development and there was still time to walk away. Matthew ignored it.
Had he realised what he was about to take on, he would have been running.
Chapter One
On a fresh May morning, Harry Watling headed out for her favourite spot a contented woman. She liked to come to this secluded coil in the creek because nobody else did.
Only today someone else was sitting in her place. Harry pulled up and considered the dark brown hair curled into the pale nape of his neck, the black tee shirt stretched across broad shoulders and the long, athletic back which was turned against the world.
‘I don’t mind you staring at me, sweetheart, but your mother might have something to say about your manners,’ he said, without even looking round.
Harry sucked in her breath and waited for the temperature round her face to cool before proceeding.
‘Well, are you going to join me or not?’
No way, thought Harry, arranging herself further along the bank and staring firmly ahead to discourage conversation. Whilst her land didn’t strictly stretch to this side of Campion’s Creek, he had another thing coming if he thought that acting as if he owned the place would make her back off.
Mercilessly carved away by the wind and waves, the soft shore had slowly retreated to leave Little Spitmarsh isolated from its neighbours, divided by miles of salt marsh and hemmed in by the sea. There was a sense of loneliness about the landscape which made it an acquired taste for many people, but which Harry loved. In winter the raw north wind could cut you to the bone, but in summer the sky over the marshes shimmered with heat and was alive with wild cries and flickering wings.
‘Perfect,’ said the stranger.
Harry gave him a swift sideways glance. Maybe she’d been a bit quick to resent his presence, after all. ‘It’s a world apart here,’ she volunteered, surprising herself. ‘You wouldn’t even know there was a town nearby, it’s so peaceful,’ she said, nodding her head at another inlet where the single spire and assorted rooftops of the town centre could just be seen against the dim sky. ‘Mind you, it’s not for people who come here looking to escape – then moan there isn’t an M&S. They’re usually gone within a year.’
‘Sounds as if you know a bit about the place.’
‘I ought to. I was born over at the boat yard. My mother was supposed to have been booked in for a hospital delivery.’
‘But you had other ideas?’
‘Not just me! Mum and Dad had always wanted a home birth, so they deliberately left it too late. They must have been mad,’ she joked.
‘Or so crazy about each other they couldn’t bear to be apart. Are they still the same?’ he asked. ‘No, don’t tell me. They live in a solid middle-class villa now, and take nice holidays abroad, right?’
Harry clasped her knees and looked at her feet. ‘Not quite. My father died when I was eleven. My mother remarried five years ago.’ And didn’t even try to save the business, she nearly added; simply sat by as a steady trickle of boat owners sheepishly slunk off to the much glossier marina along the coast, leaving a row of empty moorings like a pillaged charm bracelet.
Pulling at a tuft of grass, she went on, ‘Now, I run the boat yard. I keep it going in memory of my dad and for everyone who works there or depends on it in some way. We’ve lost too much already; once there was a good-sized fishing fleet here, trading vessels and sea commerce. These days all that’s left is a handful of fishing boats working long hours for little reward. There’s no tourism to speak of – no one chooses to come here if they can afford somewhere more glamorous – and the weekly market’s dying on its feet. No wonder we’re an unemployment black spot. The boat yard’s one of our last links with a working waterfront.’
‘Sounds like a tough call.’
Five years of hard slog. Beating back the waves of doubters, detractors and anyone else who thought that a slip of a girl could never keep the place going.
‘It hasn’t been easy,’ said Harry. ‘But the tide’s turning, I can feel it. All I need now is a few more people who appreciate this,’ she said, spreading her hands towards the water and the quivering silver rushes.
She stopped with a short laugh. ‘Anyway, I should be at work, not talking about it. I’d better get back before anyone starts wondering where I am.’ Scrambling to her feet, she was surprised to feel lighter for having spoken to him. Sharing a few of her concerns with a stranger made a change from talking to George who usually responded with a touch of his own philosophy; such as, ‘Ah, none of us never knows what’s round the corner for us, Miss Harriet.’
She turned to the man. ‘I’m Harry, by the way, Harry Watling.’
He extended a hand and she smiled to herself at the thin leather bracelet laced round his wrist. Some hippy type, she thought, looking into his face for the first time. Hooded, hazel eyes returned her gaze, sleepy and sexy, and Harry nearly had to sit down again.
He smiled and a dimple creased his right cheek. ‘Matthew,’ he said in his soft, throaty voice. ‘Matthew Corrigan.’
‘Matthew Corrigan? Are you sure, George?’ Harry squatted down to get a better look at her odd-job man and narrowly avoided being blinded by a flying barnacle. George had been an old man when she was a little girl and didn’t seem to have changed at all since then. An ex-merchant seaman, he’d managed to avoid learning almost any practical skills during his service; his knots came undone as soon as he turned his back and, whilst his painting skills would have given Jackson Pollock a run for his money, ‘Convergence’ was not the kind of finish most yachtsmen wanted for their boats.
His redeeming features were, firstly, he could tidy up for England and, more importantly, he had a wealth of memories about Harry’s father. In addition George was popular with visiting yachtsmen, always willing to help carry their dinghies or take their lines. Whatever comments she might make about him to herself, especially when another load supposedly secured by George came whistling down around her head, Harry wouldn’t hear a word against him.
‘Persistent bugger.’
‘Matthew Corrigan?’
‘Who? No, this barnacle. Beats me how they keep hanging on.’
George gave the encrusted propeller another sharp dig and was rewarded with a ripe waft of dead fish as he dislodged another shell.
‘Got ’im good and proper, that fellow.’
Harry felt like screaming. ‘But what about this Matthew Corrigan? How did he persuade the Spitmarsh Yacht Club to part with the old premises? They’ve been quite content to let them rot until now.’
‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you,’ grunted George. ‘He’s told the Commodore that he’s going to turn the place into a bloody fish restaurant!’ George had to wait for his shoulders to stop shaking with mirth before he could take aim at the propeller again. ‘Who wants to eat bloody fish round here, I ask you? Give me a nice bit of beef any day. The Commodore reckons there’s one born every minute. Reckons this fellow doesn’t know his arse from his elbow. Wrote them a cheque for the place then and there. More than enough to pay for the upkeep on that fancy new clubhouse of theirs over at Great Spitmarsh Marina.’
Harry felt better. Two Matthew Corrigans in a week was a bit of a coincidence, but it was a coincidence, nonetheless. The Matthew Corrigan she knew didn’t look as if he had two pennies to rub together. There was no way he could bail the yacht club out of its financial difficulties in one stroke.
‘Funny thing is,’ George began. ‘Damn! Come here, you bugger. Ah! That’s got ’im.’
Drawing closer, despite the appalling stench, Harry willed George to go on.
‘Funny thing is that the Commodore reckons this fellow don’t look as if he’s got two pennies to rub together.’
Harry felt sick and it wasn’t just the smell of old barnacles.
Surrounded by oily furballs of old caulking, Harry was definitely ready for another cup of tea. In common with the vast pitch-pine deck of the forty-six-foot steel ketch she was working on in the yard, Harry also seemed to have developed a few weak points prone to rot invasion recently. In both cases the treatment was the same, she thought, her glance straying briefly to the old clubhouse. First, get rid of all the stuff you didn’t want, plug the gaps, then seal to ensure a beautiful watertight surface which would maintain the integrity of the structure below. Simple. Who needed therapy when raking out several yards of old cotton and pitch would do just as well?
‘I’ll come down for it, George,’ she bellowed, groping round for a piece of rag on which to blow her itchy nose.
‘Right you are, Miss Harriet. It’s on this oil drum when you’re ready.’
‘Thanks, George.’
Feeling twice her age from being hunched over for so long, Harry rose rather stiffly and placed her feet with extra care on the rickety wooden ladder propped up against the ketch. Actually, now she’d got up she was really quite peckish; maybe she’d nip back to the house to make a quick sandwich, unless she could scrounge a chocolate biscuit from George, of course. Knowing how much he hated to open his biscuit tin even for her, Harry was just trying to picture the anguished look on his face and his eyes rolling like a little dog in distress, when her foot reached the last rung of the ladder and she stepped back into something warm.
‘What are you playing at, George?’ she grumbled. ‘Any closer and I could have sat on your head.’
‘Now, there’s an offer you don’t get every day,’ said an amused voice. It didn’t sound anything like George.
Harry’s hands tightened on the ladder; she didn’t need to turn round to see who it was. The point was – what was he doing here? And why hadn’t he picked a time when she didn’t look as if she’d just been pushed up a chimney or had, at least, blown her nose on something clean?
‘Be careful about what you wish for, Harry,’ he warned as she reluctantly pivoted round to face him. ‘It might come true.’
‘It hasn’t,’ she told him innocently. ‘You’re still here.’
The hooded hazel eyes sent her a look that could have smouldered a pillow at twenty paces. ‘Ah, don’t be like that, Harry. Not now we’re practically neighbours.’
‘So I gather,’ said Harry, trying to concentrate on her grievance rather than allow herself to be distracted by long legs encased in faded Levi’s or the soft dark shirt unbuttoned to show the pale column of his throat. ‘You could have dropped a hint to me about your plans instead of letting me ramble on. That would have been neighbourly.’
Matthew ran his hand over the ketch’s steel hull. ‘It would have been rude to interrupt when you were in full flow.’ He stopped pretending to examine the ketch and smiled at her. ‘I like to keep my ear to the ground and listen for clues about what’s going on. That’s why I’m good at what I do. Besides,’ he added, ‘as I see it we could both get something out of this deal.’
Had she heard properly? ‘Could we? Now let’s see. You, you’re going to be the Raymond Blanc of Little Spitmarsh with your trendy new restaurant where, no doubt, all the locals will be queuing up to blow their dole on a deep-fried winkle and a frizzy lettuce leaf. Wouldn’t you agree, George?’
George, who had been creeping closer during her exchange with Matthew, withdrew faster than you could say mollusc.
‘And me?’ she enquired. ‘What do I get? Apart from some brash watering hole right on my doorstep and litter in the creek?’
‘Well, Raymond Blanc does claim to be able to bring a woman to orgasm with his food alone,’ Matthew told her, straight-faced.
‘I’ll add “noise nuisance” to my list of objections to your restaurant then, shall I?’
A muffled guffaw from behind a nearby keel showed that George was still within earshot.
‘Think, Harry,’ Matthew said. ‘You wanted a working waterfront. Something to bring the visitors back. More jobs for local people. That’s what I’m giving you. Come with me a minute.’
Before she could protest, he had seized her grimy hand and was steering her in the direction of the old clubhouse.
‘Look,’ he said, with a grandiose sweep of his arm. ‘That’s the restaurant that will put this place back on the map again. Okay, it doesn’t look very promising at the moment but just imagine what it will look like by the summer: a simple interior but with huge windows to make the most of that view. Cutlery gleaming in soft pools of light, the chink of glasses as folks sip their drinks on the terrace in the balmy night air.’
‘You’re the one who’s barmy,’ said Harry, snatching her hand back and sticking it firmly in the pocket of her work dungarees. ‘Who are you trying to kid? Can’t you see this town is dying on its feet?’
‘I just gave it the kiss of life,’ Matthew retorted. ‘They’ll be swarming round like flies when the word gets out. Won’t be able to find seaside homes fast enough. Luckily for them, and you, my regeneration company will be able to provide just what they’re looking for.’
‘For two or three weekends of the year, maybe, but how will the town survive the rest of the time?’ Harry hesitated. ‘Run that past me again. What was that bit about me?’
He gave her a patient smile and produced his trump card. ‘Look at all the wasted land you’ve got. Can’t you see what you’re sitting on here? You’ve kept the boat yard going, all credit to you – but it’s hardly a mega-money game, is it?’
Harry could see where he was going. ‘Oh no,’ she said firmly. ‘Hold it right there. I’m not parting with this place for anyone.’
‘No one’s suggesting that you should,’ he told her. ‘It’s very picturesque in its own way. Just the sort of thing people want to look at from their balconies. Stops the place feeling like a housing estate. No, the boat yard stays. But the rest of the land isn’t doing anything, is it? And if, say, you wanted to see it doing some good, what could be better than a discreet development of exclusive apartments? Include a few moorings in the package and it would be really tempting. Just think what it would do for the boat yard’s business!’
A flock of gulls wheeling above his head added to Harry’s disorientation. Now she was imagining things; surely the harmless drifter she’d met by the creek wasn’t seriously proposing to build houses all over her land? ‘Do you mean to say,’ she said, when she managed to speak, ‘that you’d be prepared to sacrifice all this? That you would ruin what you told me was a perfect setting, for the sake of a get-rich-quick scheme?’
‘Harry, credit me with a little intelligence; we’re not talking Tenerife here,’ he replied. ‘You seem to have formed a rather negative impression of what I’m trying to do. Think environmentally sensitive, with building materials to blend into the landscape – something to attract professional people who will appreciate the qualities of the area. As I said, a discreet development.’
He really believed what he was saying and, judging from the tone of his voice and the self-assured smile that didn’t reach his eyes, Harry guessed that this was where they discussed terms. She shook her head.
‘There’s no such thing.’
The smile faded a little. ‘Aren’t you being a bit selfish? What you’re saying is that you’re more worried about keeping this lot to yourself than promoting the town’s well-being.’ He shrugged. ‘Ask yourself which option would benefit most people and I don’t think there’s a contest, is there?’
She smiled back at him as pleasantly as she could, just to prove how little he scared her. ‘This is a deprived community – not a desperate one. Dumping a holiday village along this fragile, beautiful stretch of water and putting it at greater risk is not what local opinion would call a benefit. You might not like what I’m saying, but if you’re any kind of property developer you’ll listen to me. Today or tomorrow or at the end of the week when you slide into your nice shiny Saab convertible and head back to London, if you’ve got any sense at all, you’ll realise that this town requires long-term investment and real jobs. And I’m willing to bet you won’t be in such a hurry then to throw bad money after good.’
He gave no indication that he’d heard a word she’d said, turning his attention instead to the creek and a suggestion of breeze just lifting the water. Eventually, he seemed to remember she was there.
‘You don’t know me yet, Harry, but you will,’ he began quietly. ‘I’m very successful at what I do. You, on the other hand, have good reason to worry.’
Harry braced herself and waited to see what nonsense he was going to come up with.
‘You’re not getting new customers, are you? And those you have got aren’t getting any younger. Keeping a boat on a swinging mooring is lovely whilst you’ve still got the energy. But your customers aren’t like that, are they? Half of them are going to find that they’re too old to do the things they used to take for granted. And a trip in the dinghy just to get out to the mooring is one of them. Assuming, that is, they’ve got the strength to pull themselves onto the boat when they get there.’
By now his eyes were resting on hers and Harry was struggling against the onset of panic. How easily he’d tapped into her deepest fears for the future and made them seem real … She took a long, steadying breath. It wasn’t true. She wouldn’t let that happen.
‘People are saying that your boat owners are all heading for the marina. Now you’re a brave girl and you’ve worked hard, but it doesn’t take a genius to see you’re heading for trouble. Have a think about what I’ve said, Harry, and you’ll be glad I came along.
‘One more thing, Harry,’ he added, whilst she fought back another hot wave of fear. ‘We’ll have plenty of time to make each other’s acquaintance because I’m not going back to London, not for the foreseeable future. I live here now, took six months’ rental on a little place the other day.’ The dimple in his cheek flickered briefly. ‘I’ll be in touch soon.’
She was still standing there, staring at his back, when he turned and looked over his shoulder.
‘And Harry,’ he called. ‘It’s a thirty-year-old Volvo.’
Shiny new Saab or Swedish Brick; it didn’t make much difference to Harry. Both came from a place where the winters were long and invasion and pillage had once been national sports. It fitted.
Chapter Two
Standing in front of the battered shell from which his pearl of a restaurant would soon emerge, Matthew was frowning, but not at the cracked panes of glass or the sagging roof. Harry Watling was clever enough not to jump at his initial proposal, but sooner or later he’d find a way to change her mind.
If only Harry had been a solid, straightforward bloke, as he’d expected. The last thing he needed was another difficult woman in his life. Not that Gina would ever put her hand up to that; she was far too elusive. She’d always been at her most docile after sex; provided, of course, he approached her whilst she was satiated and adoring. But, even if they both walked away from their joke of a relationship tomorrow, seducing Harry Watling wouldn’t be an option. There were her hands for a start; they were small and square with blunt-cut nails. Certainly not the kind of hands he could ever imagine unbuttoning his shirt. In fact, bunched up into little fists, they were just the right size to blacken a man’s eye. So no, he definitely wasn’t about to climb under Harry Watling’s duvet. He’d leave that dubious pleasure to braver men. Men who liked to test their survival skills in frozen wastelands or who hunted crocodiles for a living.
Quite a surprise, thought Matthew, rubbing his hand over his stubble, finding out that Harry Watling wasn’t some thick-set bloke, after all. Funny little girl, like a grey-eyed pixie with attitude, especially when she squatted warily next to him on the bank, short dark hair all ruffled by the wind. For a moment he considered what it would be like to watch her large, expressive mouth spread slowly into a smile. Not that it was something he was ever likely to see. Besides, he liked tall, sexy women, not tough little tomboys; but Harry did have something he found deeply attractive. The dimple flickered across his cheek. She was well endowed with land. Now all he had to do was persuade her to part with it.
Letting himself into the clubhouse, and ignoring the sound of rasping claws as something scurried away, Matthew lowered himself onto the split red vinyl seat of the nearest bar stool. Before him an old bar towel gathered dust and, in addition to a handful of dead flies, a Red Barrel ice bucket still held a pair of tongs. Running his fingers round the cloudy rim of a VAT 69 whisky glass, he stared into a flecked mirror at the debris behind him. Wondering if he was adding more dirt than he was taking off, Matthew wiped his hands on the bar towel and got up to have a better look round. Once the tired furniture had been removed, he thought, and all the rubbish, there wasn’t anything here that his own well-paid and super-efficient team of specialists couldn’t handle. Matthew frowned as he pulled open a drawer to find a pile of paperwork forgotten by the Spitmarsh Yacht Club. At some point he’d have to make time to return that, too.
The swirls of plaster on the walls, fake beams, grimy nylon carpet tiles and a dash of 1970s pine cladding made the place seem far worse than it was. But at the far end of the long room the windows opened onto the creek, giving spectacular views of water and sky. Huge anvil-shaped thunderclouds loomed above him, blocking out the sun and chasing the soft blues and greens to grey, and the first breaths of a chilly wind stirred up a few choppy waves. The marshes themselves, it seemed, were turning a cold face to him. A secret, inaccessible landscape with a rare, raw beauty. And that was why Matthew knew his instinct had been sound. In an age where everyone longed to escape, what could be better than this truly unspoilt location? First, the restaurant to tempt them in. Then the holiday homes to hook them. Over at Watling’s a handful of masts, like pikestaffs, did their best to put up a show of defence around the boat yard. Matthew smiled to himself. One way or another he was going to win. Harry Watling wasn’t such a big problem. Everyone had a weak spot. It was just a question of finding it.
‘Brought you a cup of tea,’ said George, offering her a mug labelled Bovril. ‘Thought you looked as if you could do with some cheering up.’ Nestled in the grimy folds of his coat was a circular tartan tin. George fished it out grudgingly. ‘Biscuit?’ he ground out, with obvious difficulty.
Normally Harry would have raised a smile at his plight; she must be looking every bit as downcast as she felt for George to go that far. The only sign of the internal battle raging within him was a slight shake of his fingers as he held out the precious hoard for her perusal.
‘Er, let me see …’
She could feel George watching her, waiting in agony to see which jewel in his collection was about to disappear. A rich dark Bourbon, a handful of plump custard creams and several Happy Faces twinkled up at her. Harry waved a finger over them.
‘Got any fig rolls, George?’
‘’Fraid not,’ he replied, slamming the lid back on and whisking the tin back into the depths of his coat. ‘Can’t abide them, Miss Harriet. As you well know.’
Harry smiled to herself but, with his biscuits out of harm’s way, George had regained his composure.
‘So what are you going to do, Miss Harriet?’
‘About what?’
George nodded out to where a scattering of boats bobbed carelessly in a shaft of sunlight glazing the slatey sea. ‘New customers.’
‘Oh, you heard, did you?’ Trust George not to have missed anything. Harry tried to close her mind to the cold whisper of doubt Matthew had started. It was true that many of her customers were retired couples sailing only as long as time and health permitted. Had she really rebuilt the business just to watch it wither away?
‘Short of running a water-taxi service or rustling up breaded scampi and chips every time they come down to use the boat, there’s nothing I can do. I can’t turn back the clock and make them any younger.’ Harry forced a mouthful of scalding tea over the lump that had mysteriously appeared in her throat.
‘There’s no stopping time, that’s true. Wouldn’t be proper either; it’s the natural order for the old ’uns to make room for the young ’uns.’
‘It might be the natural order,’ she croaked, throwing him a sideways glance and debating whether to ask for one of his Happy Faces – which would be guaranteed to wipe the rather too serene look off his happy face. ‘But where are we going to find young people in Little Spitmarsh who can afford to sail?’
George gave a distinctly false-sounding cough. Harry looked into his red, weather-beaten face and followed his watery gaze past the yard, past the lapping water, past the line of masts to the dilapidated building collapsing on the opposite bank. He turned and cocked a bushy, nicotine-yellow eyebrow at her.
‘So they were having a little tussle, you know, as they do, and then I noticed things had gone a bit quiet and when I went to look you’ll never guess what?’
The Flowerpot Men was the slowest florist in town, but no one protested since it was also the only florist in town.
‘No?’ Harry offered weakly, trying not to let her eyes stray to the clock behind Trevor’s head. For a man who looked like the strong silent type, Trevor could go on talking for hours. Having ended the previous day blowing all chances of having a crack at George’s biscuit tin for the foreseeable future, Harry was mindful that starting the day leaving George to face the bottom of a forty-foot boat by himself would certainly put the foul back into anti-fouling.
The trouble was that Matthew’s predictions for the boat yard had left her with such a horrible empty feeling, it would take more than a biscuit to cheer her up. A bacon butty breakfast, she’d decided, would help set her up for the day and justify a quick stroll into town. Whilst she was there, she’d pop in to ask Frankie and Trevor to look out for all the brand new four-wheel drives and BMW convertibles that, according to George, Matthew Corrigan’s restaurant would attract.
‘Kirstie was giving Phil a piggyback!’ Trevor hissed at her. ‘I thought they were too young for all that.’
In London, The Flowerpot Men would probably have been called Wild Orchids and fitted out in brushed steel and blond wood or such like, but Little Spitmarsh wasn’t the place for such flamboyance. Fortunately, the air of neglect that pervaded the outside of the shop was not reflected inside. Whilst the decor could never be described as trendy, there was a good range of flowers and plants to choose from and the proprietors were always anxious to make sure their customers went away happy – even if they were talked to death in the process.
‘Well, we’ll just have to sit down and have a little chat with them, won’t we?’ said Frankie, winking at Harry as he came in from the back of the shop carrying an armful of hot-pink tulips protruding from cellophane sheaths.
It was a bit early in the day, thought Harry, to deal with sexual miscreants, especially when the couple involved were Jack Russell terriers. Besides, she had matters of her own to attend to, albeit none of them involving illicit humping.
‘Can’t you just get one of them done?’ she suggested, in an impatient attempt to divert the conversation and amuse them with her news.
There was a collective sharp intake of breath. Even Phil and Kirstie looked up from the basket where they had been curled up together, presumably having a post-coital nap, to turn accusing eyes on her. Frankie, weaving his small, honed and subtly tanned frame through the gap at the end of the counter, dumped the tulips in a bucket and laughed. ‘Well you needn’t think that Phil’s taking all the blame. Why should he have to suffer? She’s the one egging him on. Not just him, either, by the way she keeps slipping out when she thinks no one’s looking.’
‘I wonder where she’s got that from,’ muttered Trevor, with a touch of bitterness.
‘How about this for an idea?’ Harry said, nipping a potential scrap in the bud and silently marvelling at Frankie’s air of injured innocence. ‘What do you think of someone who opens a new restaurant here, installs some low lighting and a high-class chef and claims he’s going to have wealthy townies buying up properties left, right and centre?’
Frankie rocked back on his heels. ‘Since when did Little Spitmarsh acquire a patron saint?’
Obviously she hadn’t made herself clear. ‘Frankie, the old yacht clubhouse has been sold and the guy who’s bought it, Matthew Corrigan, reckons he’s going to reopen it as an upmarket restaurant.’
Trevor clapped his hands down on the counter, frightening the dogs. ‘Excellent! It’s about time there was a decent place to eat here.’
‘Oh, Trevor! Do you mean to say you don’t enjoy those flaccid baguettes they have the nerve to serve at The Admiral?’ Frankie clucked. ‘Other towns may have gastropubs, but we’re the only ones lucky enough to have a gastroenteritis pub.’
Was she the only person capable of seeing past the end of her nose? Trying to make first George and now Frankie and Trevor recognise the dangers of Matthew’s scheme was a bit like warning children not to accept sweets from strangers.
‘Look, it’s not just that; he’s also approached me about buying my land to build houses. The man’s ruthless; luckily, he’ll soon find out that he can’t just march into Little Spitmarsh and expect everyone to roll over.’
Just then the doorbell jangled for a second time. Phil cocked his head expectantly, his stump of a tail switching into first-gear wag, whilst Kirstie flipped over onto her back and poked a coquettish tongue out of the side of her mouth.
‘Glory, glory, hallelujah!’ Frankie drawled softly.
‘Harry,’ said Matthew. ‘Just the person I was hoping to see.’
How dare he make it sound as if he knew what she had on underneath her dungarees?
Frankie pulled himself together. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us to your friend, Harry?’
Matthew grinned, extending his hand. ‘I’m Matthew Corrigan.’
Since Trevor had gone back to gawping at Matthew, he didn’t seem to notice Frankie’s reluctance to let go of his hand. Pity, thought Harry; an outbreak of bickering might be just the thing to break the spell Matthew was casting.
Then Frankie opened his mouth. ‘If you’re here to order flowers I guarantee that at The Flowerpot Men we aim to offer superb arrangements and unparalleled personal service,’ she was aghast to hear him say. ‘We’ll send any flowers you like wherever you like, but you’ll also be needing someone to take care of the flowers when you open your new restaurant, won’t you?’
Any satisfaction Harry felt about the flash of irritation Matthew sent in her direction was completely extinguished by her horror at Frankie’s audacious sales pitch. Hadn’t he listened to a word she’d said?
‘Let’s just start with one order, shall we?’ Matthew said, looking pained.
Frankie drew himself up to his full five feet eight and took a deep breath. ‘This is my partner, Trevor Dillon. There’s not a lot of call for it in Little Spitmarsh, but Trevor’s had considerable experience in dealing with flowers for some of London’s best hotels. He’s handled everything from small-scale weddings to grand corporate occasions and he isn’t flustered by budgets, installation deadlines or anything else you can throw at him. If you want simple, beautiful and original designs in your restaurant, why don’t you let us show you what we can do?’
As the shop bell jangled for the third time, not even Phil and Kirstie looked up. Harry, who couldn’t bear to watch any longer, closed the door behind her. All right, she was prepared to admit that Matthew Corrigan could turn a few heads, and his personal magnetism was formidable, but it was too soon to panic. Once he’d looked around, would he really want to pursue a rather uncertain project in a dull seaside town?
Beneath the gold lettering that should have read Crimps but, due to ineptitude or sheer mischief on the part of the signwriter, looked unfortunately like Chimps Hair & Beauty Salon, Carmen Moult lounged in the doorway like Little Spitmarsh’s answer to Sophia Loren after she’d eaten all the pasta. A firm believer that neither hair nor breasts could ever be described as too big, she was pulling at the plunging vee of her tight top and blowing down her cleavage, trying to disperse some of the heat built up blasting perms into submission all morning. As Harry headed towards her, Carmen’s immaculately plucked and sculpted eyebrows rushed towards each other like two playful tadpoles, and her face darkened.
Harry had plenty of dark thoughts of her own without needing to know how she’d managed to incur Carmen’s disapproval. She tried a smile, the kind she used for fierce dogs, which made Carmen stamp a tiny stiletto-clad trotter and scurry inside.
‘Hey, Harry!’ she cried, reappearing and almost making Harry jump out of her skin. She pushed a piece of paper into Harry’s hand. ‘Special half-price offer next week. Make sure you come, yes?’
Fortunately a stomach-churning waft of permanent wave solution and a tremulous cry of ‘I think I’m done now, Carmen!’ from within made the other woman squawk and run back inside. It also spared Harry the necessity of telling her she’d probably prefer to eat her own foot than take up the offer. Even so, rather than risk being spotted binning the leaflet – which could result in her being forcibly dragged in for half a head of highlights and a leg wax – Harry scrunched it up and stuck it in her pocket. All right, so she didn’t actually feel the need to shout about the fact that she got George to trim her hair when it needed it; but, given that it was one of the few skills he had managed to pick up in the merchant navy, she felt marginally safer in his hands than Carmen’s.
Harry went into the baker’s and ordered a bacon roll. Wandering back to the boat yard, she was so busy tearing at it in large, fretful bites, that she didn’t see the figure waiting on the high wall of the sea defences until it was too late to take avoiding action. George she could have coped with, but being caught by Matthew Corrigan with bulging cheeks and bacon fat glistening on her chin put her at a considerable disadvantage. With her mouth crammed full, Harry was not best placed to tell Matthew what to do with the single red rose he was holding out to her; but she sincerely hoped that the message in her eyes left him in no doubt about where she thought a suitable receptacle might be. Shrugging, Matthew broke off the long stem and stuck the flower in the top pocket of his faded chambray shirt. He gave Harry a smile which she returned. Deep frozen.
‘Don’t think you can get round me the way you seem to be getting round everyone else,’ she told him hurriedly, wiping bacon roll remnants from her mouth. ‘I don’t believe in your restaurant idea, I don’t need your money and I can certainly resist your particular brand of charm.’
Matthew gave her the benefit of his dimple. ‘What kind would that be, then?’
‘The short-lived variety. The kind that lasts just long enough for you to get what you want then fades away like the morning dew. Little Spitmarsh might have been asleep for a hundred years, but it doesn’t mean that I’m fooled by the first handsome prince to try his luck. Let’s not waste any time pretending it’s my good looks or my personality you’re interested in, okay?’
Matthew jumped down from the wall, laughing. ‘It’s all right, Harry, your body’s safe with me. Seducing owners to get my hands on their land isn’t one of my usual business methods.’
Especially not those reeking of brown sauce, thought Harry self-consciously.
‘So,’ he said, the hazel eyes watching her closely, ‘what’s your price?’
‘My land,’ she said, through gritted teeth, ‘is not for sale.’
‘I don’t imagine that a boat yard sold on the open market would reach anything like the amount I’d be able to offer you for a parcel of land,’ he suggested, softly.
‘Forget it,’ said Harry, ‘I’m not so easily bought.’
‘I’m only trying to show you that, if things don’t pick up, you might not have a choice. And who knows,’ he murmured, reaching out very slowly to trace a line across her cheek with his thumb, ‘I might end up with more than your land.’
Harry flinched, hating the flush of colour she could feel staining her face.
‘Stop taking the …’
‘Brown sauce,’ said Matthew, raising his thumb to show her. ‘Trust me, I’m trying to help.’
‘And I’ve already told you,’ Harry said, as firmly as she could, ‘that I can manage by myself.’
He considered her for a moment, the hazel eyes flicking over her face to see if she was about to crack. ‘Whatever you say, Harry.’
Chapter Three
Just three and a half miles away, as the gull flew, Great Spitmarsh lay on the opposite side of the mudflats and backwaters to its smaller neighbour. The much-hyped marina development was bland, unimaginative and had done as much to reinvigorate the town as a set of gleaming acrylic nails on a wizened old paw. Far from creating a millionaire’s playground, the yacht owners it attracted turned out to be an aloof bunch who, although content to wander a few yards for breakfast at Tesco’s or dinner at the marina bar, brought most of their supplies with them and rarely ventured as far as the old town. In Harry’s opinion, the unsympathetic development had destroyed the town’s character and turned the high street into a ghost town. No way, she vowed, would she allow Matthew Corrigan to subject Little Spitmarsh to the same fate.
Having collected an order from the marine engineer’s, Harry decided to take another look at the marina. She liked to think that Watling’s attracted all the true sailors, the salty old dogs who weren’t afraid to go a few days without a shower and drank strong tea in tannin-stained mugs; but, casting her eye over row upon row of gleaming white hulls and expensive sails set simply for the sake of showing off, she could certainly see where the smart money lay. A lot of people were prepared to spend a lot of cash to keep their boats lying safely idle.
Utterly depressed, Harry returned to her van and was about to drive away when there was a tap at the window. From the small gap left between a full set of whiskers, enormously overgrown eyebrows and a nautical cap, a pair of beady blue eyes bored into her. Eric Drummond, Commodore of the Spitmarsh Yacht Club, had unwittingly been the cause of more grief to her than he would ever know, thought Harry, sighing as she switched off the engine; but he was a well-meaning old boy who had known her father and didn’t deserve to be ignored.
‘You can’t run off without thanking me!’ he said, leaning down to give her a hairy kiss. ‘Not only have I fixed it so you don’t have to watch the old clubhouse falling down any more, but you’re also, it seems, going to have the best restaurant in town right on your doorstep.’
‘Not much use to me, I’m afraid,’ said Harry. ‘I’m not really the eating-out kind.’
‘Ah, that’s because you’ve had nowhere to go until now!’ he beamed. ‘I could just see you becoming one of those ladies who lunch.’
‘Don’t take up fortune-telling for a living, then, whatever you do, Eric.’
Eric looked sadly at Harry’s van and Harry’s clothes. ‘Ah well, you always were a practical girl, weren’t you? Now, I’m glad I’ve caught you because I’m a man down in the committee boat for the regatta next Sunday. My regular’s gone in for bypass surgery. You’re a fit young thing; you could stand a few hours with me making sure everything’s fair and square, couldn’t you?’
The blue eyes beseeched her from the ground cover of facial hair, like a faithful old mongrel waiting for its master. A few hours wouldn’t kill her and she could always catch up at the boat yard in the evening.
Harry sighed. ‘What time would you like me to be there?’
As Bella Vista gently rocked to a rhythm that had nothing to do with the tide, Lola Moult sat on deck drinking her tea and thought about the prospect of pulling pints for most of the day. It was better than thinking about her parents, just below her feet, starting the day with a bang. By now, she should have been so used to the morning ritual that she was beyond disgust; but it was like they’d just discovered sex and couldn’t stop showing off about it. Perhaps that’s what came of being such late starters. Her mother, after all, had been thirty-nine when she’d had Lola; but, even so, you’d think that after nineteen years they’d have had the grace to call it a day, instead of going at it hammer and tongs trying to make up for lost time. And her mother seemed to take such delight in pegging out her FF-cup basques and the thongs that must have been completely engulfed by the cheeks of her outsize bottom. All Lola could do was fervently hope that no one connected these shameful items in any way to her.
When the rocking of the houseboat slackened to a close, Lola was simply relieved that it wasn’t an Old MacDonald’s Farm morning: here a ‘Royee!’, there a ‘Royee!’, everywhere a ‘Royeeeee!’ A little later they would emerge, Carmen flushed and dozy and Roy beaming with pride that thirty-five years of winkle picking had ensured that his mighty whelk had never shrivelled.
Lola grimaced at the last of her tea swirling round her cup. And if all that wasn’t bad enough, the real tragedy – one that she could hardly bear to face – was that she was doomed, apparently, to follow in her parents’ footsteps. Already that rare creature, a nineteen-year-old virgin, if she took after her mother she would go without sex for another nineteen years; well, eighteen and a bit, she supposed, from the time of doing the deed. Almost her entire lifespan all over again! It wasn’t that she hadn’t had the opportunity, she reminded herself; she could have had sex on any number of occasions. She’d probably get a few offers today, at the regatta, once those crabby old yachtsmen, high on adrenaline from the racing, crawled into the bar, convinced they were born-again studs. And if things didn’t improve, then one terrible day she might take one of them up on it.
Perhaps that’s what had happened to her mother? Perhaps she’d got so tired of waiting that, in the end, fat old Roy Moult, with his greasy quiff and spivvy little moustache, had seemed – hard to believe it – almost attractive? Was that her fate too? Stuck in Little Spitmarsh until she finally did it with –
Whoa! Wait a minute! Sauntering along the bank like he owned the place, all brooding arrogance and animal beauty, was a vision of sex in Levi’s.
Almost bored by the predictable drop of masculine jaws when they first caught sight of her, Lola knew she didn’t have to make the slightest bit of effort to be noticed. So she just sat and waited, pretending to be engrossed in deep, important thoughts whilst silently praying that her mother wouldn’t come squawking up the companionway with an armful of underwear. With her eyes half closed, Lola heard the crunch of footsteps along the path and waited for the hesitant cough, the ‘Lovely morning’ with a not-too-subtle pause between the two words; or even the frequently purred and truly unoriginal ‘Bella Vista!’
Nothing. Interesting. Keeping her gaze averted until she was sure his back was safely turned, Lola spun round to see where the first man to completely ignore her was heading. She could have howled with disappointment as he wandered towards the boat yard. No doubt he’d be back to his boat and off to sea without ever knowing what he’d missed. Then she saw him walk past the boat yard and down to the old yacht club building that now sported a ‘sold’ sign.
Lola smiled as the sun came out. Suddenly the day looked a lot brighter.
Reflecting that the regatta had very nearly been the death of her, Harry staggered into the relocated Spitmarsh Yacht Club, desperate for a pee; grateful, even with all the experience of a seasoned sailor, not to be bouncing around in the committee boat any more. But she was dreading coming face to face with the competitor who’d repeatedly tried to cross the starting line too early and who she’d had to disqualify – because Eric refused to do it on the grounds that ‘He knows where I live!’ She’d just have to hope that the man had calmed down a bit and was not as big as he appeared in his cockpit.
Having relieved her most pressing need, Harry realised she was trapped. Short of launching herself out of the fanlight in the Ladies, she had no alternative but to run the gauntlet of yacht club wives brandishing sausage rolls and vol-au-vents in the post-regatta spectacular that was the awards ceremony. Bracing herself for a gas attack of Trésor and face powder, Harry took full advantage of the rumpus caused by a smoke alarm going off in the kitchen to make for the bar.
‘A pint of best bitter, please,’ she asked, doing a double take as she recognised Lola Moult behind the counter. With a figure that made Beyoncé look like an ironing board, glossy black hair and the proud, straight nose of an Egyptian princess, Carmen and Roy Moult’s beloved teenaged daughter must have rivalled Helen of Troy for launching ships. So many yachtsmen had unintentionally dropped their lines and lost control of their boats at the sight of her, that Harry was seriously thinking about getting all new nautical charts of Little Spitmarsh marked with a navigational warning.
Lola had done the occasional weekend stint at the old yacht club, but Harry hadn’t expected her to move with the premises. In Little Spitmarsh, however, there was no such thing as a casual job, since they were all taken by the surplus of serious workers.
‘Make that two, please, and whatever you’re having.’
Lola Moult was like a dangerous mountain with tremendous peaks and plenty of ice. Many men had tried to conquer her, but were always beaten back to base by the hostile environment. Now, as Lola returned the comment with a little flirty smile instead of her perpetual sulk, Harry didn’t need to look over her shoulder to see why.
‘I’ll get these, Harry,’ said Matthew.
Harry watched Matthew watching Lola. She wouldn’t have thought that, style-wise, there was a lot to choose between her own denim shorts and rugby shirt, chosen to suit the afternoon in the committee boat, and Lola’s jeans and white tee shirt. So it had to be the way Lola moved, like a couple of giant peaches in a silk body stocking, that made Harry feel like the invisible woman. She was about to pick up her beer and figure out a way to swim against the tide of men surging towards the bar, when Matthew did it for her.
‘Come with me.’
Harry had no choice; she was tired, she was thirsty, Matthew had hijacked her beer and the bar was heaving behind her. He led her to a table in the corner and made her sit down; then went off and came back with a paper plate laden with the yacht club ladies’ non-burnt offerings. He was a thorn in her side, but he had his uses.
‘Eat.’
Harry shrugged and picked up a drumstick.
‘You did a good job this afternoon. It’s not easy laying down the law when everyone’s pretending they can’t hear you. My brother and I used to do some dinghy racing when we were kids, so I know every trick in the book.’
And still did, she thought, peering inside a sandwich to check the filling, which was a lot easier than having to meet his sleepily sexy gaze.
‘I thought I might get out on the water again now I’m here. You know, buy myself a jet-ski, perhaps, or a little speedboat.’
Harry drew in her breath so sharply that she sucked in a crumb from the sausage roll poised at her mouth. Matthew waited for her to stop choking and handed her her beer.
‘Relax,’ he said, whilst she was still unable to speak. ‘I’m more of a windsurfing kind of guy. I’m not trying to add to your list of reasons to dislike me, but I knew you’d have me down as a flash boy racer and I was right.’
Matthew in a wetsuit? If she didn’t have sunstroke already, then conjuring up images of that lean, hard body wrapped up in rubber was definitely making her feverish. At least if he was on a jet-ski, he’d be moving so fast it wouldn’t disturb her for very long. ‘I can’t think of anything worse than engines tearing through the backwaters, scaring off the birds and churning up the marshes.’ She gulped, hoping he’d think the catch in her voice was down to the crumb.
‘And neither can I. Do you think I’d have accepted the invitation to be a guest of the yacht club today if I had such little respect for the place?’
The first part of the sentence had been fine, but any tentative goodwill towards him faded at the mention of the yacht club. Yes, the Matthew Corrigan approach to business had been very successful in that instance, hadn’t it? The club could afford to subsidise the bar for a good few months yet, thanks to the cheque he’d waved at them. No wonder he’d been invited along; the committee had probably fallen over themselves in the rush to make him their guest at the earliest opportunity. Harry glared at her sausage roll, wishing she could tell the committee how many sleepless nights she’d had. If the town was about to become a smart London outpost, that would fuel demand for holiday homes; and she’d come under more and more pressure to let her land be concreted over …
‘Depends what you mean by respect,’ she began, wondering if by sounding reasonable she could make him listen to her. ‘It’s true that most of the locals won’t see any harm in your restaurant idea. They’d probably agree that it’s better to restore an unused building than let it rot. But the locals aren’t the ones who’ll pay your bills, are they? And the kind of people you’re hoping to attract are not exactly going to be charmed with Little Spitmarsh as it is.’
Giving him time to digest her words, she rubbed a bruise she could feel appearing on her shin, most likely picked up during the regatta.
‘And this parcel of land you want to buy from me, it wouldn’t stop there, would it? The boat yard’s way beyond your potential customers’ idea of shabby chic. They won’t be happy until the peeling hulls, piles of scrap and the rest of the detritus that comes with a working boat-repair operation are replaced with a waterside shopping development and piazza. In the unlikely event of your scheme taking off, the town will be tidied up and smoothed over beyond recognition. So, no, I’m not sure your idea of respect for the place is the same as mine.’
Matthew slammed down his glass and looked at her impatiently. ‘D’you know what, Harry? Your image of Little Spitmarsh is beginning to resemble a holiday postcard that’s been in the sun too long. The place is crying out for a touch of local colour and, like most of the paintwork and a few other things around here, a lot of gloss.’
‘Oh, really?’ If he was trying to make her feel uncomfortable he could save his breath. As for the dreary downbeat pubs, the half-hearted takeaways and the sad shops full of other people’s clothes and furniture, they, like the muddy brown North Sea gnawing at the land, were what made up the weary heart of the place she loved. ‘So you want to turn it into a marine metropolis where your urban escapees can carry on shopping just like they do at home. Well, good luck! Whilst you’re busily polishing up the town, mind you don’t polish it off, won’t you?’
‘Thanks for the advice,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘But there’s no danger of that, I can assure you. I’m beginning to realise that there are some things you can’t bring a sparkle to, no matter how hard you try.’
Lola wasn’t one of them, thought Harry, noticing the other girl’s expression as Matthew returned his empty glass to the bar. Ignoring all her other customers, Lola turned to Matthew to give him her undivided attention. Another of her rare smiles softened her strong features, making her look very beautiful and very young and making Harry feel like part of the furniture. As soon as Matthew sat down opposite Lola, she leaned across the bar to catch what he was saying – with a purposeful thrust of her breasts that momentarily stopped the disgruntled clamour of all the thirsty punters demanding to be served. Sheesh! Why should Matthew be any different from any other man in the bar? What made her suppose that he might have a bit more depth or might, perhaps, be capable of looking beyond the entirely superficial?
Lola blushed and nodded and wrote something down on a beer mat and handed it to Matthew. Harry strained her bitter through teeth gritted in disgust that Lola, who spurned men as a hobby, hadn’t even put up a token show of resistance. But she took comfort from the thought that, judging by the faces round the bar, Matthew had just lost the battle to win the hearts and minds of over half the local population. And anything that made Matthew Corrigan’s world domination of Little Spitmarsh seem less urgent had to be good. With some breathing space, she could look at her costs and maybe come up with some offers which might entice penurious sailors back to the yard. There she’d encourage them to sand, grind, turn over engines and generally make all manner of noises and smells guaranteed to make the place deeply unattractive to anyone looking for a peaceful site for second homes.
So if Matthew wanted to chat up the barmaid it was fine by her. She would even prove how fine it was by being completely nonchalant as she passed him.
Harry drained her beer and stood up to leave. But, to her annoyance, Matthew had already left.
Chapter Four
Mindlessly pushing stems into an oasis, Frankie was beginning to wonder how much more he could stand. He was bored with the pedestrian nature of his life, bored with the sheer predictability of his day and confident that he was capable of much greater achievements. The trouble was, Trevor was far too scared that taking a bold new approach to life might cost him the little he had of his past.
At the jangle of the shop bell, Phil shot up and launched into an unnecessarily full-throated bark. God, even the dogs were trying to find ways to break the monotony. Frankie looked up wearily. Or maybe they were just showing off? Perking up at the very welcome sight of Matthew Corrigan, he debated whether all that lean and rapacious virility might be what was really making Harry’s dungarees flutter.
‘What can I do for you?’ Your Satanic Majesty, he added silently.
‘The flowers I ordered from you.’
‘Yes?’
‘I just dropped by to say thanks.’
‘You thought it was going to be all “Our Nan” funeral wreaths and wedding bouquets for small-town brides, didn’t you?’ Frankie guessed that Matthew had been guilty of casting a jaundiced eye over the business and forming his own conclusions about what standard to expect. ‘The flowers hit the spot, then?’
Matthew scrolled through his phone. ‘She says, “2L8”.’
‘Ah.’ Well, that had blown it.
‘Give me a good reason why you and your partner should deal with the flowers for the restaurant?’
‘How about long-term experience in corporate floristry?’
Frankie watched Matthew’s gaze drop to the violent salmon-pink and acid-yellow concoction of carnations he was working on. It was possibly not the best advert for his work. ‘Ghastly, isn’t it?’ Frankie grinned. ‘The proud grandparents ordered it and were most specific about the colours.’
He took down a large album from the shelf behind him and handed it over. Matthew started to flick through quickly, his pace slowing as he studied it with more care.
‘Trevor was already running a successful business when I met him. He’d done it the hard way, all on his own, taught himself the skills and knew the trade inside out.’ He paused and watched Matthew’s face. ‘So far so good. But there was a bit of a problem. All that work made Trev a dull boy, you see, or at least someone who hadn’t had very much play time. So when his friends started to settle down Trevor thought it was about time he did too; he acquired a wife and then a daughter and if his marriage wasn’t exactly setting the world alight … well, Trevor just assumed that was how it was meant to be.’
Reaching for some fern fronds to fill up the arrangement, he carried on with his story. ‘It was only when his business was up and running that Trevor had time to face something about himself which refused to go away. The CV in his head, the one which read “Successful businessman, homeowner, husband, father”, didn’t quite match what he knew in his heart. Trevor was not only married to the wrong woman – he shouldn’t have been married at all. Then we met, and that’s when life really became tough.’
He paused to see if Matthew would react and, when he didn’t, carried on.
‘My aunt left this place to me, and it’s been the perfect bolt-hole for us. Somewhere Trevor’s been able to recover. Where people have left us alone and no one cares about the past. But if I thought that five or ten years down the line I’d still be trying to stretch the cheapest possible combination of flowers into something that represents a lifetime of love for yet another penniless widow to place on her husband’s coffin, I’d pack my bags. Except that would be a hell of a way to repay Trevor after everything he’s done for me. So good luck to you and your restaurant. If it changes the face of Little Spitmarsh, I won’t be shedding any tears.’
Matthew was distracted from wondering just what he’d signed up for when he noticed George, tucked in a doorway along from The Flowerpot Men. Harry’s right-hand man was trying to keep a struggling Jack Russell, apparently desperate to get away, under his arm. Neither of them looked happy with the arrangement. George was typical of a certain breed: men who’d served their country, becoming displaced back in civilian life and rattling around until they’d found a refuge of sorts. They were the shadowy figures moving unnoticed around the perimeters of society, collecting glasses in pubs, washing up in small town B & Bs or, as in George’s case, clearing up after other people; and all the time invisibly watching the happenings around them.
Matthew decided it was worth his while to see what George was up to. George was someone who knew an awful lot about Harry Watling; he’d be a useful person to cultivate on that basis alone. But, he wondered, how much did Harry know about George? If George was engaged in some clandestine activity, a spot of dog-napping for example, how far would he go to prevent Harry from getting to hear about it? The older man clamped a horny hand gently but firmly round the little dog’s muzzle as she let out a series of excited little yelps, and Matthew waited to see what would happen next.
For a dog-napper George didn’t seem to be in any hurry to get away, but stood rooted to the spot staring at the desultory bouquets in front of the shop. At last Frankie appeared in the doorway and took a swift, moody glance up and down the street before bending to pick up a bucket. Another bout of wriggling from the Jack Russell seemed to remind George of her presence. As Frankie righted himself and went back inside, George, to Matthew’s surprise, practically threw the dog in after him. Cue an outburst from Frankie that the next time she tripped him up like that he’d have her fucking guts for garters.
George nodded to himself. And Matthew decided to find out what was going on.
‘’Afternoon, George. Didn’t you want that dog any more?’
George’s lip curled. ‘Wassit got to do with you?’
Matthew took a bet that, like a tired old bulldog, George’s bark was worse than his bite. ‘Nothing whatsoever. My apologies. You carry on throwing little dogs around whenever you want to.’
George growled. ‘Good at poking yer nose in other folks’ business, ain’t yer?’
‘I’m good at scenting trouble,’ Matthew agreed, ignoring the black look George shot at him. ‘It’s a useful tool in my trade. Do those boys know what you’ve been doing with their dog?’
‘Ain’t me they’ve got to worry about,’ George said, with a hint of a smile. ‘But they might not be too chuffed with that little madam when they find out that the local mongrel’s been courting her. Found her sleeping it off in my old chair, I did. Still, I gave her a biscuit to keep her strength up before I brought her home.’
Matthew nodded his approval, sensing in George a craving for some comradely male company. ‘Very considerate. But then I expect you’ve done a bit of courting in your time.’
‘I’ve had the pleasure of meeting a few ladies,’ George allowed. ‘Tell you a few stories to make your hair curl, an’ all.’
‘Really?’ Matthew looked at his watch. ‘It’s about that time. Care to join me for a drink?’
George shifted uneasily. ‘Ah well, I don’t know about that. Miss Harriet, you see, she don’t really like me drinking.’
Matthew’s eyebrows rose steeply. ‘Surely you’re not worried about what Harry Watling does or doesn’t like, are you?’
‘Now let’s get one thing straight, young fellow,’ George said, waving a hefty mitt at the boat yard. ‘There’s been one person, rain or shine, night or day, keeping that place going and it ain’t been me, that’s for sure, no sir.’
Matthew quickly revised his tactics. ‘Okay, so she’s a hard worker. It doesn’t mean to say that you don’t have the right to take a break,’ he shrugged.
George glared at him. ‘That’s all you city types worry about, ain’t it? Yer so-called rights. Rights is all very fine if someone else up the ladder is paying for them. Never mind rights, it’s responsibilities what counts round ’ere. When old Harry passed away it damned near broke that girl’s heart. Miss Harriet’s mother took it bad, too. Couldn’t stay there without him. So it was Miss Harriet who took on the responsibility of running the boat yard. Put all her waking moments, and some sleeping ones too, into turning the place round.’
‘Sounds as if Harry’s had a tough time.’ Matthew decided to probe a bit deeper. ‘It can’t have been easy for her to get this far. Family businesses can get into considerable difficulties if they lose their driving force. The big personality, say, who keeps the place together, gives it a foundation. Once that’s gone customers start to get uneasy, they feel insecure and drift away. Small debts accrue and turn into large ones, and before you know it you’ve got creditors coming at you from all directions.’
George looked pensive. ‘I did what I could, of course,’ he went on. ‘But only one person had the heart to make Watling’s what it is today and that’s Miss Harriet.’ He stepped closer. ‘So if you’re asking me if I worry about what Miss Harriet does or doesn’t like then, yes sir, it’s my great honour to do just that. And if you and me, young fellow, are going to rub along then you better remember that or else don’t show your face round here no more. Right?’
‘Right.’ If Harry had a weak spot it wasn’t George; he would clearly defend her to the hilt. And yet the old man’s gaze was troubled as it travelled towards the boat yard. George was a man with too many burdens. Sooner or later, Matthew would lighten them.
Sometimes, thought Frankie, angrily pushing the Hoover round the spare room after a long, tense afternoon, it was hard to read Trevor. Anyone else would have been marking the biggest opportunity to come their way for years. They’d always closed early on Wednesday, supposedly to make up for being rushed off their feet on Saturday – although in truth they could stay closed half the bloody week for all the difference it made – and they ought to have been celebrating. Instead of the frivolous afternoon he’d been anticipating, it was business as usual with Trevor downstairs moodily starting the dinner – leaving him to do what? More housework?
What the bloody hell was Trevor doing anyway?
‘When’s dinner?’ he bellowed. ‘I’m starving to death up here.’
No reply. Maybe the silly fool had got the wrong end of the stick and forgotten he was the one who was supposed to be cooking? Frankie unplugged the Hoover and huffed downstairs, ready to give Trevor a piece of his mind.
Trevor was flopped out on the sofa, distractedly tickling Kirstie’s ears whilst Phil surveyed them jealously from the floor. One spoilt bitch had been quite enough, but since he’d had the chop Phil had taken to sulking nearly as much as Kirstie.
The sitting room had been designed with muted earthy colours and plain natural materials to create a tranquil space with a sense of inner calm; but the only face Frankie could see that wore anything like a beatific expression was Kirstie’s. Even that was ruined by the smug sideways glances she kept shooting at Phil.
‘Trevor?’
Trevor ran his large hand over the little dog’s back. ‘I just keep wondering what Sophie would think of me?’
‘You what?’
Kirstie went pop-eyed as Trevor’s hand applied extra pressure to the downward stroke of her coat. ‘Frankie, what happens if this restaurant takes off? What happens if the press cover it? Have you thought about that? What are we going to do once there are photographers swarming all over the place or some bloody commissioning editor from Channel 4 wants to do a piece about it?’
Frankie flopped down next to Trevor and picked up the glass of wine he’d poured himself as an incentive to get through the chores. ‘Come on, Trevor. I mean – as if?’
‘You know what it means though, don’t you? That’ll be it, won’t it? She’d never let me see Sophie again.’
Kirstie slid off Trevor’s lap before her head was crushed, while Frankie tried to curb his resentment. The prospect of fun had turned into the one topic that would send them spinning in endless circles.
‘Then seize the bloody initiative, Trev! Get Jane out of the driving seat. Sophie’s not a kid any more – she’s eleven now. It’s about bloody time you told her the full story and stopped conveniently pretending I don’t exist.’ For a moment Frankie was carried away by the thought of how it could be: arranging Sophie’s favourite flowers in the spare room for her when she came to stay; counting out all the spare change he threw in a drawer, so they could feed the slot machines in the arcade; buying bacon and eggs made of seaside rock for them to put on Trevor’s plate at breakfast time. Yeah, it could be good. Imagine being a family man! He looked at Trevor, waiting to see if any of the excitement he was feeling was reflected back at him. As he met Trevor’s eyes, the small tide of happiness surfing up his sunny beach was sucked back and surged forth in a bitter flood of resentment and disappointment.
‘You do it your way then, Trev, and when you decide the time’s right you’d just better hope that I’m still around.’
Back at his rented cottage, a lot later than planned, Matthew began to wonder what had happened to his business sense. Commissioning a couple of florists whose word was the only testimony to their skill, and hiring a lovely, sullen, big-bottomed girl who appeared to have an NVQ in rudeness was not where most managers would start. Although he had to admit that the contempt with which Lola treated her customers seemed to create a fair amount of erotic charge; which was more than could be said for Harry Watling, who was a pain in the arse whichever way you looked at it. She didn’t want money, she despised flattery and she all but refused to give him the time of day. Oh, Ms Watling certainly thought she’d got the upper hand all right.
The girl in the estate agent’s hadn’t done badly out of him either, although she’d been so taken aback that he could afford the rent on Sea Shanty that she’d left out some essential information. Such as – only people who didn’t have to live there all the time were daft enough to put up with the tiny bedrooms; and the dining room was so small that, once you’d taken your place at the table, you thought twice about getting up to go to the loo.
Ducking to avoid hitting his head on the low doorway, Matthew wandered from the adjoining bathroom into the so-called master bedroom. From here, he’d discovered, he could see out across the long grass of the meadow behind the cottage to a strip of stone-grey water where the boat masts speared the dove band of sky. Float with the tide back towards the land and you’d come to the old yacht club and, beyond that, the boat yard. Matthew thought about the dark waves licking the slipway at the foot of the converted boathouse where, he now knew, Harry lived. George, he’d discovered, liked to talk, especially once Matthew had adapted his approach to suggest that his interest in Harry was purely altruistic. Like a proud parent, the old boy had been unable to resist boasting about Harry’s achievements, her renovation skills being amongst them. ‘Right shipshape it is an’ all!’ was his judgement of the boathouse.
Matthew considered it further. Enviable location, double front doors, sliding glass panels leading to a sun deck off the first floor, probably the main bedroom, with unparalleled views across the water. Nice house. Although George had remained guarded about the exact state of the yard, there’d been plenty of nautical metaphors and hints about bad weather. It all suggested that if Harry didn’t look around to see what was happening she was certainly going to catch a storm. Matthew didn’t think it would be very long before he wandered over to the boat yard to have another concerned chat with George. Very nice house, he thought, feeling more cheerful. He might even buy it himself when, inevitably, Harry was forced to sell.
It would have been good to ring Gina to tell her that the development was working out, despite her predictions. She was a hard habit to break; the relationship had reached a stage where it wasn’t doing either of them any favours. There had been rows, silences, infidelities and intense, claustrophobic reunions – all of which only seemed to fuel their mutual addiction.
In the fading light he felt for his phone again and scrolled through until he came to the photo Gina had sent him; there she was at another nightclub, dark eyes smouldering directly at the camera, dark hair swinging against her cheeks. In one hand was a bottle of Bud; the other rested possessively on the shoulder of the DJ who, even on a screen this size, had a style and presence that shone out through the pixels.
Wdnt u like 2 no who this is?
No, thought Matthew, pressing delete. Not really, Gina.
Chapter Five
Harry rubbed her eyes. The figures on her screen didn’t look good, but they’d be a lot better if she could only get her clients to pay their bills on time. Was this the shape of her future? Forever hunched over a spreadsheet trying to make the sums add up? Closing the program down, she squashed the faint stirrings of fear uncoiling inside her. What if she couldn’t stop the steady trickle of cash leaking out of the system? What if people got to know about her financial problems? What if they started to whisper that maybe Harry Watling didn’t have what it took to take over from her father? What if she had no choice but to sell off land to pay her debts?
Leaning back to stretch her stiff neck, Harry stared at the ceiling; but her mind stayed as blank as the smooth white surface. Everyone had cash flow problems from time to time; her dad had certainly had his fair share. Getting up, she walked across the room to slide back the glass doors, stepped out onto her terrace and breathed in the fresh night air, seeking reassurance from her realm. Yet across the water, silhouetted against a clear, deep-blue sky, the old clubhouse was changing daily; from its worn, sloughed-off skin, the glistening carapace of something beautiful and sinister was emerging.
And now something with an equally tough shell – but a lot less beautiful – had also crept out from his shed, where he’d been sulking, to poke about in the last of the light. Harry watched George beetling along the pontoons, tugging on mooring lines, which she would undoubtedly have to double-check later, and realigning perfectly well-placed fenders. He walked away from one boat and Harry counted up to six before a rope mysteriously untied itself and a fender plopped into the water. Sometimes she thought she only kept him on because it was what her father would have wanted. Harry sighed and got up to find a jacket. Flaming June it certainly wasn’t, especially at this time of the evening.
George found her fishing in the water with a boat hook. ‘Blow me. That was safe as houses just now – had it tidied up proper.’ He stepped back as a wet fender landed at his feet. ‘Still, at least you found it. Wouldn’t do to have to replace it.’
‘You’re not wrong there,’ said Harry, drying her hands on the legs of her dungarees as she stood up. ‘Mind you, if a few people don’t start settling up soon I might have to put some of their kit in safe keeping until they do.’
George cocked an eyebrow at her. ‘Trouble?’
Harry shrugged. ‘You know what it’s like sometimes.’ She didn’t even sound convincing to herself, let alone George. ‘Gets a bit tight when none of them can find their wallets.’
George shuffled on the pontoon, which let out a groan. Harry bent down and let out a curse. ‘Someone saw me coming when I bought that last batch of timber. Look at this,’ she said, pointing to a split in the wood. ‘If I fix this tomorrow, will you have a look around and see if any of the other planks have gone? The last thing we need now is someone breaking their ankle and suing me.’
‘Pah!’ said George, frightening a few roosting birds. ‘No one round here would do that. They can’t afford the solicitor’s fees in the first place.’
Harry frowned up at him. ‘They can’t, George, but if Matthew Corrigan gets his way there’ll be a few up here who can. All it will take is for some spoilt wife to trip up and break a fingernail whilst getting her five-minute fix of the real Little Spitmarsh, and we’ll be out of business.’
George hurrumphed to himself. ‘You’re not getting this out of proportion are you, Miss Harriet? Anyone would think the Prince of Darkness ’ad fetched up at yer doorstep. Matthew Corrigan’s only flesh and blood, you know.’
Harry tried not to let herself get distracted by the thought of Matthew’s flesh. She turned to the old man who had been part of her life for so long, and smiled. ‘You’re probably right, George. I guess I’m just feeling the strain. It’s one thing to hear there’s going to be a trendy eating place on your doorstep and another to watch it happen.’
‘Ain’t there yet, Miss Harriet,’ said George kindly. ‘We can all dream big. Doesn’t mean to say that it’s going to come true. There’s a lot of money being spent tarting that old place up, but they’ve still got to fill it when it’s done, eh?’
Harry nodded and remembered all the times when George had been there for her, handling all problems with equanimity; from scraped knees when she was a little girl, to letting her sob unashamedly when she missed her dad. Except for the odd awkward pat on the back, there was nothing demonstrative about their relationship; no hugs or kisses, no sense in any way that George had ever tried to fill her father’s shoes. Just his simple constant presence, the one continuous thread in her life.
‘George,’ she said, clearing her throat, ‘when you’re checking the pontoons tomorrow, if you come across any of the owners will you have a quiet word and see if you can get some of them to pay up?’
She heard him sigh. ‘Can do, Miss Harriet. Can do. But we’ve got to start thinking about the future. A few bob here and there isn’t going to make all that much difference, is it? We need to get in owners who can pay. And we need to put the prices up too; they’ve been dirt cheap for too long. The thing is,’ he continued, ‘if you carry on like this, you won’t need to worry about someone else putting you out of business. At this rate you’ll do it for yourself.’
Hmm, thought Harry. That was the other thing she remembered about George; years of him always thinking he knew best. Most of the time it took the form of one of his own peculiar pearls of wisdom: ‘Any fool can walk into trouble, Miss Harriet. Takes a wise man to know when to steer clear’; or ‘Better a sea cow you know than one you don’t’ – whatever that meant. Occasionally it took the form of a short sharp dressing-down – like the time he’d caught wind of a brief fling she’d had with one of the few eligible yachtsmen to fetch up at Watling’s: ‘Ain’t proper, Miss Harriet. That’s all I’m saying.’ This, delivered with a face like thunder, had certainly made her toes curl. But once in a blue moon, and especially in the old days when he used to drink, George could really get up on his hind legs and feel he had the right to lecture her.
‘It’s just a temporary problem, George,’ she told him, hoping that the exasperation in her voice would shut him up.
‘So why ’ave you got me crawling round perfectly good pontoons in case someone sues?’ he retorted, coming back for more.
‘Health and safety, apart from anything else.’ She folded her arms, although he probably couldn’t see in the dark. ‘And, as I said, I think that last batch of timber may have been faulty.’
‘Nature is responsible for lengthwise cracks and Man is to blame for transverse and like much of Man’s mistakes they’ll be harmful in the end. Them cracks is lengthwise, Miss Harriet, so nothing to fret about.’
That was another thing about George; he could be very smug. ‘Remind me of that, George, when you fall through one. In the meantime I’d be very grateful if you could just do what I ask.’
‘What I’m told, you mean,’ he grumbled. ‘It’s all right, Miss Harriet, I know my place. Well, I best get some kip. Looks as if I’ll be crawling around on my hands and knees tomorrow. Ain’t easy at my age, but if those are my orders I know better than to question them.’
‘Yes, and if you squeeze any money out of anyone I’ll even be able to pay you!’
George pulled up the collar of his ancient woollen coat, the one that was so redolent with the smell of him that Harry felt he was still in the room on the rare occasions he took it off. ‘Pay as well, Miss Harriet?’ he sniffed. ‘There was me thinking that I was working my fingers to the bone for the honour of serving the Watling family.’
Harry watched him wander off and suddenly felt very lonely. Perhaps she did expect too much of him? Despite his occasional grumbles, George was in extraordinarily good health for someone who’d been torpedoed in the war, had drunk like a fish for many years afterwards and still believed that smoking cleared his lungs. Perhaps it was time he had an easier life?
She felt really guilty about him by the time she returned to her boathouse. Her bedroom was usually a safe haven where she didn’t have to keep up the tough, capable face she wore at work. The cream-painted wrought-iron Victorian bedstead had refused to be ignored when she’d spotted it in one of Little Spitmarsh’s junk shops; she’d sneaked it home before anyone could laugh and wonder what Harry Watling was doing with something so unashamedly romantic and feminine. Now, with its goose-down quilt and the best bed linen she could afford, it was the place where she could dream or cry and not have to pretend to be the toughest girl in the class.
The trouble was that her safe haven didn’t feel quite as secure as it used to. Plenty of hard physical work and an unwavering confidence in her own abilities had once meant that nothing woke her up, except her own sixth sense tuning into a change for the worse in the weather or a potential problem in the yard. But, increasingly, doubts and anxieties were crowding in on her. Tonight she was worried that George’s years of self-destruction would suddenly catch up with him. He was all she had and, if anything happened to him, it would be her fault for not making enough money for him to retire in comfort. Not that his caravan was her idea of comfort; but God knows how many times she’d offered him better accommodation and he’d turned it down with a protest of ‘All I need is a dry bed and a tight deckhead, Miss Harriet.’ Stubborn old bugger.
Eventually Harry gave up trying to sleep and reached for the photo she kept on the pale-blue painted cabinet beside her. With his shaggy, sun-bleached surfer hair, blue eyes crinkling in the light, her dad seemed forever young. A big man, there were many ways in which Harry Watling senior had acted up to his larger-than-life image. Yet there was a quieter side to his personality. He read widely, and especially loved travel stories and poetry; and he was fascinated by Far Eastern culture, from his days skippering charter trips in the Indian Ocean. It would have surprised anyone only familiar with the man who, perhaps with precognition, lived each day as if it were his last.
A fleeting sensation came to her mind, of being swept off her feet and onto her father’s shoulders. The giddy excitement of being held high, the sound of her mother’s protests fading away, wind in her face and fear making her breathless as her father picked up speed. That reckless enthusiasm for life might have clouded his judgement about priorities at times; and certainly the size of his debts had been unexpected and worrying. But Harry was quite sure that everything would have been repaid if only he hadn’t died so tragically young. Leaving his wife and child with such a financial burden had surely been unintentional. In her memory her father had never worried much about tomorrow. Harry hadn’t inherited his confidence, but she had inherited his boat yard and, unless she found new customers to keep it afloat, she would lose the little she had left of him.
Unlike his shed, which was his daytime retreat and filled with the detritus of his everyday life, George’s caravan huddled by the waterside and was shipshape to the point of austerity. He’d had plenty of time to discover what was really important and it wasn’t possessions. Leaving his coat and boots by the door, George poured himself a glass of water and crossed the dimly lit room to prepare for bed. His body ached, but his head was full of the past.
George rubbed his hand across his face as if to wipe away the memories. He buttoned his pyjama jacket and tried to concentrate on what mattered. He loved Miss Harriet, just as he’d loved the man who’d brought her into the world, however flawed he’d been. He’d already done more than she would ever know to protect the girl, but these days he was beginning to feel his age. He couldn’t just stand there and watch her let everything she had worked so hard for slide away from her; but he was too worn out to take her on. If only she could see that Matthew Corrigan might – and even George felt it was a long shot – just provide the lifeblood that would reinvigorate the boat yard again.
George turned out his light and rested his head. Tomorrow he’d check the pontoons and maybe he’d have a word if he saw any of the owners. Although in his opinion the ones who were left, the ones who hadn’t buggered off to the marina, were not worth having anyway. His last thought, before he nodded off, was that in some ways it wouldn’t do any harm if they all slung their hooks; then Miss Harriet would have no option but to cast her net wider, would she?
For someone who still behaved like an adolescent boy, thought Trevor, staring up at the ceiling of their bedroom, Frankie wasn’t completely selfish; he seemed to have been persuaded that they were better off out of the limelight, whatever happened at the restaurant.
Frankie was naďve to expect that Trevor’s relationship with his daughter would continue if Sophie was allowed to know the truth about them. His ex-wife might have remarried, but she was as poisonous now as the day she had evicted him from the marital home, jealously guarding Sophie, malignant as a virus, always threatening to infect his fragile relationship with his daughter. If Frankie thought a contact order could protect them, he’d underestimated Jane’s ability to thwart the law. Trevor had regularly turned up at her house to find that Sophie was mysteriously ill or had a pressing appointment within the hour. The only answer, as far as preserving his relationship with his daughter was concerned, was to keep apart the two people he loved most, however much it disappointed Frankie.
Sensing a gap in the door just wide enough for her to work on, Kirstie came bustling in, sniffing the air suspiciously. Miffed that she had been excluded from the fun, she jumped up on the bed and curled into Trevor. She knew he was a softer touch than Frankie who, for once, seemed disinclined to shout at her. Trevor ran an idle hand over her, setting her quivering as he tickled her tummy. Suddenly his fingers encountered a swelling and he sat up to inspect his discovery.
‘Oh look, Frankie, what’s that?’
Frankie took a quick squint. ‘It’s a nipple, you fool.’
‘Yes, I know,’ he said, pinning a protesting Kirstie down. ‘But why does it look like that?’
Frankie dumped the towel he was bearing on the floor. ‘Like what?’
Trevor pointed. ‘Isn’t it a bit, you know, pinker than usual?’
‘How the hell should I know?’ Frankie scowled and threw himself down beside Trevor.
‘Well, perhaps you should find out.’ Trevor dropped Kirstie on Frankie’s lap. ‘Perhaps you should take her to the vet’s.’
‘Absolutely not, Trevor,’ said Frankie, handing her back. ‘You’re the one who wants to know.’
Since the frolics were clearly over, Kirstie dropped to the floor and started worrying Trevor’s pants.
‘All I can say is, thank goodness we haven’t got kids,’ said Trevor, shooing her off. ‘I can see who’d always be the one getting up in the night.’ As he headed for the shower he caught sight of Frankie’s stricken face in the mirror. A bit of him wondered if Frankie just made noises about being a surrogate stepdad to Sophie because he knew it would never happen; but perhaps even Frankie yearned for someone else to take care of? Trevor groaned. After Frankie had respected his need to be discreet about the restaurant, he’d rubbed him up the wrong way over a dog.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, returning to the bed and putting his arm round Frankie’s shoulder. ‘That was unfair of me. Tell you what, I’ll ring the vet’s to make amends.’
Frankie smiled. ‘Well, that would be a start.’
Kirstie glanced up but couldn’t raise the energy to make a further nuisance of herself. Perhaps a Doggy Choc had disagreed with her, because she really was beginning to feel quite unwell.
Chapter Six
‘Harr-ee!’
Seeing Trevor waving frantically from the other side of the road, Harry resisted her first impulse, which was to pretend she hadn’t seen him. Since he was wearing a pink floral shirt opened halfway down his hairy chest, she had to admit that this would be a difficult claim to pull off. Reluctantly, she waited whilst he crossed over, wondering if she would be able to hide her disappointment from him. She hadn’t quite forgiven Frankie for making a business proposition to Matthew right under her nose – and straight after she’d expressed her own disapproval of the man.
‘You don’t look very happy, what’s the matter?’
‘I’m fine!’ Harry lied. After another tense morning trying to negotiate more time to pay her bills and cheaper prices from her suppliers, she had walked into town to clear her head. The fact that there was nothing in the deal for the suppliers considerably reduced her bargaining power. For a little while she’d even considered sobbing down the phone, but since she’d always been proud to run with the big boys it was an underhand tactic and certainly not one her dad would have respected.
Still, there was no point in depressing Trevor, who was prone to being a bit morose himself. Since he had to put up with Frankie, that was understandable. As much as she liked Frankie, who could be both charming and bitchily amusing, no one would ever describe him as a rock of support. But at least she only had to worry about Frankie’s business propositions; unlike Trevor, who had to live with him.
‘You know, Harry, it’s never too early to think about a little Botox here and there,’ he beamed at her. ‘It’ll just freshen you up a bit and stop you looking quite so down in the mouth.’
Smiling through gritted teeth, Harry thought it best to change the subject. Kirstie was cradled in Trevor’s arms, looking like the cat who’d got the cream or whatever it was that spoilt dogs got. ‘What’s up with Madam? Is she too grand to walk anywhere?’ Now that she looked closer at Kirstie, the lack of exercise was definitely showing. ‘Gosh, Trev, you are going to have to be careful about doggy obesity. She’s getting positively porky!’
Two sets of accusing eyes turned on her. That’s for the Botox dig, Harry thought, her face a picture of innocence.
‘Well!’ Trevor confided, clearly so desperate to tell her something that he was prepared to overlook any slight to his pride and joy. ‘I’ve only just come out of the vet’s and I really should wait to tell Frankie, but all I’ll say is that it’s not fat.’
‘Congratulations!’ Harry said uncertainly. ‘When’s the happy event?’
‘Not a word,’ said Trevor, raising a finger to his mouth. ‘My lips are sealed.’ He looked at her closely. ‘I know you’d prefer us not to have accepted the contract to do the flowers for Matthew Corrigan’s restaurant, Harry, but business is business. I’m not sure how happy I am about the whole thing either. I mean, we’ve lived very quietly here. But Frankie needs this. He’s desperate for a new challenge and I don’t think I can hold him back. It wouldn’t be good for us.’
Harry eyed Kirstie who smirked at her. ‘One way or another Frankie’s going to have his hands full. So, you didn’t get round to taking Phil for his little operation, then?’
‘Oh, we did, poor thing, and he was quite grumpy about it –’
Harry watched as Trevor stopped tickling Kirstie’s ears. He looked at Kirstie who looked back, innocently. ‘Oh!’ he said, looking shocked. ‘Who’s the daddy?’
But when Harry arrived back at the yard, she soon stopped smiling. George had dragged a couple of old deckchairs from his shed, and he and Matthew were sitting in the sun drinking tea, like an old married couple in front of a beach hut watching the world go by.
‘Come and join us,’ Matthew invited, waving a biscuit from George’s tin which was perched on a box between them. Judging from its depleted condition, he’d enjoyed unrestricted access.
‘You may have plans to turn this place into a holiday camp, Matthew, but unfortunately for you I’m still in charge here,’ Harry said, folding her arms.
Matthew and George looked up at her resentfully, like two small boys who had just had the remote control snatched away during the big match. Neither of them seemed keen to get on with what they were supposed to be doing. George made a show of mutiny by raising his mug and taking a conspicuously leisurely sip.
‘If you’ve finished the pontoons, George, I’d be grateful if you could clean the shelves in the stores. Some of those tins are so dusty I’m in danger of painting more dirt on than I’ve taken off.’ She ignored the huffing and puffing, the ponderous wiping of his lips and the exaggerated effort it took to get off his backside. She was just thinking what a good job she’d made of exerting her authority, when George turned to her.
‘Message from Ted Butler.’
‘Yes?’ Harry said, waiting to hear that Ted, one of her long-term owners, had discovered his wallet at last.
‘’E’s packing up. Says ’e can’t afford it no more. Wants the boat out the water as soon as yer like, so he can put it on the market.’
Bum! Ted might not have been one of her most prompt payers, but he was one of her regulars. Harry watched George shuffle off and wished he’d waited until Matthew was out of the way before dropping that particular titbit into the conversation.
‘And don’t ’old yer breath, but there’s a couple of fools looking over Lapwing,’ he added as he sloped off.
Lapwing was, or at least had been, beautiful. Her elderly owner, Ian, had been too busy caring for his sick wife to spare much time for the boat; and, since Lapwing was on the point of needing major remedial work, Ian had reluctantly decided to let her go. Harry only hoped that the couple being shown over the boat by Ian’s son, David, hadn’t heard George’s parting shot.
‘Give the poor old sod a break,’ said Matthew, as if he’d been reading her thoughts. ‘He works hard enough for you. He was telling me how he was torpedoed twice in the war – he’s lucky to be alive.’
Very lucky, Harry privately agreed – and, depending on what other tales he’d been spinning, even luckier if he managed to survive another day. ‘Oh, George has plenty of stories, he’ll talk all day if you let him – and he gets a decent salary for the privilege.’ Because Matthew was still seated in the deckchair Harry, for once, had a height advantage. She raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Something you wanted?’
Matthew looked up at her and she couldn’t help noticing that his hazel eyes were flecked with green in the light.
‘What’s going to happen to George if you keep losing your regular customers? He’s never going to get another job at his age, is he?’
Matthew also, she remembered, had a wonderful habit of reminding her where his real interest lay. Just in case she got too comfortable. ‘Oh dear! Is there no place for George in your plans? No niche job to keep him occupied? I know – perhaps you can set him up in one of your luxury apartments, I’m sure the other residents will love him!’
She leaned over him to press the point home. ‘Nice try, Matthew, but this is my business and George is my employee, so I’d be very grateful if you would just butt out and let me get on with it.’
Leaving him sprawled in the deckchair, she shot over to Lapwing. The prospective buyers were, she guessed, in their early forties; she with wavy, chin-length brown hair, his grey and slightly receding. They looked fit and well with, from what Harry could see, a full set of working knees and hips apiece to equip them for a good few years’ sailing; and, judging by their expensive casuals, enough spare money to afford it. In short, they looked like just the kind of owners she was looking for. Since David could be a bit limp, Harry had no hesitation in muscling in.
‘Have you come far?’ she asked, once David had got the introductions out of the way.
The woman pulled a face. ‘Surrey. It was a bit of a trek on the motorway.’
‘But worth it when you got here, I hope,’ Harry beamed, crossing her fingers that she sounded convincing. ‘It’s very peaceful. Just the place to recharge your batteries.’
They seemed to like what they were hearing; their faces brightened as they visualised tranquil weekends pottering round the backwaters.
‘And Lapwing’s got so much character,’ she added for good measure.
Oops. That had raised a concern. ‘She is lovely,’ agreed the man, ‘but we were just saying to David here, she does need a lot of work and, frankly, after a three-hour drive the last thing I’d want to do is get my hands dirty.’
Lazy beast, thought Harry. Perfect. ‘Oh, quite,’ she agreed. ‘But you could always consider having the work done here. Watling’s has a long-standing reputation for offering a complete service whether you’re ashore or afloat. I’d be more than happy to give you a quote for all or some of the work, and you’ll certainly find our rates are a lot more reasonable than on the south coast. And, of course, the sooner you get the work done, the sooner you’ll be out on the water. There are some really lovely places to explore.’
‘And a brilliant new restaurant opening this summer,’ said a voice beside her. Despite her best effort with a look that would have felled most people, Matthew was still standing.
Large as life – and how she wished she could say twice as ugly; but his particular brand of beauty, all that tousled hair and fallen-angel charm, still gave her a jolt every time. If bystanders were caught by the sparks flying between them, one look at their body language would prove that the electricity wasn’t generated by sexual chemistry. Certainly not on his part, anyway.
‘Why don’t we just leave these people to concentrate on what they came all this way to see?’ she said, trying to sound pleasant. She turned to the couple. ‘You carry on looking at Lapwing and, if you decide to go ahead and want a quote, just let me know.’
‘And if you’d like to come to the opening night at Samphire, let me know,’ Matthew smiled, handing them a card.
What a chancer! Samphire indeed! The place was barely out of the ground and it already had a name. He didn’t miss a trick, did he? Harry ignored him and stomped off to do some sanding and take her anger and embarrassment out on nineteen layers of old paint clogging up a hull. After several minutes she became aware that someone was watching her; she hoped for the sake of her future liberty that it was George.
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