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      Poppy Goldman kept her whole face in the same agreeable manner. The same look she’d mastered over the years. Just a small hint of a smile on her lips, her eyes neutral, the odd blink here and there, and her chin just slightly inclined to the left as if she was interested. She definitely wasn’t interested. Not at all. She listened as her mother continued, her mother’s diamond earrings caught the light, and her dad sort of hovered to her mother’s right, jigging slightly. She loved her mum dearly, but when she was on a roll, she was on a roll.

      ‘You see, Poppy. And I tell you this every year. Every single year. You’re not getting any younger.’

      Poppy let the tip of her nose nod a touch, just enough for her mother not to get irritated. At the same time, enough to indicate to her mother that she actually agreed with her. She didn’t agree. ‘Yep, I know. Thanks, Mum.’

      ‘Every year, I tell you. You can’t keep running off to the Pretty Beach Hills each summer. It really is quite ridiculous. Who even wants to do that? I really don’t understand, darling. I really don’t. Quite what do you see in it down there? Enlighten me.’

      Poppy knew better than to say anything when her mum was going down this avenue. Better to keep quiet. The more she kept her face neutral but agreeable and made the occasional amiable sound, the quicker her mum would finish. Not that it mattered anyway, as her mum didn’t let her speak. ‘Why Harriet can’t just find someone more experienced to run the place, I don’t know. I mean, are there not people with degrees in hospitality? You can get a degree in any old rubbish these days. It’s not like the old days when only, well, you know, people like us went to these establishments. I mean, really, running a pub? Did I bring you up to do that? No, Poppy, I did not.’

      Poppy kept her chin in the same position and blinked a bit. Not the university lecture again. Please no. She stopped herself from moving anything at all. She was more than sure that there were plenty of people with degrees in hospitality. None of whom would have a clue how to run The Golden Lion in the hills of Pretty Beach in the middle of summer. Poppy, as she did every year, was going to help out her friend Harriet. Harriet was a pro, which in turn meant that Poppy knew exactly what she was doing, and she’d been going down there for years.

      Her mother, though, was in the swing of it. Best to keep quiet. ‘You see, and I tell you this each and every year. I don’t think it’s good for you down there in the sticks.’

      Poppy forced herself not to say anything as her eyes flicked quickly to her dad’s face. He rolled his eyes ever-so-slightly. Not enough that Poppy’s mum would notice if she turned around, but just enough to acknowledge what was going on. ‘I’ll try to remember that. Thanks, Mum.’

      ‘I don’t know why Harriet feels the need to gallivant off all over the place every summer anyway. It’s also about time she got someone else in to manage the place.’ Her mum shook her head, and the diamonds caught the light again. ‘Sometimes I do wonder why you ever befriended her.’

      Poppy’s friend Harriet spent every summer going back and forth to her house in Tuscany and loved it, that was why. Which was another thing Poppy’s mum wasn’t keen on. Poppy’s mum couldn’t be doing with going away. She didn’t like the heat, and she certainly didn’t like the food. Poppy made the mistake of speaking. ‘She just needs a rest.’

      ‘You see, darling, in my day, we worked all year. All. Year. Long.’

      Poppy continued to smile. Hilarious. Her mum had gone to university around the same time as she’d inherited a huge house in the country and a flat in town. As far as she knew, her mum had never worked in a job all year long. Poppy knew where the conversation was going, and it was going to take a while. But as her mother continued, Poppy was wrong-footed when her mum took the conversation in a completely different direction.

      Her mother raised her eyebrows and opened her eyes wide. ‘Have you tried an app?’

      Poppy’s still carefully arranged face wrinkled into a frown. ‘Sorry? What for? To manage the pub?’

      ‘I was discussing it with Sophie on the phone the other day.’

      ‘What sort of app?’ Poppy asked. ‘What are you talking about?’

      Her mum nodded animatedly. ‘You know, for relationships.’

      Poppy tutted and winced. ‘Sorry, Mum, I don’t really want to encourage Sophie and dating apps. You just never know. You have to be really careful.’

      ‘Not for Sophie, darling. Your daughter doesn’t need one. For you!’

      ‘You’ve been discussing dating apps with my daughter?’ Poppy shook her head. She hated the very idea of dating. She wasn’t even going to go there. She had quite the line of romantic disasters behind her and had successfully been on her own for a good few years. She was more than happy as she was. She quickly changed the subject, wanting to get off. ‘I’d better get going. I don’t want to get caught in traffic.’

      ‘You see, this is why I said not to buy a house down that way. The traffic at this time of year is ridiculous down there. I mean, darling, who wants to live in a place with one road in and one road out? Up here, we have nice big motorways.’

      Poppy kept her face in the same congenial position. She’d bought the house in the hills of Pretty Beach and her other rental places after long, exhausting, and comprehensive research into how much income they would return. She knew her head around their positive yield to the letter. Not that the Pretty Beach one was rented out these days. Her mum wasn’t interested in that, though, nor that Poppy was doing very well in her property investment business. Her mum was much more interested in instructing her to use her degree and get a proper job. ‘Yes, it is, which is why I need to go. Right, see you in a few months.’ Poppy kissed her mum on the cheek. ‘Love you, Mum. I’ll text you when I get there.’
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        * * *

      

      Poppy drove away from the house and felt her whole body sag in relief. Ahhh. Bring on the Pretty Beach Hills. She had the summer to look forward to without much to worry about at all, except for what went on in The Golden Lion pub, which she was overseeing for her friend Harriet. Her main concern would be whether or not fresh beer arrived on time and if the staff turned up. At least, she hoped that would be all she had to worry about.

      In the Hills, she would have no one to annoy her at all. Bliss. She loved her life and her two small businesses, and she loved Sophie, her daughter, but since Sophie had gone off to university, things had changed for Poppy. She wasn’t as needed anymore, and in its own weird, strange way, she quite liked that. Sophie, having spent the year working two jobs saving up for the summer, had headed off to Europe with a suitcase full of possibilities and a head full of ideas and had left Poppy to fend for herself. So far, it had turned out to be better than she’d thought.

      As Poppy drove along, she thought about when she was not far off Sophie’s age. She’d had similar ideas of a summer full of dreams and possibilities. There had been a few distinct differences, though. Poppy had then had a boyfriend around her neck who she’d known wasn’t the one, and had gone off to a Spanish island for a week with not a care in the world. After rather a lot of sangria, she had come home with a little souvenir of her week on the beach. Something she hadn’t planned. Eight months later, Sophie had arrived.

      As Poppy whizzed along the dual-carriageway, her mind began to slowly empty as countryside flew past the window, and her mind moved from Sophie to work. Tapping on top of the steering wheel, she processed the previous few months and her two small businesses; one a group of investment properties bought with buy-to-let mortgages, the other Poppy’s Tipples, a small cottage industry producing dried botanicals and drink garnishes. Poppy loved her little business Poppy’s Tipples. It had grown quite organically and very unexpectedly from a little hobby in Poppy’s dad’s shed at the bottom of his garden to a thriving small business run out of a rented commercial kitchen. It now employed a couple of part-time but very capable staff, and it provided Poppy and her two staff with a nice, stable and continuous income. Can’t argue with that.

      After confirming to herself that Poppy’s Tipples was all set for her time away, she drove along in silence for a while, sitting in a bit of a traffic jam here and there and letting her mind let go of all sorts. With work slowly being left behind, she pulled off the dual-carriageway, merged onto the coast road, and opened the window. The air was starting to change as she drove further away from her mum’s house and nearer to the sea. It signified the start of her favourite time of year – summer in the Pretty Beach Hills.

      With the sea on her left, Poppy thought about her time away. She did the same thing every single year – settled into the cottage, made a few changes here and there, went for long walks down the bridleway to the beach, sat chatting in the garden with her neighbour Fearne, took hikes through the woods and hills, worked in the pub, sat out in the summer evening air reading late into the night, and packed picnics onto her bike and freewheeled to the sea. Could a summer break really be much better?

      After about half an hour of taking in the delights of the coastal road and watching ferries chug past, the Pretty Beach lighthouse came into view, and Poppy took the familiar right at the fork in the road. It then narrowed as she navigated towards the Hills. As she drove through the cherry farm, she smiled as she reached the T-junction where the old manor house sat. She indicated right and inched her way along as the road became narrower. The landmarks, signposts and road markings nudged her brain, like little pennies of familiarity dropping into her head. All of them saying hello to her – the flint wall of a kitchen garden, a gate off into the woods, the house with the green door and gigantic chimney, the row of white-clad cottages with their thatched roofs on the right. Then there was the prettiest village hall she’d ever seen on her left, the old pub, and the church. She knew she had truly arrived when she reached the bunting, the double yellows, and the one-way traffic.

      Taking the turn down the tiny lane beside the pub, she made a tight double back to the narrow service lane behind the cottages lining the main road. She then bumped her car up onto the verge, turned off the engine, patted her steering wheel, and sighed. Poppy was back in the Pretty Beach Hills for the summer. A whole delicious bank of time in front of her to chill. She would let nothing disrupt it. Let the breathing begin.
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      Poppy smiled at the Lutyens bench tucked in by the back fence as she keyed the number into the pad beside the gate and then pressed down on the latch. Opening the gate, she immediately felt as if she had come home. She chuckled to herself at the memory of the place when she had first bought it. Back then, the little courtyard area could not have been referred to as a garden. It had worn mouldy seventies paving slabs from front to back, old building paraphernalia piled up by the shed in the corner, horrid faded green plastic garden chairs were littered around as the only seating, and wheelie bins had taken centre stage as the main attraction.

      Now, with Poppy’s stamp on it, it looked delightful. The paving slabs were but a distant memory, the wheelie bins had their own little climbing rose-covered house, and a white stepping-stone path over a lush lawn led the way to the back door. The old fencing that had lined either side had been given a new lease of life, and healthy shrubs in stepped garden beds welcomed. All of it made Poppy’s heart sing. She let out a huge elongated happy sigh.

      As she stepped through the tiny garden, she was proud of what she’d created. She was no expert and far from an experienced green thumb, but every centimetre of the outdoor space had been thoughtfully considered. The result of her time, research, and bottom line of it, hard graft, was a place so pretty and so calming that it made her beam from ear to ear. A medley of English summertime colours, textures, and scents. The once forlorn, falling down mossy fence now stood proud, adorned with climbing roses and clematis. The air was perfumed with a mingling of lavender, rose, and honeysuckle. A soft buzz of bees tinged the air, and butterflies seemed to dance as they flitted from bloom to bloom. The magic of the Hills was working on her right from moment one.

      Walking down the stepping-stone path, Poppy inhaled the fresh scent of lavender from the neatly trimmed bushes bordering the lawn. She’d planted the lavender bushes on a wing and a prayer when she’d first bought the place, and they’d flourished in their little spot, soaking up the sun. The dinky little garden aimed to please; sweet white birdhouses hung from the tree in the corner, a curtain of wisteria ran over the brick wall beside the terrace, and under an arch of climbing roses, a white wrought-iron bench whispered something about a sit-down with a book and a cup of tea. Poppy was more than happy to oblige.

      As she reached the end of the path and found herself at the stable back door, she smiled at the oversized willow love heart on its front and the little brass door knocker in the shape of a bee. She’d bought the bee down in a shop, Lovely Little Things in Pretty Beach, when the cottage had finally been completed. Fishing her key out of her pocket, as she turned it in the lock and pushed open the door, the warm and welcoming feel of the cottage enveloped her. Sunlight streamed through the windows, the pale blue kitchen cabinets were just right, and the neutral flagstone floor felt warm as it said hello. Poppy Goldman felt as if she’d come home.

      Nodding as she put her keys down and hung her handbag on the back of a chair, Poppy was pleased with what she found. Everything was just so. From the row of herbs on the windowsill over the sink to the shine on the old dormer window in the roof, to the rustic table with a jug of fresh roses in the middle. She slid her fingers along the countertop, noticing not a speck of dust, and inhaled the clean smell she’d paid an arm and a leg for via a cleaning lady wizard from down in Pretty Beach. The whole cottage smelled of lemon, of lavender, of fresh linen, and of summer holidays. Boy, did it smell good.

      She walked through into the middle room between the kitchen and the sitting room, where an old stable door opened directly onto a tiny set of steep, narrow stairs. As with the kitchen and the garden, the middle room she’d inherited had left a lot to be desired. It had fashioned nineties red paint on a feature wall, a worn and sad, stained brown carpet, and what was left of its decorating fixings had made Poppy shiver to her core. Now, the tiny room had been thought about and enhanced to within an inch of its life. A plump feather-filled sofa sat against the wall, and on small antique white side tables sat tall fabric-covered lamps next to oversized candles. On the stripped floor, a sisal rug nestled underneath a coffee table filled with well-chosen books.

      Another stable door led down two steps to the tiny front sitting room, where the entrance door opened directly onto the street. Like its neighbour, the middle room, it had been on a journey of transformation. Inherited by Poppy with sooty black-from-the-fire walls, ugly laminate flooring, and modern floating shelving, it now looked like a different place altogether as it smiled back at Poppy in pleasure. Another sink-in-able sofa, thick old wide floorboards on show, a wingback chair just about wedged in the corner, a lamp on every surface, and a fisherman’s basket chock-full of firewood. A gorgeous mix of old and new, with plump cushions, a beautiful old fireplace, and dreamy heavy tulip pleat silk curtains at the window. Poppy breathed in the familiar scent of time, polish and fresh flowers, a combination that never failed to make her feel at home.

      Taking the two little steps back into the middle room, she pulled open the stable door to the stairs, held onto the handrail, and heaved herself up the steep, narrow wooden staircase leading up to the two bedrooms on the next floor. At the top, a small square landing with a chair, table, and lamp led the way to the bedrooms; the one on the right with its clad ceiling, which, when she’d bought the place, had sported a nice big leak and a patch of damp grey-black mould, was now stain-free and lovely. Pristine white sheets looked back at her from a heavy Edwardian-style brass bed, and a little wicker heart on the doorknob swayed gently as she strolled past.

      As she walked around the bed and pulled open the door in the corner, everywhere she looked, the little details that made the cottage her sanctuary looked back at her; the small slipper bathtub, the collection of shells on the windowsill, the baskets full of high-end lotions and potions. She could almost feel the years of history and the happy Hills’ life woven into the fabric of the place, jumbled together with her things.

      After sorting out her bags, Poppy made a cup of tea and then put her shoes back on and headed out the back door. She waited for the satisfying click of the bolts in the lock and turned around. She didn’t give the door a push and bother to check if the door had locked as she would have done in her regular life. The last time a crime had been committed in the Pretty Beach Hills, the theft of something from the harvest festival in the hall, there had been utter uproar. Bad things simply didn’t happen in the Hills, or at least not that Poppy knew about. With its one road in and out, those without the best intentions tended to give it a wide berth. It certainly worked for her.

      She was walking through the back lane when one of her neighbours, Fearne, called out. Fearne, in a long pale pink floral dress, with her hair scooped up behind her, large sunglasses, and a floppy hat, had a pink watering can at her feet and a garden trug over her arm. ‘Ooh, yoohoo. You’re back. I was just saying to Mum that it must be time for Pops to arrive. It’s flown by since you were here at Easter,’ Fearne called out cheerily.

      ‘I, most definitely, am back.’ Poppy smiled. ‘I’m just settling in.’

      ‘Well, you picked the right day for it. What a stunner of a day we’re having. In actual fact, it’s been gorgeous all week long. I’m loving it.’

      ‘Yep. I brought the weather with me,’ Poppy agreed, looking up at the sky. ‘It’s a gorgeous day.’

      ‘No Sophie with you?’

      ‘No, no. She’s gone off gallivanting to Europe. Alright for some.’

      ‘Ahh, well, they have to do it.’ Fearne laughed. ‘Spread their wings and all that.’

      ‘They do indeed.’

      ‘Where are you off to?’

      ‘I’m popping out for a stroll to stretch my legs after that drive.’

      Fearne nodded towards the end of the lane. ‘The pub’s been busy. We’re all waiting for you.’

      ‘Don’t tell me that. I’ve come here for a rest.’ Poppy laughed, rolling her eyes.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Fearne said as she put her trug down. ‘We’ve had walkers in there every day of the week. With weather like this, we’re teeming with them. Keeps the village alive and our little economy buoyant, you have to say that for it.’

      ‘Yup. I thought that when I saw the lighthouse earlier, and I could see the walkers on their way up there. That coastal walk will be lovely today. Anyway, what have you been up to?’

      ‘This and that. I’m keeping out of trouble.’ Fearne waved her hand towards the cottage. ‘The usual things here are filling my time. I’m currently organising the Christmas Bazaar.’ Fearne rolled her eyes. ‘As you do at the start of summer.’

      ‘Too funny.’

      ‘Will you be gracing us with your presence with a stall this year?’ Fearne inquired.

      ‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Christmas in the Hills can’t be beat. I hear there’s been some controversy this year,’ Poppy noted, chuckling and rolling her eyes.

      Fearne took a deep breath and raised her eyes too. ‘So help me God, I tried to get the bazaar moved forward a week, but no, the powers that be said it had to take place in December. What do I know?’

      ‘There you are then. Roy Johnson from the council?’ Poppy asked, raising an eyebrow as she leaned against a fence post.

      ‘Who else?’ Fearne replied, shaking her head and rolling her eyes. ‘You have to run going to the loo past him.’

      Poppy laughed. ‘He’s certainly the man who makes things happen, but only when he wants them to.’

      ‘Tell me about it.’ Fearne sighed.

      ‘You need to stay on the good side of him at all times,’ Poppy advised, gesturing with her hands.

      ‘I do. We all do,’ Fearne agreed, nodding solemnly.

      ‘He always turns up trumps when it really matters, though,’ Poppy added. ‘Thank goodness for Roy from the council.’

      Fearne shook her head and smiled. ‘Remember when those newcomers tried to erect that gaudy old circus tent because they couldn’t get planning permission for licensed premises? Even the thought of it makes me shudder.’

      Poppy shook her head and laughed. ‘What even was that hullabaloo all about?’ Poppy said, squinting her eyes to try and remember.

      ‘The lot that moved into one of the farm buildings down the road past the pub there. The other side of Harry’s place. I’m surprised you’ve forgotten the uproar they caused. They put that eyesore of a circus tent up. Red and white striped it was, and then they tried to sell tickets for events in it to make a few bucks. I thought Roy would combust at the council meeting.’

      ‘Oh, yeah, so they did.’

      ‘They didn’t last long. The Hillies got rid of them.’

      ‘It’s a miracle I was allowed to stay,’ Poppy joked.

      ‘Ahh, you were different. You came in via Harriet.’

      ‘Yep, I got a VIP pass. So, what happened to the Christmas Bazaar in the end? Did you get Holly and Xian involved?’ Poppy inquired, tilting her head to the side.

      ‘No. I thought I’d keep my cards close to my chest until I really needed something,’ Fearne explained, tapping her fingers on the top of her trug.

      ‘I like your strategy.’ Poppy laughed, jokingly nudging Fearne with her elbow.

      ‘Have you been to the pub yet?’

      ‘No, why? Like I said, I just got here.’

      Fearne flicked her head. ‘Oh, no reason. Just wondered.’

      ‘Who’s here over the summer? The usual lot?’

      ‘Yep.’ Fearne inclined her chin towards the house. ‘Mum has already been helping with the extra cleaning. Oh, and you know Phoebe from the Sugar Wharf, she’s providing special blends of tea and stuff. You want to try out the espresso. We’re not talking instant.’

      Poppy shuddered at the thought. ‘I’ll look forward to that. Nothing like a nice, proper cup of coffee.’

      ‘Bella, the midwife’s daughter, is here again this year, which I thought would please you.’

      ‘Fabulous. I’ve been so busy I haven’t even looked on the group page yet to see what’s going on. Harriet said I didn’t need to know anything when she messaged me the other day.’

      ‘Wait. Hang on, so you still don’t know Spencer broke his leg a couple of days ago?’

      ‘No! Harriet didn’t say.’

      ‘Yeah, he fell off a roof putting a security camera in. He’s toast.’

      ‘Blimey, I need to stay in the loop. She didn’t mention it. How’s the pub going to work without Spencer at the helm?’

      ‘Someone else has been roped in. One of Spenny’s friends.’

      ‘You’re kidding me?’

      ‘Nope. I am not.’

      ‘I’ll kill her. You’re telling me I’m going to have to train someone to work here in the summer season! With the walkers! No!’

      ‘Don’t make me laugh. I thought you’d know by now.’

      ‘Who is this person then?’

      ‘No idea. Some long-lost friend of Spencer’s.’

      ‘That in itself doesn’t bode well.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I hope he’s more sober than Spenny.’

      ‘It’s not hard. Let’s hope so.’

      ‘Name?’

      ‘William something-something or other.’

      Poppy rolled her eyes. ‘Kill me now.’

      Fearne smiled. ‘Well, on that news, enjoy your stroll and welcome back for the summer,’ she said, giving a small chuckle.

      ‘Thanks.’

      Fearne’s eyes sparkled. ‘Will we be doing our usual evening garden drinks and a spot of star gazing?’

      ‘Is the sky blue?’ Poppy laughed, glancing up at the clear sky.

      ‘It is today.’

      ‘I’ll message you. I have lots of new things.’

      ‘What delights have you been cooking up for us?’ Fearne inquired, her curiosity piqued.

      ‘Ah, all sorts of lovely botanicals. Just you wait and see,’ Poppy teased, winking.

      ‘Righto, catch up later,’ Fearne said, picking up her trug and waving.

      As Poppy walked away, she continued on her stroll, emerging at the end of the lane, taking a turn so that she could walk the long way around. When she got to the village pond, she stopped on a bench and watched for a bit; a willow tree whispered, ducks waddled, and an old white timber signpost with black lettering pointed the way to Pretty Beach. As Poppy breathed it all in, she nodded to herself, remembering to be grateful. She’d built the life she wanted, and here it was, sitting right in front of her. She had a thriving property portfolio, Sophie had turned out well, she had a couple of friends she cherished, and she’d made happen what she wanted to be her dream. She was a little bit lonely sometimes but she’d cope. Despite a tricky start, life for Poppy Goldman hadn’t turned out too badly at all. She’d drink to that.
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        * * *

      

      Ten or so minutes later and halfway along a row of cottages, Poppy arrived at the village shop. Pushing open the door, she noticed it hadn’t changed at all. She had been coming to the shop since she’d met Harriet at a summer camp in the South of France when she was fifteen. It was still exactly the same as it had been all those years ago. Stepping up to enter, the cheerful sound of a shop bell chimed overhead, and Poppy drank in the familiar scent that meant she was back in the Hills. A comforting blend of fresh bread, chocolate, tea, newspapers, and the essence of village life – all of it woven together within the tightly packed shelves of the store. She made her way down the right-hand aisle, gawping as she always did at how the small, cluttered space managed to cater to almost every occasion and need. She took in the haphazard arrangement of items – teetering piles of cardboard boxes, a quaint selection of locally made biscuits, a display overflowing with magazines, and a charity collection box. Toward the back, a wooden counter spanned the width of the shop, its surface adorned with an eclectic mix of sweets, SIM cards, tins of travel mints, and various other items arranged in neat stacks. Poppy paused for a moment, grabbing a pint of milk from the fridge and turning to look at the shelves full of biscuits. As she was standing by the coffee beans, wondering if she would be able to work out the grinding machine or not, someone came in from the back.

      ‘There she is. I thought you’d be in any minute now,’ Betty, the shopkeeper, greeted, leaning against the counter with a smile.

      ‘Betty, hello! How are you?’ Poppy asked, taking in Betty with her tumble of white-blonde curls piled on top of her head. Betty looked, as always, tanned and happy.

      ‘I’m just back from Ibiza.’ Betty held up a tanned arm. ‘As you can see.’

      ‘Lovely. How was it?’

      ‘Delightful. I can’t really tell you much. I was flat on my back on a sunbed the whole time. I’m talking, I read a million words a day and had the same in cocktails. There was one thing I was going for – to work on my tan,’ Betty said, laughing. ‘You know me, love me a bit of sun.’

      ‘Sounds good to me. I’ll be doing the same here.’

      ‘Pah!’ Betty guffawed, slapping the counter playfully. ‘Not what I’ve heard.’

      ‘Sorry? What?’

      ‘Spenny,’ Betty said, as if that one word explained what she was saying.

      Poppy nodded. ‘Yes, it’s the first I’ve heard of it. I thought Harriet would have called me.’

      ‘What, and have you tell her she can’t go to Tuscany?’

      ‘Good point,’ Poppy acknowledged.

      Betty chuckled. ‘We were all sworn to secrecy until you got here.’

      ‘Cheeky monkey.’

      ‘She knows how to play the game, does our girl, Harriet,’ Betty said with raised eyebrows.

      ‘No flies on her.’ Poppy eye-rolled. ‘So, who’s helping in the pub? Spenny’s friend, isn’t it?’

      ‘Goes by the name of William Armstrong-Jones.’

      ‘Ha ha. You’re funny.’

      ‘I’m not joking,’ Betty said, with a straight face and wide eyes.

      ‘Have you met him?’

      ‘Nope, you have the honour, or so I’m told.’

      ‘Me!’

      ‘Yep. You’re going to be working with him at the pub so...’

      Poppy rolled her eyes again, sighing. ‘Great. The last thing I need. I have been working night and day so I could come down here and switch off.’

      ‘I bet you have. I did say the same to Pip, who was in here this morning. She was asking when you were arriving.’

      ‘Now I know why Harriet didn’t forward me the rota yesterday.’

      ‘You’ll be in that pub every single day.’ Betty laughed, shaking her head.

      ‘She’s a nightmare.’

      ‘Yep, we love her, though.’

      ‘We do. Good job! I’d better go and see what’s what then.’

      ‘Yes. You do that.’

      Poppy held up a packet of Rich Teas and the milk. ‘Just these for me, please.’

      ‘Yep, already on your tab.’

      ‘Cheers, Betty. See you later.’
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        * * *

      

      Poppy strolled back along the street, and just as she was getting nearer to her cottage, she bumped straight into Pip, one of the village locals who was walking along the pavement with her two girls. Pip looked up and smiled. ‘Ahh, you’ve arrived.’

      ‘Hi. Funny, we were just talking about you in the shop. Your ears must be burning.’

      ‘All good, I assume,’ Pip joked. ‘How was the journey?’

      ‘Not too bad at all.’

      ‘Good to hear. Are you ready to get wrapped up in the Hills’ air?’

      ‘I am. More than ready. I’ve had a gutful of it the last few weeks, what with one thing or another.’

      Pip raised her eyebrows in question. ‘Have you heard about Spenny?’

      ‘Yes, just. Fearne told me and then Betty filled me in.’

      Pip frowned. ‘Oh, I thought you would have known by now, seeing as you’re the one who has been given the job of overseeing him.’ Pip laughed.

      ‘I’m going to kill Harriet. She kept this quiet.’

      ‘I know. We were all sworn to secrecy when Spencer fell off the roof.’

      ‘Who is this person who is filling in, anyway?’

      ‘No idea. All I know is he has some fancy name. Hopefully, he’ll look the part…’

      ‘I doubt it, knowing my luck. Though, to be fair, if he’s anything like Spenny in the looks department, we might be okay.’

      ‘You never know.’

      Poppy shook her head. ‘I need this like a hole in the head.’

      ‘Too funny. Anyway, sorry, we’ve got to run. I have to drop off these two at tennis.’

      ‘Yeah, see you later. Bye, girls. Enjoy tennis.’

      Poppy thought about the situation as she walked towards her front door, and she took a deep breath. She’d have her hands full if this bloke wasn’t on the ball. The Golden Lion pub was not easy to run on any given day, but definitely not as the summer season kicked off. She sighed. She’d pop over to the pub now and sort it out. Harriet had some explaining to do.

      Poppy walked along past the front of The Golden Lion, down the steps at the side, and into the kitchen. It was surprisingly quiet, with not a soul to be seen. Strolling through the kitchen, she poked her head around into the bar, which was also empty and quiet.

      A few minutes later, she was calling up the stairs. ‘Hello. Anyone at home?’

      ‘Up here,’ Harriet called out. ‘I thought you’d arrived.’

      Poppy jogged up the stairs to the accommodation above the pub, hugged Harriet, and beamed. ‘You look well.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘How are things?’ Poppy asked, furrowing her brow and waiting for Harriet to tell her that Spencer wouldn’t be in charge of the pub.

      ‘Great,’ Harriet responded with a nod. ‘Right, I have something to tell you.’

      ‘I already know. You played that well, not telling me until I got here,’ Poppy said with a half-smile.

      Harriet blushed and giggled. ‘I thought you wouldn’t come.’

      ‘You would have been correct. What’s happened to Spencer?’

      ‘He’s broken his leg, pretty badly. They’ve had to pin it. There’s no way he’s working here for the summer unless he folds napkins all day long.’

      ‘Right, so you’re not going then?’ Poppy joked with her eyebrows raised.

      ‘I am going, but I’m coming back.’

      ‘Okay. Meaning?’

      ‘Meaning, I’ve sorted it. I’ve got someone in to help. You’ll be fine. You’ve been doing this for years.’

      ‘That’s not the point,’ Poppy protested, crossing her arms. ‘I’m here to help out a few days a week, to oversee the rota and to be a point of call should things get manic, which, may I add, they always do. Plus, it’s going to be worse than usual this year, they’re saying, because everything is getting back to normal since Covid.’

      Harriet dismissed it with a swish of her hand. ‘Honestly, it’s no drama.’

      ‘Umm, not for you! This is meant to be a break for me.’

      ‘Spenny’s friend is on the way.’

      ‘I’ve heard. Who even is he?’

      ‘Will.’

      ‘Sorry, but I’ve known you for what, twenty-odd years, and the same for Spencer, but I’ve never heard of him.’

      ‘Yes, you have. William.’

      ‘No, I haven’t,’ Poppy insisted with squinted eyes.

      ‘Spenny’s friend from when he was doing that job at that firm in the city. Remember?’

      ‘No, I do not.’

      ‘He came to Sarah and Ed’s wedding as Spencer’s guest.’

      ‘Nope, I can’t picture him,’ Poppy said, shaking her head.

      ‘Anyway, don’t fuss.’

      ‘I’m not fussing. What does he do that qualifies him to run this pub?’

      ‘No, you’re running the pub. He’s helping. He’s on the rota, and I’ve been through everything with him more than once. He’s all set for keeping the cellar in order. It’s not rocket science, Pops.’

      ‘I was meant to be helping Spencer out, not running the place.’

      ‘You’ll be fine.’

      ‘You keep saying that,’ Poppy said, rolling her eyes. Poppy took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. ‘So, when is this Will arriving?’

      ‘Not sure,’ Harriet replied, glancing at her watch.

      Poppy shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her anxiety growing. ‘And you’re sure he’s up to the task? Running this pub isn’t easy.’

      Harriet placed a reassuring hand on Poppy’s shoulder. ‘Trust me, he’s more than capable. You two will make a great team. Plus, I’ve scheduled loads more casuals on the rota. It’s all on the app. You won’t even notice. All you need to do is keep an eye on everything. Honestly, it’s all good. And anyway, I’m going to come back and forth.’

      Poppy raised an eyebrow, still sceptical. ‘Well, I’ll believe it when I see it. I just don’t want this to turn into a disaster.’

      Harriet chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. ‘Come on, Pops. Have a little faith. Besides, it’s not like you’re going to be left to handle everything on your own. Wills is coming to help, and you know the staff here are worth their weight in gold. You just have to oversee things. I’ve made sure I have the best and this place runs to a tight schedule. They are all trained and paid very well for it too. Honestly, it’ll be fine, plus I’ll be back before you know it.’

      Poppy sighed, knowing Harriet was probably right. ‘I know, I know. I just can’t help but worry if Spenny’s not here. I wanted this to be a break, not a stress-fest.’

      Harriet gave Poppy’s hand a squeeze. ‘You’ll still have time to relax, I promise. Will will be fine holding the fort. I’m just going to fly in and fly out. It will be fine. More than fine. Trust me.’

      Poppy managed a small smile. ‘Grr. Trust you. I could kill you.’

      Harriet grinned confidently. ‘By the time I get back from Tuscany, you’ll have it all sorted. At least, Will will.’

      Poppy rolled her eyes. ‘If things go south and you start getting dreadful reviews on Tripadvisor, I’m holding you personally responsible.’

      Harriet laughed. ‘Deal. Now, let’s get you settled in, and we can talk more about what to expect once Will arrives.’

      As they walked towards the bar area, Poppy glanced around the pub, taking in the familiar surroundings. ‘Oooh, we have changes.’

      Harriet beamed with pride. ‘We do. A bit of a facelift for the optics area.’

      Poppy nodded in agreement. ‘It all looks great. I just hope we can keep it that way.’

      Harriet chuckled. ‘It will run itself.’

      Poppy pursed her lips, thinking for a moment. ‘I guess it will have to.’

      Harriet patted Poppy’s back. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve set everything up. Will is great.’

      Poppy breathed. ‘What about the staff? Do they know about the change?’

      Harriet nodded. ‘I’ve spoken to everyone, and they’re all on board. Everyone is briefed and ready to go. Joely in the kitchen is a star anyway, you already know that.’

      Poppy smiled, feeling a bit more confident she would get the break she’d come for. ‘You owe me, and you owe me big.’

      Harriet gave Poppy another reassuring pat on the shoulder. ‘I know. I appreciate it.’

      Poppy smiled. Both of them knew who really owed who. Harriet had been instrumental in the start of Poppy’s property portfolio, lending her a tidy amount of money for the deposit on the first tiny two up two down house she’d bought in an up-and-coming commuter belt back in the day when Sophie had just started primary school. Harriet’s unwavering support, confidence, part of her inheritance and involvement at the very beginning had been crucial to Poppy’s quiet but sustainable and growing success. ‘You’re worth it. Just.’

      Harriet laughed. ‘Let’s see if you say the same thing when I’m FaceTiming you from Tuscany.’

      ‘Yes. Let’s.’
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        * * *

      

      Poppy stood at the top of the narrow main street as she breathed in the way the Pretty Beach Hills embraced early summer. It truly couldn’t be beaten. The pavement, etched with centuries of footfalls, wound its way down towards the village centre, where the doors of the rows of pastel cottages on either side opened directly onto the street. Windows in the eaves peeped out from roofs, the corner shop, as it was locally known, sat slap bang in the middle, and hanging baskets chock-full of British summertime were dotted absolutely everywhere. Poppy smiled as she passed the shop, the post office with its red post box built into the side of the old brick wall and the lemon-yellow paint on the door of a house next to the shop. It was very good to be back.

      Her eyes scanned the tapestry of shoulder-to-shoulder cottages, taking in the pastel hues until she spotted her favourite one. The Turkish Delight pink one. A pinky-white, as if someone had painted it pink and then doused it in icing sugar. The one that was hers. She stopped to drink in the sight of the cottages donned in their finest summer attire and couldn’t stop smiling. It was summer, and she was back in the Hills. Just as she liked it. She’d worked her behind off for years, bringing up Sophie, buying one property after another, working a full-time job. And now here she was, living the dream.

      Poppy felt herself relax as she meandered along the street, feeling the place wrap her in its coastal-country charm. Under a canopy of fluttering bunting, a couple of pensioners chatted animatedly on a bench, window boxes danced with petunias, dolly planters with bay trees shaped just so stood to attention, a woman smiled and waved, and doormats and doorsteps said hello. Bring it on.

      At her pink cottage, white roses climbed over the door, lavender bushes filled pots, the little archway stone above the door looked down on her, and cascades of petunias and fuchsias tumbled from the hanging baskets on either side of the front door. Poppy inhaled it all – the air filled with the gentle hum of bees, chirping birds, children playing down the road, and someone somewhere mowing a lawn. She sighed in contentment. In the Pretty Beach Hills, time seemed to slow down, as if the hands on the clocks worked in a different way than everywhere else. Here they ambled along in the English countryside at their own pace, and she loved how that made her whole life slow down.

      As she unlocked her front door, she was greeted by the familiar scent of the old cottage. She never really had been able to work out quite what the smell was. She did know she loved it. The wooden floors, the furniture, the bouquet of freshly picked flowers on the kitchen table, the comfy sofas. All of it whispering to her to pause, to relax, and let the summer, the hills, and the coast do their thing.

      After making a cup of tea, she sat on the terrace, looking at the fuchsias bobbing in the breeze. She tutted as she thought about this friend of Harriet’s cousin, Spencer, going by the name of William Armstong-Jones. Probably some freeloading jumped-up toff. Harriet knew enough of them. She spoke aloud to herself. ‘Will Armstrong-Jones? Really?’

      She took another sip of tea and then murmured as if answering herself. ‘I mean, just your luck. Typical. No doubt you’re going to have to babysit William the Conqueror all summer long.’

      She shook her head, sighed, drained her tea and swore under her breath. It was a good job she loved Harriet, and Harriet had helped her on numerous occasions over the years. If it wasn’t for that, she had a good mind to tell her where to poke her pub. And William the Conqueror for that matter.
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      The next day, morning sunlight filtered through a gap in the curtains, casting a beam of bright summer light across the bedroom. Poppy stirred, her eyes opening to the light on the whitewashed ceiling rose. Save a slight breeze coming in the ajar window, the room was still, the only sound a distant chirping of birds and the soft rustle of trees outside.

      Poppy remained where she was, nestled in the soft, cotton sheets that smelt faintly of lavender and the country-coastal sea breeze that always seemed to permeate the cottage. As she extended her legs and luxuriously stretched her spine, her toes brushed against the footboard, and her gaze drifted over the room, taking in the familiar surroundings – the wooden cladding overhead and the beautiful craftsmanship where it pitched at the sides, the whitewashed antique wardrobe standing in the corner, the soft pastel hues of the cushions on the window seat, and the tallboy dresser with a ginger jar lamp standing tall.

      As she inhaled and thought about getting out of bed, it struck her – she didn’t have to get up for work. Hoo-blooming-ray. There was no alarm blaring, no rush to get ready, no emails to dread, no traffic, no nothing. Bliss. All she had ahead of her was the joy of the Pretty Beach Hills. A contented smile spread across her face as the realisation of not having to get up fully sank in. She could stay snuggled in bed, enjoy the peace and quiet, and let the morning unfold at its own pace. Pure unadulterated summertime heaven.

      She rolled over, pulling the duvet closer around her as she gazed out through the gap in the curtains. Beyond the glass, she could see a clear, brilliant blue sky, promising a perfect summer’s day. Adjusting her pillow, she stared at the rooftops and windows of the opposite cottages across the road. Her eyes travelled along each uniquely distinct, but somehow uniform, building. All of them adhering to the Pretty Beach regulation colours – soft pinks, pale yellows, mint greens, and baby blues. She lazily let her eyes wander along the roofs haphazardly dotted with wonky brick chimneys, their chimney pots standing as if slightly tipsy and maybe ready for a little nap. Drifting in and out of view, lines of pastel bunting stretched from one side of the street to the other, their triangular flags fluttering gently in the morning breeze. The whole rooftop scene revelled in the delight of a clear blue sky, sunshine, and that gorgeously unique kiss of an English summer’s day.

      From her vantage point, Poppy continued to luxuriate and observe from under the covers. Sunlight glinted off the old slate roofs, a little line of birds huddled together on an electricity cable chirped away happily, and a weather vane swung around precariously on the top of a chimney pot. A lovely, postcard-perfect, quintessentially British summer day was clearly unfolding before her eyes. Poppy hugged herself as she turned over and reached for her phone. Today, she decided, would be a day for relaxation, for enjoying the charm and beauty of the Pretty Beach Hills. She wouldn’t do much at all but soak it up. After all, she had all summer ahead of her for plans. Her pure relaxed state didn’t last long as she read a text from Harriet and rolled her eyes.

      Harriet: Morning. Hope you slept well.

      Poppy: I did, thx. What time are you leaving?

      Harriet: I’m ready to go now.

      Poppy: Oh, I was going to pop in. Thought you said the flight was later???

      Harriet: It is, but there was that train strike last week, so I want to give myself plenty of time.

      Poppy: That makes sense. Remind me when Spencer’s friend will be here.

      Harriet: He said around lunchtime.

      Poppy: OK. And he knows where to find the pub?

      Harriet: Yes, he’s been here before.

      Poppy: What’s he like? You know, so I have an idea of what to expect.

      Harriet: He’s a good egg. Bit quiet.

      Poppy: Not a party boy like Spenny then?!?!

      Harriet: Not at all. Nothing like that. Quite the opposite.

      Poppy: Good to know. So, I’m to take him through what’s what at the pub?

      Harriet: Yes, please. I’ve already gone through most of it with him, but yes, show him the ropes and introduce him to the regulars if poss.

      Poppy: Will do. Safe travels, then. Message me when you board.

      Harriet: Thanks, Pops. Appreciate it. x

      Poppy: Pleasure xxx

      It wasn’t really a pleasure. Poppy couldn’t be bothered to do much, let alone give someone a guided tour of the inner workings of The Golden Lion. Hey ho. She reluctantly kicked off the duvet, the reality of the day settling on her. She sat up, wriggled her feet around for her slippers, yanked her dressing gown from the chair by the bed and slipped her phone into her pocket as her thoughts flitted to the imminent arrival of this Will character. The thought of sharing her summer with one of Spencer’s no doubt jumped-up friends did not fill her with pleasure. Babysitting him around the pub wasn’t something she had signed up for. She wanted a nice, relaxed summer without any complications at all. She’d do it for Harriet, and that would be the end of it.

      Padding across the room as she passed the huge lean-to antique mirror, she looked at her reflection. Wild, sleep-tousled hair and puffy eyes looked back at her. She was well overdue this break. She rolled her eyes at herself at the thought of William Armstrong-Jones. The last thing she wanted was to have her peaceful downtime in the Pretty Beach Hills disrupted by some unknown entity who was already irritating her before he’d even arrived.

      As she scooped her bird’s nest hair into a knot on top of her head and secured it with a scrunchie, she decided there and then that she’d get her introductions to this Will bloke over and done with as soon as she could. Then she’d leave him to his own devices and would keep herself to herself as much as possible. She would show him around, of course, and introduce him to the regulars as Harriet had asked. But after that, she’d retreat and be as distant as possible. Before she knew it, he’d be gone, Harriet would be back when the schools broke up, and she would be able to get on and enjoy her summer. Yep, too easy. Looking after a friend of Spencer’s was just a blip on the landscape. She would not worry about him too much, but would instead bask in the tranquillity of the Pretty Beach Hills. She would not get entangled in the life of some city dweller needing a country escape.

      Nodding that she had a plan, she left her room, headed down the steep stairs, and pushed the button on the kettle. She would make the most of her summer, regardless of who else was around. This was her time, and nothing was going to ruin it. Nothing at all.
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      Poppy locked her front door and made her way down the narrow, winding street. The sun was fully awake now, casting long streaks of light onto the pastel cottages and the cobblestone pavements. The air was fresh with morning dew, mingling with the faint scent of summer flowers and a hint of warm toast wafting from open windows. As she walked, Poppy vacuumed up the little village. The hanging baskets bursting with petunias, fuchsias, and lobelias, the church bells ringing in the distance, and her heart warmed at the sight of The Golden Lion perched at the end of the street. A charming old pub, it was as if it was in charge of the Hills. Outside the front windows, a riot of summer flowers sat in huge pottery planters, and the pub’s sign, with a lion painted in bright gold, swung gently in the morning breeze.

      As Poppy walked along, she thought about the pub and Harriet’s journey with it. Harriet had turned The Golden Lion from a well-loved local’s watering hole into a thriving place embraced by walkers and residents alike. She smiled at the memory of an event she’d first organised at the pub with her botanicals as the main talking point. The event had started as a conversation over coffee, brainstorming ways for Harriet to diversify the pub’s income. At that stage, Poppy had already been supplying a fair amount of drink garnishes to her dad’s friend’s cocktail party business. As they’d chatted, the idea had blossomed into the first Poppy’s Tipples event at The Golden Lion Pub. Harriet had gone the extra mile, sourcing local gins and special liquors for the occasion and rustling up interest. She’d put up posters inside the pub, made posts on the Pretty Beach Hills community page, and extensively promoted it on social media platforms.

      Both of them had initially anticipated a modest turnout, hoping that a few odd people would show up and maybe stay for some dinner and that word would slowly spread. What actually transpired exceeded their expectations and then some. The pub had been packed, and Harriet was over the moon at the significant increase in revenue the event had brought in. Afterwards, both of them hugged and chuckled in the kitchen at the success of the event.

      Since that early event, every time Poppy had visited the Pretty Beach Hills, she and Harriet had meticulously planned and executed a series of successful events. The hit of the pandemic, though, had put a halt to in-person Poppy’s Tipples events and their plans for a couple of years. Undeterred and with a steely will to keep The Golden Lion thriving, Harriet had been preparing for a comeback with a lineup of events, while Poppy had been experimenting with various botanicals and concoctions, ready to woo the locals. Poppy was looking forward to how it would turn out.

      Poppy’s mind went back to the text conversation with Harriet. She thought about this William Armstrong-Jones, this stranger who was about to be thrust into her summer plans. She hadn’t even met him yet, and she was already annoyed at the disruption he was causing in her mind. She sighed, pushing open the door to the pub. The comforting muskiness of old wood, worn leather, and lingering ale enveloped her. She was here to enjoy her summer, and she wouldn’t let anything spoil it. She’d show this bloke the ropes, as Harriet had requested, and leave it at that. If Harriet trusted him, he would be capable, at the very least.

      As Poppy stepped over the doormat, she was met with the familiar sights of the cosy pub she knew and loved so well. With its low ceilings, exposed beams and fireplaces, it was as if she was back for a visit with an old friend. The worn timber floor creaked beneath her feet, the well-loved tables and chairs were neatly set for opening time, and the smell of the kitchen and the dishwasher signified that everything was getting itself ready for a hum of chatter and clinking pints. The walls were adorned with old photographs and paintings, a gold lion statue sat in the corner by one of the fires, and a familiar, comforting scent filled the air – a jumble of dried hops and an aroma of cooking drifting from the kitchen. It was a scent that spoke to Poppy – of comfort, community, camaraderie, and deep years of shared tales whispering from the walls.

      Poppy’s eyes swept the main bar, a long, polished oak counter that stretched the length of the room. Behind it, an array of gleaming bottles, taps, and glasses stood ready for service. A chalkboard displayed the day’s offerings. Poppy smiled to herself as she read Harriet’s words on the pub’s commitment to local sourcing, ales brewed nearby, and regional delicacies.

      In one corner, a few cosy, cushioned leather seats offered a lovely spot, and quaint pendant lamps hung from above. On the other side of the room, several long oak tables surrounded by mismatched chairs held a jug of old roses picked from the bushes going around the door. The Golden Lion was a charming old traditional English pub that managed to offer something to everyone. Dark wooden beams crisscrossed the ceiling, and the walls were a soft neutral hue decorated with a mix of black and white photos of the Pretty Beach Hills from bygone days. All of it quintessentially English, quintessentially pub-like. But it wasn’t just a pub, as Poppy knew only too well. It was a living, breathing part of the Hills’ community. A place where locals met, where families mingled, where visitors popped in for a pint. And Poppy was well aware that she was the one stepping in to ensure that what Harriet had worked so hard to create would continue to happen while she was gone.

      Poppy took a deep breath, taking in the sights, smells, sounds, and the atmosphere. The Golden Lion was part of her summers and she loved it. From across the room, the humming sound of a hoover filled the air. Poppy’s neighbour’s mum, June, was standing by the bar in a pink floral apron, her hands busy as she hoovered the carpet back and forth.

      On seeing Poppy, June gave Poppy a warm smile, paused, and waved her hand. The hoover abruptly ceased, and June, a tiny woman with laughter lines etched deeply into her face, turned to face Poppy. Her hands, still gloved from the morning’s cleaning, rested on the handle of the hoover. ‘Ah, Pops!’ June exclaimed, her eyes crinkling in a warm smile. ‘Fearne said you were back. Welcome.’ She released her hold on the hoover, letting it rest on the floor before she wiped her hands on her apron. Her gaze swept over Poppy, taking her in. ‘How are you?’

      Poppy returned the smile. ‘I certainly am back. Morning, June,’ she replied, her eyes flickering towards the silenced hoover. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.’

      ‘Nonsense.’ June waved away the apology with a flick of her small hands. She leaned against the hoover, her head tilting slightly to one side as she studied Poppy. ‘You’re never an interruption. I was just finishing up with this vacuuming. Just in time for a cup of tea, I’d say. Elevenses.’

      Poppy nodded, her lips curling into a beam. June had a way of making anyone feel as if they were a bright spot in her day. ‘Sounds perfect. I’d love a tea,’ Poppy said, her mind momentarily forgetting the impending arrival of one William Armstrong-Jones. June pushed the hoover aside and gestured for Poppy to follow. She led the way, her floral-covered apron swishing around her, past the polished bar to the kitchen at the back of the pub. ‘Take a seat,’ June directed, pointing to a small table nestled by the window that overlooked the garden.

      Poppy did as instructed, sliding onto a worn timber chair. She watched as June moved about the kitchen with ease, put three teabags into a pot, and took a sugar canister from a cupboard. The kettle boiled, and as June poured steaming water into the teapot, she chatted. ‘So,’ June began as she placed two mugs beside the teapot. ‘Did you hear about Spencer’s leg? Poor lad.’

      Poppy nodded. ‘Yes, it’s a bit of a mess. Harriet filled me in yesterday. He might have to have another surgery too, she said.’

      ‘Yep. Don’t like the sound of it myself.’ June sniffed as she opened the fridge, took out a milk bottle, and poured milk into the mugs. ‘He had it coming. Always up to something fishy, that one. You know what he’s like.’

      ‘Hmm. Let’s hope he’s okay.’

      ‘He’s got nine lives, so I expect so.’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘Yeah, you’re right, as it goes. He’s always been the same.’

      ‘Leaves us in a bit of mess here unless this Will is any good,’ June noted, shaking her head and pursing her lips. ‘Though Joely seems okay with the rota. Harriet’s put lots of extra staff on.’

      Poppy rolled her eyes. ‘We’ll have to see. Do you know him?’

      June paused, her hand hovering over the teapot. ‘Friend of Spencer’s. Goes by the name of Armstrong-Jones.’

      Poppy sighed and raised an eyebrow. ‘Now there’s a name you don’t hear every day.’

      ‘You’re not wrong there. I may have said just the same to Fearne.’ June winked.

      Poppy chuckled, the sound mingling with the quiet clink of a teaspoon against a mug. ‘I know. I’m half-expecting a chap in a rowing blazer and a straw boater.’

      June joined in with the chuckling, her eyes sparkling with amusement. ‘Well, no, he wasn’t quite like that.’ June bristled a bit, blew out and shuddered at the same time. ‘Not, erm, how can I say, bad. Not bad at all. You know if my Fearne was on the market…’ She trailed her sentence and widened her eyes.

      Poppy screwed up her nose. ‘What? Sorry, have you met him?’

      ‘Well, I’ve met him a few times over the years, according to Harriet. Couldn’t place him, though. But when he came in earlier, I realised that I do remember him vaguely.’

      Poppy frowned. ‘Sorry, I thought he was arriving later.’

      ‘No, no, he’s already been in,’ June clarified.

      ‘Oh, right. I was meant to be showing him the ropes.’

      ‘Well, you’ve missed him, duck. Looks like he’s quite capable of showing himself around if you ask me.’

      Poppy shook her head. ‘What’s he even doing here? Probs would have been better if we’d just got on with it ourselves and muddled through.’

      ‘Same as you, by the sounds of it,’ June mused.

      ‘What does that mean? Same as me?’

      ‘Getting a bit of country air, escaping the city, and helping out Harriet.’

      ‘Do you know what he does?’ Poppy asked.

      ‘Management of something or other, building or restaurants or something, was it? Nope, it escapes me. The old brain isn’t what it once was, Pops. He did say. Seemed to know what was what anyway.’

      As they continued their conversation, Poppy found her interest piqued by this Will person. ‘Harriet didn’t tell me he was in restaurants.’

      ‘Ahh, well. I might have got that bit wrong. Management something. Yes, not sure what he actually does, but he definitely said something about it.’ June gave Poppy a look over her mug. ‘You know, Pops, it might be good for us to have a fresh face around here. New faces can bring new experiences, that’s what my old ma used to say back in the day. When you live somewhere like this, it’s sometimes good to get a breath of fresh air from peeps from elsewhere.’

      Poppy sighed, swirling the remains of her tea in her mug. ‘I know, suppose so. It’s just the surprise of it all, you know? And, you know me. I like to keep things simple. I want this summer to be calm and easy. After what happened last year with Sophie…’

      June nodded, her eyes full of understanding. ‘Of course, duck. But remember, sometimes the best things in life are the ones we don’t see coming.’

      Poppy looked out of the kitchen window, her gaze settling on one of Harriet’s baskets full of lobelia. Perhaps June was right, but she couldn’t really have cared less. She certainly didn’t need to be showing someone the ropes of running a full-on busy pub like The Golden Lion.

      ‘Well, I suppose we’ll see soon enough,’ Poppy noted.

      ‘Yep,’ June agreed. ‘You’ll have to give him a tour of the Hills, too.’

      Poppy chuckled softly. ‘I’m not sure why I’ve been given the job of doing any of this. I’m not even a proper resident. I’m surprised Betty or Emma aren’t doing it.’

      ‘Hmm. You’re not a full-time resident, but we liked you from the first day, so we got our claws in and kept you,’ June joked.

      ‘It certainly feels like that today! Harriet is a nightmare.’

      ‘Oh yes, that one always gets what she wants. We love her for it, though.’
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        * * *

      

      With the last sip of her tea and a wave to June, Poppy headed for the door. The warmth of the day hit her as she stepped outside, and she decided on a whim to take a walk on the bridleway behind the pub. The pub’s heavy door creaked shut behind her, the familiar sound disappearing into the hum of a warm summer’s day in the Pretty Beach Hills. She was pleased this Will bloke had already taken himself off for a look around. It saved her the job of showing him around. She really couldn’t be bothered. She was too tired from work and, quite frankly, didn’t have it in her to be nice to someone she didn’t know from Adam.

      As she walked past the pond and then down the public footpath beside the rectory, the scent of the nearby sea mingled with the aroma of freshly cut grass. She drew in a deep breath, loving summer, her sandals crunching softly on the path that led to the bridleway. The sun was high, the day warm; she could feel the sun on her bare arms, and a gentle breeze rustled through the leaves of the trees lining the path. In the distance, a lawnmower hummed somewhere far-off, and a plane buzzed high up in the sky.

      Greeting Poppy as she turned onto the bridleway, a patchwork of fields swayed in the breeze. A little stream bubbled to her side, bees buzzed in and out of wildflowers, and butterflies fluttered lazily in the air, their wings catching the sunlight as they flitted here and there from thing to thing. Poppy walked at a leisurely pace, her senses taking in the nature around her. The gentle cooing of a distant wood pigeon, and unless she was imagining it, the salty tang of the sea on her lips reminded her how close she was to the coast.

      As she ambled along the curved path, a canopy of trees took her through a wood where, as she entered the shade, the temperature dropped slightly. The sound of her footsteps was muffled by a carpet of fallen leaves, and the air was the more earthy scent of damp moss and bark.

      Emerging from the woods, she veered off to the left, winding behind the cricket field, through past the back of farm fields, and ended up back on the main street near the village hall. As she peered down towards the village, the cottages looked like doll houses from her vantage point, their pastel colours juxtaposed against the summer sky. The bunting strung across the road fluttered, the winding streets remained quiet, and the sea in the distance shimmered under the sunlight. Poppy sighed and stopped for a bit, shoving her hands in her pockets and leaning against a tree, she soaked in the view. The feel of the tree, the lighthouse way off in the distance, the rustle of leaves in the wind, the scent of summer in the air, and the patchwork colours of the landscape – everything she loved about the Pretty Beach Hills.

      Poppy’s love for the Pretty Beach Hills ran deep and true. It had taken her in its grasp the first time she’d visited with Harriet when she’d come to stay after they’d met at summer camp when she was about fifteen. After years of visiting, the very heart of the place had inched its way under her skin more and more. The picturesque countryside, the delightful village, the lighthouse on the distant cliff, and the sparkling sea that stretched out to the horizon – all of it dear to her, all of it now part of her bones.

      The undulating hills and her slow ambles down to the sea were what really did it for her, though. The fields full of colour, the stream bubbling away, the blooms of wildflowers dotting the landscape, the cool dampness of the woods. The sound of it all, too, was music to her ears – cows in the fields, birds, trees, the soft whisper of the wind. And always, underpinning it all, the rhythmic crashing of the sea. All of it mingling to create the unique Pretty Beach Hills. A place that spoke of summer days exploring footpaths, picnics on the beach, and shared stories in the pub.

      And then there was the lighthouse, perched on the distant cliffs keeping guard, its white structure gleaming in the sunlight. Poppy treasured the place and her breaks in her little holiday cottage – the people, the walks, and the tranquillity allowing her time to think and to breathe.

      As she began to amble again, her thoughts turned back to her imminent meeting with this Will person. Despite her misgivings, she found herself curious about someone who, firstly, Harriet felt was good enough to trust her precious pub with and, secondly, someone she would have to endeavour to work with for the first six weeks of summer.

      The sun was high, and a plane droned above, slowly melting into the distance as Poppy approached the village hall. The air around her buzzed with the energy of a summer’s day in full swing. As she drew closer, she could just about see the top half of Emma, one of the locals, on a ladder. Emma was reaching up, threading pastel bunting along the gabled entrance gate and in and out of the village signpost. With her hair tucked under a sunhat and her arms outstretched, Emma was doing a good job. Poppy took in the scene before her, the gorgeous old heritage village hall, its brick facade warm, the bunting swaying gently in the breeze, history almost palpable in the air.

      As she turned the corner and Emma came fully into view, she saw Emma wasn’t alone and a man was holding the ladder base steady. From the back, he was tall and muscly, with cropped fair hair and a sun-kissed neck. A linen shirt clung to his broad shoulders, the seat of his jeans wasn’t too shabby.

      On hearing her approach, Emma turned around and broke into a huge beam. ‘Pops! You’re back. Welcome. So glad to see you!’

      As Poppy peered up and smiled, the man looked over his shoulder and turned his gaze onto her. Did Poppy Goldman’s heart miss a beat? Oh my god, yes, yes, it did.

      For a moment, Poppy forgot how to breathe. This couldn’t be Will, could it? Harriet’s cousin’s friend, the man who was here to help at the pub. Surely, Harriet would have mentioned if Will looked like he’d just sauntered off a movie set. Surely she would have remembered him if she’d ever met him before. Every single little cell of her entire being was wrong-footed.

      Emma called down from the ladder. ‘You know Will, don’t you?’

      Poppy swallowed. She wished she did. So much. Boy, did she wish she already knew him. She was suddenly all sorts of ridiculously tongue-tied. ‘Hi.’

      Will took his right hand off the ladder and extended it in greeting. A strong, firm hand and a friendly smile. Poppy’s mind raced. Her heart joined it. She quickly composed herself, offering her own hand in return. Her inner voice, usually so sensible, so reliable, so quite frankly boring as hell, was fizzing about in a whirl. Who the **** is this? it asked. Come to Mumma.

      ‘Hi,’ Will said, his voice warm and smooth, his eyes twinkling with a hint of amusement as if he could see her inner turmoil. ‘You must be Poppy. I’m Will, sometimes Wills.’

      He was confident, sure of himself. All around, he was just fabulous. Poppy nodded, swallowing hard as she tried to form words. ‘Nice to meet you, Will, Wills.’ As she finally found her voice, she couldn’t help but wonder what the rest of the summer would bring. It had started with a big old bang. A nice sparkly bang shrouded in glitter.

      Will’s smile grew wider at her words, and he nodded. ‘Likewise.’

      Poppy cleared her throat, feeling her cheeks flush under his gaze. ‘I, um... I was just going for a walk.’ She sort of flapped her hands behind her in the direction of the bridleway. Her words were coming out too fast, too odd. She flailed her arm towards the village hall behind them. ‘This is our village hall, a lot of history here, used as a hospital during the First World War. Quite the story, actually.’

      Wills frowned, and he glanced towards the hall, a look of mild interest on his handsome face. ‘Right, okay, thanks for, umm, that information.’

      ‘What have you been up to, Pops?’ Emma said from the top of the ladder.

      ‘I’ve not been up to much apart from working and waiting to get here.’ Poppy chuckled. ‘You know how much I love this time of year and my time off in the Hills.’

      Will interrupted, ‘Bet you love being lumbered with me then.’

      Poppy gulped and listened to the voice inside that seemed to be making its presence known to her constantly. Lumbered with you? Mate, I could quite happily be lumbered with you for life. Stay calm, the inner voice continued. Just a man. A very, very attractive man. She was not in any shape or form calm. She had, in fact, turned upside down. She tried to ignore the warm flutter in her stomach. She still couldn’t quite manage to say much. ‘No, no. Lovely to have you,’ she said. Quite lovely indeed. Very lovely. Flipping stupendous.

      They stood there for a moment longer, peering up at Emma with the bunting, the warm summer breeze catching in Poppy’s hair, and the scent of wildflowers and freshly mown grass in the air. As she stood beside Will, Poppy took a deep breath, her heart still fluttering in her chest. She was more than used to handling herself, but something about this Will person was disconcerting. Perhaps it was his movie-star looks, or maybe the unexpected charm, but Poppy found herself unusually flustered. It was so out of character, it had completely taken her by surprise.

      Taken back to the moment, Poppy blinked rapidly as Emma called down. ‘I wanted to attach it to that branch over there so it drapes. See what I mean? I won’t be able to reach it from here.’

      Poppy glanced at the wall beside her, eyeing the height and the stretch of bunting that Emma was struggling with. She looked at Will, who was still holding the ladder steady for Emma. ‘Let me help,’ Poppy said, and before anyone could respond, she moved towards the brick wall under the canopy of a huge old fir tree bordering the village hall’s garden. Taking a breath, Poppy hoisted herself up on the wall, her hands scrambling on the brick. Her feet slipped for a moment before she found her balance. The wall was damp, a bit mossy here and there, and uneven, and she really wished she hadn’t made the attempt at all. But now that she was up there, she had to try and appear as if she was capable.

      As she gained her footing, she heard Will from behind her. ‘Yeah, be careful! It looks a bit damp there under the tree and there’s lots of moss. You might slip.’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘No, it’s okay, actually. All good. I’m fine!’ she called out, pushing herself up until she was fully standing on the wall, and just able to attempt to tie the bunting to the branch. She wobbled precariously as she lifted her arms over her head and stretched towards the tree. As she started to tie the bunting across, she glanced over at Will, who was now watching her with a mixture of amusement and concern plastered on his face.

      ‘Don’t worry. I’m fine. Perfectly fine,’ she called out. Inside she was not fine. She was praying that she wouldn’t fall and wishing that she hadn’t clambered up there in the first place. ‘I won’t fall.’

      As she finished securing the bunting, she was more than pleased that she hadn’t made a complete fool of herself. She glanced down at Will again, and saw his excruciatingly handsome face smiling. ‘Careful. It looks slippy on the top there with all that moss.’

      ‘No, no, as I said, it’s fine. Not as slippery as it looks. See, all done! At your service, Emma,’ Poppy said, hopping down from the wall with a satisfied grin. As she landed, she was feeling pleased with her efforts and so very grateful she was still in one piece. Just as she was beginning to feel a sense of a job well done, the universe, it seemed, had other plans. Her foot slipped on a mossy patch, and with a surprised yelp, she completely lost her balance. Suddenly, the world seemed to spin as she toppled towards the ground, the blue sky and the top of the village hall whirling around her. With a spectacular face-down splat, she landed in a boggy, muddy bed in the shade of the tree that lined the edge of the garden. Time seemed to slow as she lay there, face first in the mud, the cool, damp earth on her cheek. For a split second, there was a stunned silence from her audience.

      Emma swore and yelled. ‘Pops! Are you okay?’

      Poppy remained there, sprawled in the mud, her body slowly registering the shock of her tumble. She could taste the grittiness of mud in her mouth and smell the earthy scent of soil mixed with complete and utter embarrassment. ‘I’m fine.’

      Slowly, she pushed herself up, furiously wiping the mud from her face with her hands. Her clothes were smeared with it, her once white T-shirt now a mud-splattered mess. Her hair, plastered to her face, streaked with muddy strands. She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t just from the fall. She brushed herself down as she turned to face Will and Emma who had now climbed down the ladder, both their faces a mix of shock and concern.

      ‘Ta-da!’ she said, attempting to see the funny side of the situation, spreading her muddy, mossy hands wide and offering them a shaky smile and ignoring the throbbing in her elbow. She could see the corners of Will’s mouth twitch, his eyes sparkling.

      Emma rushed over. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Poppy said, but as she took a few steps forward, she felt a wobble and had to put her hand out to steady herself.

      Emma caught her elbow. ‘Oh, goodness, you might be concussed!’

      Will stepped forward, a look of concern on his face. ‘Are you sure you’re alright?’ he asked, his eyes scanning her for injuries. ‘That was quite a fall.’

      Poppy wiped at the mud on her top and gave him a sheepish smile. ‘It was. Don’t worry, I’m good,’ she assured him, trying to ignore the now searing pain in her elbow. ‘I promise, I’m quite alright.’

      Emma looked at her critically. ‘You don’t look alright, Pops. You’re as white as a ghost,’ she said, her brows furrowed in worry. ‘You really should sit down. You might have a concussion.’

      ‘I’m fine, Emma,’ Poppy insisted, but her legs felt wobbly, and she wasn’t quite sure if she was fine. She did know she felt very stupid.

      Will, looking more concerned by the minute, stepped closer and pointed to a nearby bench. ‘Have a sit-down for a bit,’ he said, his hand guiding her towards the bench. As he touched her, electricity seemed to zap her somehow. Will Armstrong-Jones felt very, very, very good.

      Emma agreed. ‘Yeah, that was quite a tumble. It gets so damp and mossy over there in the shade and what with all the recent rain we’ve had.’

      As Poppy sat down, the world was spinning slightly around her. She felt embarrassed, and her elbow was throbbing. Here she was, covered in mud and looking like a complete fool in front of the village’s newest arrival. ‘Sorry about this,’ she muttered, her cheeks burning with embarrassment.

      Will chuckled. ‘No need to apologise,’ he said, a hint of amusement in his voice. ‘You’ve certainly made my first day in the Hills memorable.’

      Poppy looked up at him, attempting a joke. ‘I aim to please,’ she said. ‘Welcome to the Pretty Beach Hills.’ She could still feel Emma’s worried gaze on her, but she chuckled wryly. She’d just face-planted in mud in front of the village’s newest – and most handsome – resident. If that wasn’t a memorable introduction, she didn’t know what was.

      Just as Poppy had started to feel the earth stop spinning beneath her, Emma’s phone rang with a piercing chime that cut through the quiet. With an apologetic glance at Poppy, Emma picked up.

      ‘Hello?’ Emma said, her brows furrowing as she listened to the voice on the other end. ‘Oh, poor thing... Yes, yes, I’ll come right away.’ She hung up, looking concerned. ‘It’s Lily. She’s not feeling well, and the school wants her picked up.’

      Poppy looked at Emma, her own concerns momentarily forgotten. ‘Oh, poor Lily. I hope she’s okay.’

      Emma nodded, already moving towards her car. ‘I’ll just leave all this and sort it out later,’ she said, pointing to the ladder and a basket of tools.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Poppy said, waving her off with a quick flick of her hand. ‘I’m fine.’

      As Emma hurried off, Poppy was left sitting on the bench, her muddy clothes sticking uncomfortably to her skin. She looked up at Will, who was watching her with an unreadable expression.

      ‘I suppose it’s just you and me then,’ she said, attempting a smile. ‘Welcome to the village.’

      Will chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. ‘Not at all,’ he said, his voice warm.

      ‘Well, you know what they say about first impressions. They’re usually completely wrong.’

      Will laughed, his eyes shining with amusement. ‘In that case, I’m looking forward to getting to know the real Poppy.’

      As Poppy smiled back at him, she felt a flicker of excitement. Maybe this summer wouldn’t be so bad after all. As she sat on the bench in her muddy clothes, she wondered if it might just turn out to be more interesting than she’d originally thought. Ding blooming dong.
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      With the village hall and its flurry of activity fading behind them, Poppy and Will began to navigate their way through the heart of the village. Even though Poppy’s white T-shirt, hair, and pale blue jeans were covered in mud, the main street was a picture of charm as they walked along the pavement. Just as they got to the pink Turkish Delight cottage, Poppy looked down at her muddy clothes and shoes. ‘Actually, I’m going to go around the back. So, thanks for giving me a hand,’ Poppy said as her elbow throbbed.

      ‘I’ll come with you,’ Will said quickly.

      ‘No, no, I’m fine. I’ll be okay from here. Honestly.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll just make sure you get in safe and sound. That was quite a fall.’ Will smiled.

      Poppy was ready to get rid of him, to be quite honest. Even though her heart was beating to its own drum with how he made her feel, she felt ridiculous at having fallen over and wasn’t enjoying being caked in mud. He wouldn’t take no for an answer, though, and they walked along in silence, turning right at the end of the street and then into the back access lane. The air was thick with the scent of roses and lavender, there was a distant hum of a lawnmower somewhere, and the sporadic barking of a dog from a nearby garden. Poppy cast sidelong glances at Wills as they got closer to the back gate to her house. He had rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, his jaw was not weak, and there was a slight frown between his eyes as he listened to Poppy start to tell him about Harriet and the pub.

      Inside, Poppy could hear herself chattering as she realised how disarmingly handsome Will was. It had taken her breath away. Not only that, but it was also as if he had some sort of aura which had nothing to do with looks, but more a combination of quiet confidence and a warm disposition. The combination, in her eyes, made him ludicrously attractive. She noticed his eyes crinkling at the corners when he laughed and how his presence seemed to fill the space around her. On top of that, he seemed genuinely interested in what she had to say. That alone was strange. Clearly, he wasn’t actually real. He was, in fact, a mirage.

      Shaking off her thoughts, Poppy focused on the lane. As they got to the back of her cottage, Will put his hand on the gate and looked at her inquiringly for the code.

      ‘Ah, yes. The secret password,’ she quipped, thinking inside that she’d totally be changing the code as soon as he was down the street.

      Will chuckled but continued to gaze at her, waiting. She took a breath, feeling a flutter in her stomach, stuttered, and then told him the code. ‘I’ve just met you, and I’m telling you the code to my house,’ Poppy said, trying to brush off the awkwardness with a soft laugh.

      As Will punched in the code, Poppy couldn’t take her eyes off him. His nose was perfectly straight, his hair cropped short, his shoulders wide. He had an aura of kindness that seemed to radiate from him. It was as if it was turning her on her head. She swallowed hard, her heart pounding in her chest as she willed herself to look away. She was not here to swoon over some blow-in friend of Spencer’s. She had a summer to enjoy, a life to live, and she didn’t need the complications of a handsome man working at the pub. Just keep it professional, she reminded herself in her head. He’ll be gone in six weeks.

      Before she had a chance to stop herself, Poppy heard herself blurt out, ‘Would you like to come in for a cup of tea?’ Her cheeks flushed at the spontaneity of her invitation, but it was too late to take it back. So much for keeping it professional. He was rather tasty, though.

      Wills looked surprised for a moment, then his face broke into a smile. ‘Love to, thanks,’ he responded, his voice soft yet firm.

      As he followed Poppy through the gate, his gaze took in the small garden. ‘Wow, I didn’t expect this,’ he remarked as they walked past a birdbath nestled amongst the roses.

      ‘Thanks,’ she replied with a smile. ‘It’s my little escape from the world when I’m here in the summer and Christmas. Actually, I’m here at Easter too, and on bank holidays.’

      ‘That’s right. Spenny said you don’t live here year-round. He said you come down here to help out at the pub.’

      ‘I don’t live here full-time. At least I didn’t, but now that my daughter has finished school and has gone off to uni, I’m thinking of making it a permanent move. Work dependent, of course.’

      She watched Will bend down and smell a flower. She swallowed. It had surprised her. It was endearing.

      ‘Not a bad place to move to if you ask me, not that you were,’ Wills said as he straightened up, turning to look at her. His eyes met hers, the corners of his mouth curving up into a smile at the mud all down the front of her clothes.

      Poppy followed his gaze and looked down at her top. ‘I’ll pop the kettle on, and then I’ll go and get changed.’ She opened the back door. ‘Come in.’

      Feeling as if she was either losing her mind or was having some sort of spell put on her, Poppy spoke to herself in her head as she put the kettle on. Keep it professional, she reminded herself. But at that moment, keeping it professional wasn’t quite top of her agenda. It was not only not at the top, she couldn’t have cared less. This Will was doing all sorts to her, and they were not unwelcome.

      As she rinsed the teapot out, Will turned towards the kitchen table, which was covered with an array of Poppy’s latest botanicals. A mishmash of vibrant colours and textures was carefully laid out on a bright white backing cloth. Will frowned and pointed. ‘What are they?’

      ‘Oh, don’t mind those. Just some of my work stuff. I’ve always got it here, there and everywhere.’

      Will moved a bit closer where bundles of dried herbs tied with twine, small glass jars filled with petals and leaves, and tiny bottles of essential oils, their labels written in Poppy’s neat handwriting, sat on the table. ‘What sort of work do you do then? Harriet said you’re in property.’

      ‘I am a jack-of-all-trades, much to my mother’s dislike.’ Poppy chuckled. ‘I have a small botanicals business alongside a property business.’

      ‘Right. What is a small botanicals business?’

      ‘Bottom line of it, I make drink garnishes and things to put in drinks. I’ve always been into it, and so has my dad, so when gin drinking took off, basically so did my little business.’

      Various tools were neatly lined up alongside the botanicals – a pestle and mortar, a digital scale, stainless steel measuring spoons, and jam jars.

      ‘So this is your business?’ Will asked, picking up a jar, examining its contents and frowning.

      Poppy nodded, pouring hot water into the teapot. ‘That there isn’t, no. That’s just some of my testing. I do a lot of testing every summer when I come down here. It’s a great place for it. You can find me in the garden many a night with my neighbour here, Fearne, testing out all sorts of concoctions.’

      ‘Looks amazing,’ Will noted.

      ‘Thanks. I love it. I grow some of the plants myself, dry them, and make my own products. I package up all sorts of dried things in little packets and sell them on. It’s not a big operation, but it’s mine.’

      ‘Impressive,’ Will said genuinely, putting the jar back down carefully and then looking around at the tiny but gorgeous kitchen. ‘I have to say, your house… your business… it’s all so... I don’t know what the word is. I feel like I’ve stepped into another world.’

      The compliment, spoken with sincerity, made Poppy pause. She’d been worried about Will’s arrival ever since Harriet had told her. She’d thought it would disrupt the peace and quiet she so cherished on her summer break. But, standing in her kitchen, with this handsome, kind man appreciating her world, Poppy felt she was in unfamiliar, but not unwelcome, territory. It really was a surprise and really rather nice. ‘I also do events at the pub when I’m here. You might have seen the posters.’

      Will nodded. ‘Right, yes. All makes sense.’

      Suddenly, Poppy looked down at her jeans, which were absolutely caked in mud. She patted her hair, also topped with mud, and remembered what she must look like. Her hands were muddy, her elbow throbbed, and there was brown underneath her nails.

      Will’s gaze followed Poppy’s to her muddy jeans, and he chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement. ‘I suppose a little bit of the village hall made its way back with us.’

      Poppy blushed a deep shade of pink at the memory of flailing face first in the mossy mud. ‘It seems I brought half the garden with me. I must look a sight.’

      Will shook his head. ‘You do have rather a lot of mud on your cheeks and in your hair.’

      Poppy raised an eyebrow, stifling a smile. ‘So I do look a sight. Is that what you’re saying?’

      Will shrugged. ‘Put it this way. You might want a shower.’

      Poppy nodded. ‘I’ll pop up and get changed. Have a pew.’

      As Poppy stepped up the staircase in the middle of the house, she couldn’t help the flutter of anticipation inside. This summer was shaping up to be more interesting than she had initially thought. Pushing open the door to her ensuite, she was confronted with her reflection in the large mirror above the sink. She let out a gasp, covering her mouth in disbelief. Will had been both generous with his comment that she wasn’t a sight and stretching the truth. Her face was a total mess. Her cheeks were smeared with mud that had dried in places and was now starting to flake. The end of her nose had a blob of mud on it, and her hair, usually a honey blonde, was plastered to her forehead in muddy streaks, the ends clumped together with dirt. It looked as though she had just crawled out of a bog backwards, not fallen in a small patch of mud. She couldn’t quite understand how she was so covered in mud. The sight would have been comical if it weren’t for the fact she had just been chatting away to one of the most handsome men she’d ever met, looking like some sort of raving lunatic.

      She groaned, leaning closer to the mirror to inspect the caked-on mud. Mud was in her eyebrows, and a large blob of, she did not quite know what, hung precariously from her right eyelashes. Her beautiful and eye-wateringly expensive white silk T-shirt was ruined as well. Poppy let out a sigh, shaking her head at her reflection. ‘Oh, goodness gracious.’ She added a swear word under her breath. She muttered to herself, ‘You really know how to make an impression.’

      Assessing her hair, her palms and her cheeks, she decided it would be quicker and easier to jump in the shower. With a resigned shrug, she pulled the lever and stepped in. She took a moment to close her eyes and take a deep breath. Despite the chaos of the day, she felt an unexpected sense of excitement. Life in the Pretty Beach Hills was never dull, but it looked like this summer was going to be particularly interesting.

      Moving at lightning speed with the quickest shower she’d ever had in her life, five minutes later, she was mud-free and freshly scrubbed. Donning a clean, comfortable outfit, Poppy paused for a moment before leaving the bathroom. Her hair was damp and knotted on the top of her head, and though her elbow throbbed, she felt refreshed and a little more like herself again, but there was no way she was going back down to the god with a completely bare face. Legging it out of the bathroom, she scooted around the bed, squeezed a gigantic blob of tinted moisturiser on her face and rubbed for all she was worth. Rose tint went next on her cheeks. She peered in the mirror. Just got out of the shower natural? Nailed it.

      Her reflection in the mirror was a drastic improvement from the muddy spectacle she had been just minutes before. Her cheeks were flushed with the tint, and she dropped whitening drops into her eyes and laughed. What was she doing? Oh, she knew. She so knew what she was doing. It had a lot to do with the kind, unexpectedly charming, and drop-dead gorgeous man who just so happened to be downstairs waiting in her kitchen for a cup of tea.

      A rush of butterflies fluttered in her stomach at the thought of Will. Ridiculous. She barely knew him; he was Spencer’s friend, and he was probably like most nice men – already bagged by some gorgeous woman who managed to get through days without falling in mud. There was no denying the spark of attraction she felt, though. It was as if this strange meeting had picked her up, turned her over, and put her back down, standing on her head. It had blown through her peaceful, predictable, boring life, and knocked her for six. Poppy shook off her thoughts and frowned. She wasn’t even going there. She’d told herself that for a good few years, after one relationship disaster after the next. But as she heard the distant clink of ceramic from downstairs, her heart skipped a beat.

      With a final glance at her reflection, she took a deep breath, plastered on her best nothing’s-out-of-the-ordinary smile, and pushed the door open with a soft creak. She stepped out of the bedroom, padded softly across the square landing, and as she neared the bottom of the stairs, she paused, looking towards the kitchen. Her heart banged in her chest, a strange mix of nerves and excitement coursing through her veins. She hadn’t expected to feel like this – giddy was the word, or simply just flustered, self-conscious, and a teensy bit pathetic. After all, she was no spring chicken and here she was, topsy-turvy and feeling as if she’d taken leave of her senses.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned towards the kitchen, hearing a clink of a teaspoon against a mug, and Will moving about the kitchen. Stepping into the doorway, she leaned against the frame, watching for a moment as Will stood at the kitchen counter, his back to her, engrossed in making the tea. The sight of him there, in her kitchen, was both strange and oddly comforting. She stepped fully into the room, and he turned around and held up a mug. ‘I poured it out.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Poppy moved towards the worktop, poured a splash of milk into her tea, stirred it, and then took a sip. ‘Cake?’ she asked, moving towards the larder.

      Will smiled. ‘Yup, sounds nice.’

      Poppy returned moments later with a cake tin. Inside, nestled on a bed of crumpled greaseproof paper, was a homemade Victoria sponge, the jam and cream peeking out from between the two layers. ‘Homemade, though not by me. This is one of my favourites,’ she said, slicing into the cake and placing a generous piece onto a plate for Will. As they sat at the kitchen table, sipping their tea and eating cake, the conversation flowed easily. Will showed interest in the botanical products spread across the table.

      ‘So, you create all these by hand?’ he asked, a look of genuine curiosity in his eyes.

      ‘Yup, at this stage, I do,’ Poppy replied. ‘There’s something about creating something from scratch... It’s therapeutic in a way.’

      Will nodded. ‘I can see that.’

      Poppy looked at him. ‘What do you do?’

      There was an ever-so-slight change in Will’s body language as he shifted in his seat and lightly folded his arms. ‘Nothing anywhere near as interesting.’ He chuckled. ‘These days, I’m a part-time management consultant and a part-time small business owner. I own a few restaurants back in the city.’

      ‘Oh,’ Poppy replied, taken aback as she picked up her cake. ‘I had no idea. Harriet didn’t say.’

      ‘Well, it’s not something I usually lead with,’ Will said, a teasing smile on his lips. ‘But yes, it keeps me busy.’

      ‘So, what, you’re a chef, too, are you?’

      Will paused for a second. It was as if he didn’t really want to talk about what he did. ‘No, no. The restaurants are a partnership with a few people, and we’re not sure how it will go. I work as a management consultant on a project basis mostly. I’m not really involved in the restaurant’s day-to-day.’

      ‘Right.’

      Will’s body language was definitely closed. ‘Myself and a few business partners bought an old warehouse and turned it into a bit of a trendy eatery. Actually, I didn’t do any of it. I just stumped up the cash.’

      As you do, Poppy thought. He was quite self-deprecating. She quite liked it. She really liked it. Hugely.

      Poppy found herself drawn into chatting. There was an ease to this Will, a warmth that made her feel comfortable. She found herself sharing more about her life, her work, and her love for the countryside.

      ‘Well, this place is a big change from the city,’ Will said, looking around the room. ‘I must admit, it’s growing on me by the minute.’

      Poppy watched him, a curious smile on her face. ‘What made you decide to come here, then?’

      This time, there was no doubt that Will’s body language changed. ‘I guess… a change of scenery. My life in the city is hectic, to say the least. I just wanted a break from it all. You know?’

      Poppy could understand that. ‘Yeah, there’s a sense of community here that you won’t find in the city.’

      Will nodded. ‘I can see that. It’s… different, but in a good way.’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘Yeah, it is. As long as you keep on the right side of everyone, they’re a friendly bunch.’

      Will grinned at her as he drained his tea. ‘Well, I guess I should get going. As long as you’re sure you’re okay?’

      Poppy felt her throbbing elbow but ignored it. ‘I’m fine. Thanks for walking me back.’

      ‘Not a problem. It’s been a pleasure meeting you,’ Will said, standing up from the table. ‘I think I’m going to enjoy my break from reality here.’

      Not half as much as she was going to enjoy it. She spluttered a little bit, covering it with a smile. ‘Yes, I think you will.’
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      Poppy bustled around the kitchen, getting things ready for drinks with her neighbour Fearne. It had become their little tradition when Poppy was in her cottage. They would sit out in the evening, watching the sky change, enjoying the garden sounds, and trying out new botanicals for their drinks. She pottered around, gathering bits and bobs, with the comforting hum of the radio playing softly in the background.

      As the early evening set in, the garden looked and smelled lovely as Poppy pottered; floppy pink rambling roses climbed up the garden walls, their perfume mingling with the nearby lavender and rosemary. Evening sunshine filtered through the trees, casting a warm, golden glow over the terrace, and a café table took pride of place in the corner, nestled between a cluster of honeysuckle. Around it, the garden was a muddle of colour and scent, and flowers nodded their heads in the gentle evening breeze.

      Poppy moved about the garden, preparing for Fearne’s arrival, placing cushions on the wrought-iron chairs around the table, turning on the strings of fairy lights layered overhead, their soft glow illuminating the corner. Next, she focused on the botanicals for the drinks, laying them out carefully on an old French baker’s board. Pink peppercorns, rose petals, allspice, red berries, orange and lemon peels, and juniper berries. All of them carefully selected and her pride and joy. She stood for a second, considering, and then with a pair of secateurs, she snipped and gathered sprigs of rosemary and a few stalks of lavender and added them to the board. Besides the board, she placed gorgeous vintage gin glasses, slices of cucumber, snipped mint leaves, and made sure there was lots of ice.

      With everything set, Poppy stepped back, admiring the little back garden scene and looking forward to her drinks with Fearne. They would sit for hours doing not much at all but enjoying the night air, putting the world to rights, and watching the sky and birds. Then, as the light faded, they’d keep an eye out for stars, share cheese and bread, or sometimes a pizza. It was part of Poppy’s routine when she was in the Hills, and she cherished it.

      Standing with her hands on her hips, she surveyed the scene and realised how much she loved the little garden, with the fairy lights casting a glow. It was her own little paradise, a sanctuary that offered solace and escape. As she waited for Fearne to arrive, it felt good to be back in the Hills in summer. She sank into one of the outdoor chairs, her gaze wandering over the garden, and she thought about what had happened that day; the meeting with Will replayed in her mind like a film reel, and her thoughts oscillated wildly between complete and utter embarrassment and total fantasy. The fantasy part was really rather nice.

      The embarrassment was not; her spectacular fall and subsequent mud-splattered look made her cheeks burn. She grimaced as, in her head, she saw herself in slow motion, the world spinning as she tumbled into the mossy patch. She remembered looking up and seeing the surprise and shock etched on Will’s face. She could almost taste the gritty mud again, feel the cool, damp earth on her cheek. Falling flat on her face in front of him hadn’t been her best introduction to someone who’d quite taken her fancy.

      Then there was the other side of the reel playing in her head. The fantasy part. Movie-star handsome Will, with his warm eyes and effortless charm. Despite her mud splatting, he’d been nothing but kind and funny and charming and just… nice. In her fantasising, she saw him again, standing in her kitchen, holding a cup of tea, looking at her with those sparkling eyes. She remembered how he’d looked around her house, complimenting her on her business, his voice filled with genuine interest. Was he really too good to be true? Yep, she nodded to herself. He must be. Totally.

      And then there was the undeniable spark she felt. She wondered if he’d felt it too. An undercurrent between them. Or maybe it was just a figment of her imagination. Was she, in fact, going a bit doolally? Shaking her head, Poppy tried to dispel all thoughts of Will. Ridiculous, she told herself. He was just a handsome semi-stranger who happened to be in the Pretty Beach Hills for the month and in her kitchen. That was it. But whatever she told herself, she couldn’t ignore the flutter just behind her ribs.

      Lost in thought, Poppy didn’t hear Fearne’s footsteps on the garden path until her friend’s voice broke through the air. ‘Yoohoo! Evening, Pops,’ Fearne called out, pulling Poppy out of her daydream. ‘I’m travelling with a very nice brie. Been looking forward to this for months. You’re miles away. Didn’t you hear me come in? What are you thinking about?’

      With a start, Poppy looked up. ‘Oh, hi, evening. Sorry, miles away. Nothing. I was just thinking about how nice it is to be back,’ she lied. Nothing, she thought, except Will. She pointed to the table in the corner. ‘Everything’s set.’

      Fearne plonked the brie on the table, adding a baguette. ‘This is perfectly ripe. Let the evening begin.’ Fearne chuckled. ‘It’s been ages.’

      A few minutes later, Poppy was standing by the table while Fearne peered at the botanicals with squinted eyes, deliberating on what to put in her glass. She rubbed her hands together. ‘Ooh, I love it when you’re here. Look at all these. I don’t know what to choose. I love our little evenings. Thank goodness for this gorgeous weather. It arrived just in time.’

      Poppy raised her eyebrows and pointed to a little pile of rose petals. ‘Organic wild rose. These are from the woods over the back there behind the rectory. I gathered them last year. They dried so well.’

      ‘Local too.’ Fearne winked. ‘I’m sold.’

      Poppy followed suit and added petals and cucumber to her glass, poured on some gin and a dash of tonic, and sat down.

      Fearne picked up her glass, taking a small sip. ‘Delicious,’ she stated, her eyes wide. ‘The best yet, I would think. I say that every time, though. You are so very good at this.’

      Poppy smiled, taking a sip from her own glass. ‘The rose is something else. It really does add to it. I only wish I had more. You live and learn in this game.’

      ‘Well, it’s a yes from me,’ Fearne said, raising her glass in a toast and joked. ‘To Poppy’s botanical drinks. May they always be this delicious.’

      Poppy chuckled, clinking her glass against Fearne’s. ‘I’ll drink to that. And here’s to another summer up here. This year I want a nice simple summer with no drama at all.’

      ‘And may you continue to supply your botanicals to all the best establishments in the country,’ Fearne said with a nod.

      The two women sat in companionable silence for a few moments, sipping their drinks and enjoying the peace of the garden. The twinkle from the fairy lights strung around the terrace cast a glow over them, and the soft rustle of leaves in the breeze added to the atmosphere.

      Fearne swirled her drink around in her glass. ‘So,’ she began, her voice thick with banter. ‘I heard about your little… umm, what are we calling it? Incident, this morning. How did that happen?’

      ‘No idea what you’re talking about,’ Poppy joked.

      ‘Emma filled me in. I saw her in the shop.’ Fearne chuckled.

      Poppy groaned, burying her face in her hands. ‘It was mortifying. I fell face-first into a muddy patch. I couldn’t really have fallen into a worse spot.’

      Fearne giggled, shaking her head. ‘Only you could manage that.’

      ‘Do you know where it happened? By the front of the village hall, there, under that huge tree. I don’t think the sun ever gets to it. I splatted down like a cartoon character.’

      ‘So I heard.’

      Poppy shook her head and shuddered at the thought. ‘I was a sight for sore eyes when I got up. I had mud everywhere.’

      ‘And there was a certain someone there, too, wasn’t there?’

      Poppy decided to ignore the knowing tone in Fearne’s voice. ‘Yep.’

      ‘So, tell me, what’s he like? I haven’t had the chance to meet him yet. Mum said he’s quite charming.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Don’t be funny, Pops,’ Fearne said with her eyes wide.

      Poppy took a sip of her gin, considering her words carefully. There was no way she was going to be letting on to anyone, least of all Fearne, that one Will Armstrong-Jones was drop-dead gorgeous and she fancied the pants off him. ‘He’s… umm, hmm. Not what I expected at all.’

      ‘No, Mum said the same.’

      ‘Yeah, not what I was expecting.’

      ‘Right, how?’ Fearne asked, leaning forward with interest.

      ‘He’s, well, he’s quite nice, for starters,’ Poppy admitted, feeling a blush creep up her cheeks. ‘I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that. Being a close friend of Spenny, I thought he would be, well, more up himself. You know?’

      Fearne raised an eyebrow, a smile tugging at her lips. ‘Quite nice. Coming from you, that says a lot.’

      ‘What does that mean? Coming from me?’

      Fearne backtracked. ‘You’re, how can I say, fussy. Quite the high bar you have there.’

      ‘Do I?’ Poppy considered for a second. ‘I suppose you’re right. I like the bar set nice and high, actually, which totally correlates to why I’ve been on my own for, what, five years, and I probably always will be now. I can’t be messing around with these idiots that I seem to somehow attract.’

      ‘Never say never,’ Fearne said as she shook her head. ‘You’ve only got to look at me. Left for dead and then met my lovely Clive, and the rest is history, as they say.’

      ‘True that,’ Poppy acknowledged. ‘Won’t happen to me, though.’

      ‘Anyway, this Will. Handsome?’ Fearne lilted her voice in question at the end.

      Just a bit, Poppy thought in her head. She pretended she didn’t think that at all. ‘Ahh, yes, if you like that sort of look.’

      ‘What sort of look?’

      Outstanding, topped with gorgeous and an aura that made me turn upside down, Poppy thought to herself. She didn’t voice her thoughts at all. ‘Don’t know, really.’

      ‘Handsome and quite nice, you say? Sounds like a rare breed.’

      ‘Yeah, meaning there will totally be something really wrong with him. Probably complete with a lot of baggage.’

      ‘Ooh, so you’ve thought about him, have you?’ Fearne said, dipping her fingers into her drink and pulling out a slice of cucumber.

      Poppy laughed, shaking her head. ‘Oh, don’t you start. I haven’t thought about him at all.’ Poppy totally lied. She’d been thinking about Will Armstrong-Jones much more than she liked to admit. It had been more or less on and off all day. She’d imagined all sorts. The fantasising had got out of hand. ‘It’s not like that.’

      Fearne shrugged, taking a sip of her tea. ‘Maybe not. But it sounds to me like you could use a little excitement in your life. And who knows, this Will bloke could be just the thing you need.’

      Poppy groaned and rolled her eyes, although she couldn’t hide the small smile on her lips. ‘Nah. Not for me, I’m afraid. Especially not at the moment. I have too much on my plate. Anyway, as you said, my bar is set way, way, way too high. I won’t be lowering it anytime soon either.’

      Fearne laughed, her eyes twinkling in the evening light. ‘Oh, come on, Pops. A handsome, not-quite stranger comes to stay in our quiet village, and you’re not even considering lowering that mighty high bar of yours?’

      ‘Nup. I’m not, and let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We know nothing about him.’

      ‘He comes with Harriet’s approval. We do know that,’ Fearne mused. ‘That in itself, you have to admit, is quite some feat. She takes no prisoners, that one.’

      ‘True. But has he been vetted by Betty? That, indeed, is the million dollar question.’

      ‘Too funny. We’ll have to wait and see.’ Fearne raised her glass. ‘To a lovely summer in the Hills, then. Whatever it may hold. I must get some popcorn and sit and watch how this is going to unfold. This is going to be fun.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous! Nothing is going to unfold. I’ve just met the man.’

      They clinked glasses, and Fearne’s knowing chuckle rang out into the quiet, still evening air. As they sat there, chatting and sipping their drinks, Poppy soaked it all in. She loved it in the Hills. But it seemed as if this year, it might be just that little bit different. They would but wait and see.
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      A day or so later, Poppy made her way to the pub to check the rotas and started thinking about how she was going to set things up to run the first Poppy’s Tipples botanical event of the summer. It was a beautiful morning with just a few clouds in the sky and a good forecast on the horizon. As Poppy arrived at the pub, June was standing with an extended hose, watering the long line of hanging baskets on the wall outside.

      ‘Morning, Pops. How are you?’ June greeted, her voice ringing out from the pub entrance as Poppy approached.

      Poppy smiled, adjusting the strap of the bag on her shoulder. ‘Well, thanks.’

      ‘Settled back in yet?’ June asked, her eyes twinkling.

      ‘Oh, yes, it doesn’t take me long these days,’ Poppy replied. ‘Everything is set up for me here nowadays.’

      ‘So, I’ve heard,’ June said with a knowing smile, her gaze mischievous.

      Poppy rolled her eyes, a blush creeping up her cheeks. ‘Not you as well.’

      ‘Yup. We’ve all heard you’ve been cavorting in the mud. Had to laugh, Pops, had to laugh.’ June’s laughter rang out, making Poppy cringe.

      Poppy crossed her arms defensively, her blush deepening. ‘I’ll never live it down, will I?’

      ‘Nope. Not enough happens here, so when someone lands flat on their face in the mud outside the village hall, it makes the local news.’ June’s voice was teasing but kind. ‘Possibly the county news.’

      ‘Yes, Fearne said. How are you?’ Poppy quickly changed the subject, eager to escape the topic.

      ‘I’m good.’ June nodded towards the pub, the sunlight catching in her hair. ‘Cleaning is done, the bar is gleaming, and it’s all set up for the lunchtime trade. The sandwiches are prepped for the walking group, from what I’ve seen in the kitchen. Plus, your friend is in there.’

      Poppy frowned, her gaze following June’s nod. ‘My friend?’

      ‘Armstrong-Jones.’

      ‘Right.’ Poppy’s heart fluttered at the mention of Will’s name, her nerves returning.

      June lowered her voice, leaning in closer to Poppy. ‘Wouldn’t kick him out of bed.’

      ‘June!’ Poppy exclaimed, her blush returning full force.

      ‘Sorry.’ June shrugged, her grin unapologetic.

      ‘You can’t go around talking like that these days,’ Poppy chided, wagging her finger at June.

      ‘Ahh, shoot me. All this politically correct rubbish. No one can have a laugh anymore. What happened to good old-fashioned banter, eh? I ask you. This country got through a war on it, and now we can’t say anything.’ June’s voice was full of frustration, her hands throwing up in the air dramatically.

      Poppy chuckled, shaking her head. ‘Hmm. I hear you on that.’

      ‘Cancel culture, my left foot. I tell you what I’d do if I was in charge.’ June started off on another tangent, her voice growing louder.

      Poppy went to walk into the pub, shaking her head in amusement. ‘See you’re in fine spirits this morning, June.’

      ‘Yep.’

      Poppy disappeared into the pub, and as she stepped inside fully, June’s efforts were obvious. Just as June had said, the bar gleamed, the tables were neat, clean, and each displayed jugs of flowers from the garden. Poppy could hear dishes clattering from the kitchen and a radio playing from somewhere out the back.

      Fishing her iPad out of her bag for her list for the botanical event, she strolled through to the function room, which had been out of action since the pandemic. Harriet had said it was a bit of a mess. As she opened the door and peered in, it was clear that Harriet wasn’t wrong. The room had been shut up to keep costs down when the pub had been closed, but it had inadvertently become a bit of a storage room as the old storeroom and staff area outside had been commandeered for outdoor, socially distanced entertaining.

      Just as she was standing with the bi-fold doors open, staring at the function room and the huge piles of furniture piled up in a mess, she heard something behind her. Whizzing around, she saw Will standing by the bar, the soft morning light from the window framing him. Poppy’s whole body turned upside down and stood on its head. Oh, yeah.

      ‘Morning,’ Will said with a friendly smile.

      ‘Hi, how are you?’ Poppy asked with her heart pounding. He looked well enough to her. Super well. Up there with flabbergasting.

      ‘Good, thanks. Mud-free today?’ Will joked.

      Poppy flushed and looked down at her jeans. ‘For now,’ she bantered back.

      As they stood there and chatted, the sun illuminated the brickwork and glinted off the windows. It also showed how much work there was to do for her event, not that that was top of her mind quite at that moment. She had to totally concentrate on what Will was saying to compute his words, while her blood rushed around her body, zooming from her toes to her head.

      ‘This is where you were talking about for your botanicals event?’ Will clarified.

      ‘Yep,’ Poppy confirmed.

      Will stood with his head tilted to the side, and he pointed to a pile of tables and chairs. ‘Where’s all that going, then?’

      ‘Good question. It got shifted in here when the outside area was repurposed because of the pandemic.’

      Will turned and pointed towards the pub. ‘Can’t you have the drinks in the main area?’

      Poppy shook her head. ‘Most of that section does food at this time of the year. The ramblers and walkers use it in the daytime, which won’t leave much time for setting up. Harriet doesn’t want to lose the money that brings in.’

      ‘Right, yeah. Makes sense.’

      ‘What do you think?’ Poppy asked, gesturing towards the room.

      Will shrugged. ‘Not too much of a hassle as long as there’s somewhere to put all that lot.’

      ‘Harriet said it can go in the storage rooms behind the garages. Just needs a bit of shuffling around. It’s not that, though.’ She tutted and grimaced. ‘There’s no way it can look like this. She did say that might be a problem. She didn’t have time to get it sorted out before she left.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘It needs to wow.’

      ‘It has the bones to look good.’

      ‘True. I’ll just have to get to work. There are all sorts in the sheds,’ Poppy said. ‘Harriet loves collecting bits and pieces.’

      Poppy pointed to a dark patch on the ceiling. ‘That will need sorting too. The plumbing upstairs leaked right in the middle of winter in lockdown. Harriet hasn’t got it sorted yet.’

      ‘What was this room used for before?’

      Poppy smiled. ‘It was an extension to the pub, really. Open now and then – at Christmas and through the summer. Amazing how different it looks now, full of this junk, actually.’ Poppy slipped her phone from her pocket. ‘It didn’t look like this before the pandemic. I’ve got some pictures of it at Christmas.’

      She scrolled through her phone and clicked on pictures of the pub. In the images, it was all dressed up for Christmas and looking very festive. Handing her phone to Will, she looked at what was in front of her – tables piled on top of each other, dusty curtains, bare walls, and the damp on the ceiling. ‘You must have been here at Christmas, haven’t you? Look, see the Christmas tree and fire. It looks like a totally different place.’

      Will was looking down at Poppy’s phone, shaking his head. ‘Shows you what can be done.’

      ‘I’ll get my planning hat on…’

      Will glanced around the room again, his gaze thoughtful. ‘I can see the potential. It’s a great space, and with the right touches, it could certainly “wow”.’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘Yeah, indeed.’

      Will turned over the diving watch on his left wrist and wrinkled his face in contemplation. ‘I can start clearing now if you like. Give you a blank canvas to work with.’

      Poppy looked surprised. ‘You mean right now?’

      Will shrugged. ‘Why not? The sooner you start, the sooner it’ll be done.’

      ‘I can’t argue with that,’ Poppy said, looking around at the clutter.

      She sighed. ‘I wish I’d cleared this properly with Harriet. We didn’t even discuss it fully. I know it’s all a bit of a sore point with her. The pandemic changed so many things in the pub…’

      ‘Give her a ring now, can you?’ Will suggested.

      ‘Yeah, you know what, I think I will. I don’t want to start moving stuff around all over the show. We can do the botanicals over on the end part of the bar there if the worse comes to the worse. Actually, I’ll text her so I don’t completely interrupt.’

      Ten minutes later, after texts back and forth with Harriet, it was all set that the clutter in the function room would be squeezed into the sheds at the back of the private garden behind Harriet’s cottage.

      They spent the next few hours moving tables, chairs, and an assortment of other items into the sheds. As they worked and chatted, Poppy was not having a bad time. There may have been quite the fair share of flustering and swallowing.

      Once the room was mostly clear, as they stood looking at the empty room, suddenly Poppy heard herself asking Will if he fancied going to lunch. She could barely believe her own voice and immediately regretted it as soon as the words were out of her mouth. What on earth was she thinking? Poppy Goldman did not ask men out to lunch. Ever. Poppy Goldman most certainly did not ask movie-star-esque men out to lunch.

      Will looked surprised, but then he smiled. ‘Never had a better offer.’

      ‘Where do you fancy going?’

      ‘Not a clue, to be honest with you.’

      ‘How about the Sugar Wharf down in Pretty Beach? Do you know it? You might have been there with Spenny.’

      ‘Not sure if I have or not.’ Will checked his watch. ‘Say in about an hour.’

      Poppy checked the time on her phone and looked over towards the bar. ‘Yep, sweet. I just need to make sure that the rota is sorted for the week. There are a couple of messages on the app. I’ll pop home and get changed, and then we’ll head down there, shall we?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘Do you need to rush back for anything?’

      ‘Nope,’ Will replied. ‘Only being behind here later.’

      ‘Rightio, we’ll amble down there on the bridleway. It should be a lovely walk in this weather,’ Poppy noted.

      ‘Looking forward to it,’ Will said, and with a wave, he left, heading out towards the car park, leaving Poppy feeling a flutter of excitement for their lunch.

      Poppy sat with the app open on the iPad, checked that the rota was set, had a quick scoot around the bar to see if everything was sorted for the lunchtime opening, and then made her way back to her cottage.

      Once inside her cottage, Poppy realised she was sweating, her palms were damp, and she felt a sudden rush of nerves. Her heart fluttered in her chest, and she questioned why, in the name of goodness, she had suggested lunch with Will. The words had just sort of spilt out of her mouth before she knew what she was saying. Once she realised what she’d done, she regretted it like crazy. She thought about phoning the pub and making up some excuse. Could she suddenly have come down with some strange illness? Fallen down in mud, again. Maybe she would use the old chestnut she’d heard trotted out at work many a time – a “family emergency”.

      As she ummed and ahhed, she realised it would make her look even more stupid to cancel the lunch, since she’d been the one who’d suggested it. She mulled it over more as she heaved herself up the super steep stairs in the centre of the cottage. He’d said yes quickly enough. Maybe, unlike her, he got asked out to lunch all the time. Maybe it wasn’t as much of a big deal for him. After all, it was a casual little lunch and a casual little walk. To go with the causal little thumping going on just about all over her body but notably on the left-to-centre spot just behind her ribs.

      She tried to concentrate on the fact that it was just a walk and a sandwich. Nothing more, nothing less. She reminded herself that people like Will probably did things like go out to lunch every day of the week. In a bit of a daze, she walked to the wardrobe and stood in front of it, completely lost. What did one wear to an impromptu lunch date? She must not, in any shape or form, appear as if she’d made too much of an effort. What was it called? Casual chic or something? Yes, she’d aim for that.

      Poppy swore many times as she went from peering in her wardrobe to peering in the mirror. Was a pair of clean, ironed jeans, tennis shoes, and a lightweight blouse, simple yet chic for lunch with a man who was making her feel as if she was walking around the Hills upside down? She stared at herself in the mirror for ages, wondering what to do. A natural planner, someone who thrived on routine and schedules, this sudden, unplanned lunch date had thrown her all over the place. She wondered what had come over her to suggest such a thing. It was way out of her comfort zone, initiating going for lunch with someone like Will.

      Sitting on the edge of her bed, she took a few deep breaths, trying to calm her racing heart. She repeated the yoga breathing she’d learnt on a retreat over and over again in her head. Breathe in for one, two, three, four, five, hold for two, three, four, five, and out for two, three, four, five. It did absolutely nothing. She was getting herself in ridiculous knots. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t spent the whole morning with him anyway. There was no reason for her to be cooking the thing up to be something it wasn’t.

      Poppy mulled over her outfit choices. The first item that caught her eye was a floaty pink floral English tea dress. It was undeniably romantic, and she loved how it swished. She held it up against her, looking at her reflection in the full-length mirror. The dress was beautiful, no doubt about it, but it also felt too try-hard for a casual lunch. She worried that it might give Will the wrong impression, that she was taking this lunch date more seriously than she should. She so was.

      Next, she considered a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt paired with a casual linen blazer. It was a classic and effortless look, something she was comfortable in. She imagined herself in it, walking along the bridleway, the sun shining down. Yeah, maybe not. Finally, her eyes landed on a pair of navy wide-leg trousers and a light, airy top. A happy medium between the dress and the blazer. She tried it on and looked at herself in the mirror, and as she often did when she was alone, she chatted to herself. ‘Well, it’s only lunch. Nothing too fancy, nothing too casual, but then again...’ She pulled out the pink floral English tea dress, holding it up against her and twirled in front of the mirror. ‘Do I look like I’m in a period drama?’ Her reflection answered. ‘Jane Austin vibes and not good ones.’

      With a chuckle, she grabbed the jeans and white T-shirt, pulling them on and then adding the blazer. She stood in front of the mirror, hands on hips. ‘Right,’ she said, turning this way and that. ‘It’s a no from me,’ she said to her reflection. ‘You look like you’re off to a casual business meeting.’ She sighed exaggeratedly. ‘Why is this so hard? It’s just a lunch date.’ She suddenly stopped as her own words computed through her head and she spoke again to the mirror. ‘Lunch date? Is that what we are calling this?’

      She looked at herself expectantly, raised her eyebrows, grimaced, and then shouted out a swear word. It began with S.

      It was just lunch, a meal in the middle of the day after a busy morning working up an appetite. Nothing more, nothing less. As she pottered around getting ready, she rolled her eyes at her own melodramatics. One thing was for sure – it was a nice change of pace from the regular of her humdrum life. Maybe it would lead to more enjoyable lunches in the future. Who knew? As she bustled around the cottage with an upside-down body, she felt a wave of trepidation at what the afternoon had in store. It had been a very long time since Poppy Goldman had been to lunch with a man. She hadn’t ever been out with a man of the calibre of William Armstrong-Jones.
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      Poppy felt her breath catch as the door knocker went. She opened the door and smiled at the sight of Will standing on her doorstep. She’d had worse lunch dates. Will blinked. ‘You look nice.’

      Poppy felt heat race to her cheeks and land on them. She hadn’t wanted to give the impression that she’d made any effort, but clearly, she’d done just that. She tried to remain and sound casual. ‘Thanks. I had to get changed because of all that furniture moving this morning.’

      ‘Ready?’ Will asked.

      ‘Absolutely,’ Poppy replied, stepping onto the pavement and pulling the door shut behind her. She slid her sunglasses from her head onto her nose and looked up at the sky. ‘What a lovely day. The weather’s been gorgeous since I arrived. You can’t beat an English summer when it’s like this.’

      ‘Yep. Hope it stays this way for the whole time I’m here.’

      ‘Mmm, yes. Same.’

      A few minutes later, they’d walked along under the bunting on the main street, down the public footpath beside the rectory, and were heading downhill on the bridleway towards Pretty Beach. The bridleway was showing off as it wound through a patchwork of fields of wildflowers and tall, waving grass. The sun was out to play, jumping about here, there and everywhere, and the whole pathway was bathed in a canopy of deep greens, and beginning-of-summer warm, golden light. Poppy couldn’t quite get enough of it. The company wasn’t too bad, either.

      As they walked, Poppy felt such a mixture of strange nerves and bubbling excitement that she might as well have just jogged along. As they chatted about this and that, the upcoming botanical event, and inconsequential bits and bobs, the sounds of the bridleway punctuated their conversation. Strolling along, Poppy almost hugged herself – she was having that nice a time. She gasped in delight when a rabbit darted across the path in front of them, and as Will laughed at the sight of it and nudged her elbow, she felt as if electricity, or possibly fire, or maybe a red-hot poker, had burned into the corner of her skin.

      As they got closer and closer to Pretty Beach, they could hear the waves and smell the sea. The bridleway opened up to a panoramic view of the coastline, and the sea sparkled under the sun. Poppy gestured towards the coast. ‘The Sugar Wharf is over on that side.’

      Will shook his head and squinted towards the horizon. ‘Nope, I definitely don’t think I’ve been there before.’

      ‘It’s so nice. A few years back, gosh, not sure how long ago now, someone turned it from an old boat wharf and workshop into a café. It’s open in the evenings too. The food is out of this world, along with the views.’

      ‘Sounds amazing.’

      Poppy nodded. ‘The Locals Only stuff is normally fabulous.’

      Will screwed up his nose. ‘What’s with that? Locals Only ale in the pub, and there’s stuff in the corner shop, not that I’m offered it. I wonder how it came about?’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘No idea. I do know it’s been around for a very long time. When I first came here when I was about fifteen, it was the same then. Come to think about it, a lot of things are exactly the same. Then again, many things are significantly different from those days.’

      ‘Oh, meaning?’ Will asked, a genuine look of interest in his eyes.

      ‘I don’t know. The train has literally given the best of both worlds down this way. It used to be quite the pain in the backside to get down here.’

      ‘Do you come down here by train, then?’

      ‘No, I usually drive, but because of the train, it’s eased the traffic on the roads, if you see what I mean. Generally, it seems to have made an already amazing place better. Mind you, there was a lot of opposition to it in the early days, the train, that is.’

      Will ruffled his hand through his hair. ‘I vaguely remember it.’

      ‘Hmm. There’s always a lot of opposition to progress, I guess.’

      As they meandered down the path, Poppy found herself stealing glances at Will. His hair, the soft lines of his face, and the easy-going nature of his smile – he was effortlessly attractive, and the best thing was that he seemed completely unaware of it. She felt an undeniable pull towards him that left her feeling as if she was upside down. It had totally wrong-footed her, and she wasn’t sure what to do.

      ‘I meant to ask earlier,’ Will began, snapping a long blade of grass from the ground and twirling it between his fingers. ‘How did you end up getting roped in by Harriet to run a pub in the middle of the countryside?’

      Poppy laughed. ‘Well, it’s a long story. The short version is, I love being here. The long version is Harriet has had my back for a long time, and she helped me get my business going, so I’ll always owe her. This is the least I can do.’

      ‘Yeah, right. I see.’ Will smiled. ‘Sounds like she’s a good friend.’

      ‘She is.’ Poppy found herself caught up in Will’s easy charm, her heart pounding in her chest. Was it even possible that he was super good-looking and super nice? There must, surely, be a catch.

      As they neared Pretty Beach, the air turned salty, and the sound of waves crashing against the shore replaced the chirping of the birds. Beach huts in pastel hues lined the beach, the lighthouse stood on top of the cliffs, and the sound of a ferry horn in the distance travelled in the air.

      ‘Here we are. We need to head over to the other side,’ Poppy said.

      ‘Wow, that didn’t take long at all.’

      ‘Nope, slightly more taxing on the old legs on the way back, but not too bad at all.’

      Poppy’s upside-down fizzing felt as if it was palpable as they walked towards the restaurant. Her mum’s words about dating apps and not getting any younger went through her head as Will chatted easily. What her mum had said made her chuckle to herself, because although she wasn’t exactly on a date, she was indeed ambling down to have lunch with a man. Her mum would have kittens.

      When they got to the Sugar Wharf, they found the doors flung wide open in the little hut at the entrance. Inside took Poppy’s breath away.

      Outside, a weathered old deck extended into the sea, tables were set up for outdoor dining, and party lights were strung around umbrellas. Beyond the deck, small boats bobbed in the water, their colourful hulls glistening in the sunlight. It was as if the whole picturesque scene had been washed in a watercolour of the best things about an English seaside summer. As they were seated at a table in the far corner with the best view of the harbour, Poppy felt her heart skip a beat as she sat down.

      Will squinted at a chalkboard menu. ‘The prawns sound like my cup of tea.’

      Poppy quickly scanned down and joked. ‘I think I’ll have one of each.’

      As they chatted and decided what to have, it all felt very easy and natural. Poppy felt herself relaxing in the company of this man she was only just getting to know. They chatted about everything and nothing at all. From The Golden Lion, to Spencer, to how Poppy’s daughter Sophie was getting on on her travels.

      ‘And what about family?’ Poppy heard herself ask as a glass of wine fizzed quite nicely around her head.

      ‘I’ve got a son.’ Will smiled.

      Here we go. Baggage. Full-on baggage. Poppy thought. ‘Oh, right. How old?’

      Will nodded, his gaze softening. ‘Yeah, his name is Liam. He’s nine. Lives with his mum in Wales.’

      Poppy found herself searching his face, trying to gauge his emotions. ‘So, Wales? How does that work?’

      Will smiled. ‘We make it work. I go up there every other week, and for the school things that are important. Video calls, holidays… Thank goodness for technology.’

      Poppy nodded, her heart twinging. ‘Sounds busy.’

      Will chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. ‘He’s a good kid. Loves cricket. Liam’s mum is from Wales, and she has so much family up there. She was desperate to get back. She’s very close to her sisters, and there are loads of cousins. Yeah, as I said, we make it work.’

      Will leant back in his chair. ‘What about you?’

      Poppy took a deep breath, her fingers tracing the rim of her wine glass. ‘Well, there’s not much to tell, really.’

      Will raised an eyebrow. ‘I find that hard to believe.’

      Poppy chuckled, shaking her head. ‘Okay, well, where to start? You know about my small business and my holiday home. As I said, I have my daughter, Sophie, but she’s all grown up now.’

      Will nodded. ‘And her dad?’

      Poppy’s smile faded slightly. ‘Isn’t really in the picture. I had her when I was twenty, and he... Well, he wasn’t ready for that kind of responsibility, put it that way. Not that I was.’

      Will studied her for a moment. ‘That must’ve been tough.’

      Poppy nodded. ‘It was, but, ahh, you know, as you said, you make it work. At least the grown-ups of the world do.’ They sat in silence for a moment, an understanding passing between them. ‘Sophie’s off travelling. I think she needed to spread her wings.’

      A twinkle of understanding flashed in Will’s eyes. ‘Sounds like fun. Those were the days, eh?’

      Poppy shrugged, swirling the wine in her glass. ‘Yeah, she’s always been quite independent, just like her mother.’ She offered a wry smile, her eyes distant. ‘It was just me and Sophie for the longest time.’

      ‘Must have been hard work.’

      ‘It had its moments,’ Poppy admitted. ‘My parents helped.’

      ‘And now you have some freedom,’ Will added. ‘What’s that like?’

      Poppy considered the question, her fingers tapping rhythmically against her glass. ‘It’s… different,’ she confessed. ‘I’m not used to having so much time to myself. I was dreading it, all that empty nest stuff, but I’m actually loving it, which sort of doesn’t feel right. Weird, really…’

      ‘Enjoying your freedom, huh?’ Will said, his eyes sparkling with humour.

      Poppy laughed, a genuine, light-hearted sound. ‘I suppose you’re right. It is like freedom in a way. Freedom with a little dollop of guilt on the side.’ Poppy felt a warmth spread through her. She never really shared anything about how she felt about Sophie, but here she was, spilling all sorts of beans. This is nice, she decided in her head. This is very nice indeed.

      Will speared a prawn with his fork and gesticulated to the harbour. ‘And what about all this? Do you love the coast? You must do if you come here for the summer every year, and you have a place here.’

      Poppy blinked in surprise. ‘That’s quite a shift from parenting and freedom, ha! Yeah, I love being by the sea.’

      ‘I have to say I’m loving it here. I’ve said that whenever I’ve visited with Spencer.’

      ‘Why is that, do you think?’ Poppy mused.

      ‘Don’t know. I mean, when the weather is like this, you can’t beat it, I suppose.’

      ‘True.’

      ‘Have you ever surfed down here? Spenny loves it.’

      Poppy laughed. ‘Me! I tried once. Terrible. I wasn’t born to ride the waves. Let’s just say it didn’t end well. Never again.’

      Will chuckled. ‘I would’ve paid to see that.’

      As she laughed with Will, Poppy found herself a bit dazed. She liked Will’s easy-going nature, his sense of humour, and the way he made her feel comfortable. She liked how his eyes crinkled when he laughed, how his smile was genuine and warm. There was a connection between them, a chemistry that Poppy had not anticipated when Harriet had first told her he was coming to help out with the pub. It was exciting and strange and terrifying all at once. Shaking her head slightly, she tried to return to their light-hearted conversation. But as they chatted, Poppy felt a strange, never before felt undercurrent zipping around her body. What even was this?

      By the time they were done with their lunch, Poppy had fallen deep and hard. She’d dived into a well of warm and lovely water that was making her feel just so blimming good. She found herself drawn to Will as if something was pulling her towards him, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what. She did know one thing – she was smiling more than she had in a long time. But as she sat chatting and gazing out over the water, she thought to herself it was probably all too good to be true – charming, with an easy-going nature, and handsome to boot. There just simply had to be a catch.
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      Back home, Poppy collapsed on the sofa in the tiny middle room and just sat staring at the wall for ages, the events of the day replaying in her mind. She tucked her feet under her, her mind a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions. She’d enjoyed her time with Will more than she had anticipated. Much more. Sooooo much more. It had been ages since she’d felt so comfortable, so herself, around anyone. And, come on, who was she kidding? It wasn’t just about being comfortable around him. Basically, she was on fire.

      She ran a hand through her hair, scooped it all up onto the top of her head, and secured it into a bun, with her mind racing. She hadn’t intended to ask Will to lunch, hadn’t planned to even really talk to him at all. When she’d first learnt that he was going to be helping out with running the pub, she’d decided to give him a wide berth. Now here she was, thinking about him way too much. She didn’t even want to be really going down this road, but it was as if there was a steam roller behind her, propelling her forward. It had made her blurt out an invite and then divulge things about the real Poppy – stuff about Sophie and her actual life. It was unheard of. This Will was doing things to her she couldn’t get her head around at all.

      Poppy pondered it all as she sat stock still, staring blankly at the middle room wall. She’d always taken a long time to get to know people and never really shared much with anyone until they were tightly in her inner circle. But here, with this Will, she’d told him all sorts of things over lunch; about her past, about Sophie, and about her property investments. She’d always done a fine job, she’d believed, of keeping her personal life just that; personal. But today, for some reason, she’d opened up, letting Will see a part of her she usually kept locked away.

      Poppy sighed, pushing herself up from the sofa and moving towards the kitchen. She needed a cup of tea, something to quiet her buzzing thoughts. As she waited for the kettle to boil, she reflected on her past relationships. None of them had been good, and they’d always ended up in a sort of jumble of mostly disappointment where Poppy had berated herself for bothering. And each time, she had promised herself that it would be the last, that she was better off alone. After the last one she’d met through an estate agent via a property she was investing in had turned out to be a conman with a string of women behind him, she’d decided enough was enough. She’d put a lid on relationships and decided love was not for her. She’d decided that life for her would be a solo one. She would be quite happy mooching along on her own. And she had been – she’d been content and sorted for ages. But now this. What even was this?

      Poppy shook her head, trying to dispel the image of Will’s face, his warm smile, his kind eyes. She didn’t need this. But he was gorgeous. She didn’t have the time. But he was excruciatingly good-looking. She couldn’t be faffed with the brain power. But he was kind.

      Part of her was annoyed with herself for inviting him to lunch and even opening the door to herself a crack. She was finally enjoying her life as it was. With Sophie off travelling, she had the freedom she had craved for years, and everything had been sailing along nice and smoothly. She didn’t need a man to come and disrupt her peace. But he was lovely.

      As she stared out the window at the garden, she couldn’t deny the spark she’d felt at lunch. The way her heart fluttered when Will had looked at her, the way his laughter made her feel alive. The way she felt as if she was walking along on the same planet as she always had, but now she was upside down. It was confusing and exhilarating, and it scared her a lot.

      Poppy poured herself a cup of tea, her hands slightly trembling. She took a sip, the warm liquid soothing her nerves a little. She needed to think, to figure out what she was feeling. But for now, she just needed some quiet, some peace, some time to herself.

      As she settled back on the sofa, her thoughts still on Will, she couldn’t help but feel a tinge of regret. She had broken her promise to herself and had let someone in again. But as she sipped her tea, a small part of her wondered. What if he was different? He seemed nice enough. Scrub that, he seemed fabulous. Too good to be true, though? Probably.

      Shaking her head, Poppy sighed. It was too early to tell. She was letting her mind wander to things that probably weren’t even there. She’d been for one lunch with the poor man. He probably just thought he’d had to say yes to her because she was Harriet’s sad, lonely single friend, who was so friendless she had to spend the summer working in The Golden Lion.

      Cupping her mug of tea, Poppy just sat with her thoughts for ages and watched the colours in the garden. But despite her best efforts, her thoughts kept circling back to Will. She sighed at the sudden influx of emotions that were so unexpected. And she wasn’t sure what to do about it.

      Poppy had been single for a long time, by choice. When Sophie’s dad had informed her that he wasn’t interested in being in the picture, she’d made a vow to herself to focus on her and Sophie. And she had done just that for years and years. She’d busied along with her life, making sure every box was ticked, and taken care of them both. Love interests had floated in and out of her life here and there, and none of them had done her any good. And now that Sophie was off seeing the world, Poppy was supposed to be free and enjoying being on her own. And having feelings for someone, well, could be a big complication.

      There was another part of her, though, a tiny little voice somewhere also waving a little flag. The flag was saying that it might actually like a little bit of complication. The part of her that had felt a spark when she was with Will, the part of her that had enjoyed his company. The part of her that was, despite her apprehensions, upside down and loving how the topsy-turvy world around her now looked.

      Poppy shook her head and spoke to the wall. ‘Nope. No. Absolutely not. No way. Nup,’ she said, standing up abruptly. She couldn’t afford to fall for anyone. She didn’t want to risk all the hassle and aggro when it went wrong. Nope, she would stay focused, stay grounded. She had a lot on her plate, with the pub, her two small businesses, and Sophie. She would focus on those. She would immerse herself in work and keep herself busy. She would not let any sorts of feelings whatsoever for Will even begin to develop. She would remain at the centre of her uneventful, peaceful, uncomplicated, very boring life.

      Nodding to herself decidedly, she agreed that the lunch was the end. No more lunches or fluttering hearts. No more walking along on the planet upside down. She would just figure it out as she went along and then say cheerio to Will at the end of the six weeks, when he would be just a distant memory, and she could get on with her break in the Hills. Sorted.
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      Later on that evening, as warm sunset hues gave way to the purple blues of twilight with the added bonus of glow-worms here and there, Poppy was seated at the end of the garden in a reclining chair with her feet up and a glass of her favourite botanical-infused gin in hand. The sweet scent of roses wafted on the breeze, crickets hummed their evening tunes, and a rustle of leaves filled the air. Beside her, in exactly the same reclined position and also with a drink in hand, Fearne was gazing up at the sky.

      Between them on a small, wrought-iron table, a bottle of Poppy’s gin, infused with a mix of botanicals, was sitting on ice. A string of fairy lights flickered and twinkled, casting shadows on the surrounding foliage. Poppy took a sip of her drink, savouring both one of her better botanical mixes and the peaceful ambience of the garden. As they chatted and laughed at old memories, Poppy found herself totally relaxed as she gazed up at the sky.

      Fearne also looked up at the sky. ‘How is it at the pub?’

      ‘So far, so good.’

      ‘Mum said you had a look in the function room this morning.’

      Poppy’s eyes followed the stars beginning to twinkle in the darkening sky. As the gentle hum of evening insects filled the air, she took a sip of her drink, the taste of herbs and floral notes on her tongue. She sighed lightly, the calming atmosphere of the garden lulling her along with the back and forth of conversation. ‘Yeah, it’s a mess.’

      ‘Oh, I thought it was clear now.’

      ‘Who told you that?’ Poppy asked, her eyebrows raising slightly as she turned her head to look at Fearne, her fingers fiddling absent-mindedly with the stem of her glass.

      Fearne chuckled, her head lolling back onto the sun lounger. ‘Mum, of course. She said you’d made short work of it.’

      Poppy ignored the hint of a tease in Fearne’s voice. She knew there was going to be mention of Will. ‘That leak a few years ago in the ceiling doesn’t look great.’

      Fearne shifted in her lounger, her body turning towards Poppy as she propped herself up on one elbow. ‘Now it’s clear though, it shouldn’t be too much trouble, right?’

      Poppy bit her lip. ‘I guess not,’ she conceded. ‘I might just do the events in the main pub. I’m going to talk to Harriet about it when we FaceTime. The function room shouldn’t be too much work, though.’ As her words hung in the air, Poppy gazed at the sky.

      Fearne took a thoughtful sip of her drink, her eyes sparkling as she looked at Poppy. ‘Especially when you have a helper, huh?’

      Poppy feigned as if she had no idea what Fearne was talking about. ‘Who?’

      ‘William Armstrong-Jones.’

      ‘Yeah, no, I don’t have a helper. He just gave me a hand clearing the tables and stuff because I couldn’t do that on my own.’

      ‘Right, so you don’t have a helper, and you didn’t go on a… a little datey-poos?’ Fearne joked and giggled.

      Poppy nearly choked on her gin. ‘What? No! What do you mean?’

      ‘Half the blimming Hills are talking about it. Come on, Pops!’

      ‘You lot up here have nothing better to talk about.’

      ‘Nope, we don’t. Do you really think you can walk down the street here and the bridleway without anyone clocking it? Betty was so beside herself when I went into the shop this afternoon, she was more or less bouncing. You know how she loves a bit of gossip.’

      ‘There’s no gossip, though, so sorry to disappoint you all,’ Poppy stated.

      ‘Right. So there’s nothing to tell? Nothing at all?’ Fearne asked.

      ‘Nope. Honestly.’ Poppy tried her hardest to make her voice sound casual and nonchalant. ‘Nothing even remotely interesting.’

      ‘What, so you just stroll down for lunch at the Sugar Wharf every day of the week with handsome men, do you?’

      Poppy didn’t move a muscle and continued looking up at the inky sky. ‘How do you know it was the Sugar Wharf?’

      ‘I told you. When the Hillies want to know something, it doesn’t take long.’

      Poppy brushed it off. ‘Anyway, it was nothing. We just... we just had lunch, that’s all.’

      Fearne smiled, her eyes twinkling under the fairy lights as she turned and poked Poppy in the arm. ‘Oh, come off it, Pops. You don’t do going to lunch.’

      ‘Yes, I do!’

      ‘No, you don’t. And you certainly don’t do the asking.’

      Poppy squinted, wondering how on earth Fearne knew that she’d asked Will to lunch. ‘Rubbish.’

      ‘I’ve seen that look and heard that voice before. You like him.’

      Poppy sighed, looking down into her glass. ‘You have not, and I do not! Don’t be ridiculous! I told you I’m solo and loving it.’

      ‘So, you are telling me that you have no interest at all and that it just so happened that you went to lunch? Is that your version of events?’ Fearne clarified with a chuckle.

      ‘I don’t know. I mean, yes, well, he is lovely, and from what I’ve seen so far, he seems quite kind, and plus, yes, he’s really good-looking.’ Poppy took a gulp of her drink as if it would soothe her fluttering nerves. ‘But it was just lunch, and anyway, I’ve had such terrible luck with relationships.’

      ‘You’re not wrong there.’

      ‘I don’t think I can handle another disappointment. So even if there was something there, which there is most certainly not, I’m not going down that route. So, there we have it. It really is that simple.’

      Fearne nodded sympathetically, her earlier teasing replaced by understanding. ‘I get it, Pops. You’ve been through a lot, but never say never. You never know what a summer in the Hills will bring. Ask me how I know.’

      Poppy played with the edge of her cardigan, her mind awash with her last relationship, which had ended in a shambles of ghosting. ‘Remember the last one? He seemed so perfect, until, well, you know how that ended.’

      ‘And let’s not forget Oliver,’ Fearne added, rolling her eyes. ‘Mr I-can’t-commit-because-I’m-scared-of-being-tied-down,’ Fearne swore. ‘Yeah, never liked him from the get-go, and I only met him the few times you brought him here.’

      Poppy laughed, despite herself. ‘And then there was George. The one who thought a good date was taking me to watch football, and we’re not talking about the Premier League in a box.’

      They both dissolved into giggles, the absurdity of Poppy’s romantic history providing a strange sort of comfort.

      ‘But you know what, Pops?’ Fearne said, her voice serious. ‘None of those men were right for you, but that doesn’t mean you should give up. Look at what happened to me. I am a walking-talking embodiment of never giving up on love.’

      Poppy sighed, looking up at the star-studded sky. ‘Euuh, you sound like a mushy cinema advert for cheap chocolates.’

      ‘Maybe, but it could still happen to you if you keep an open mind.’

      ‘You really think so?’

      ‘I know so,’ Fearne replied with a wink. ‘And who knows? Will might just be the one to break the pattern of no-hopers you’ve dallied with in the past.’

      Poppy smiled at the thought, her heart fluttering once again at the mention of Will’s name. Maybe, just maybe, Fearne was right.
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      In jeans, a big floppy grey T-shirt, and her hair pulled up into a ponytail, Poppy made her way to the pub with a spring in her step. She could barely keep the smile from her face in light of her lunch with Will. And now here she was, on a lovely summer’s day, on her way to get the function room ready for her botanical event. Life really was rather good.

      Poppy had first started the botanical events at the pub in the early days of Harriet owning it. It had come up as part of a brainstorming session for ways to bring in some income and diversify. What they hadn’t expected was how popular it had turned out to be. Now her events – Poppy’s Tipples – were a much-lauded fixture at The Golden Lion. The only thing that had halted their success was the pandemic, but now, function room dependent, they were back with a bang.

      Poppy reflected on how far her small sideline business, Poppy’s Tipples, had come over the years. It had been a very slow start with even slower growth, but now it was a stable small business that tricked along quite nicely. Poppy’s Tipples had all begun with her love of spending time with her dad in the shed. He had spent many hours at the end of the garden, growing things, and with his surplus produce, he’d created all sorts of weird and wonderful concoctions and ways of preserving over the years. As part of his canning and pickling process and in his exploration of trying to preserve things, Poppy had fallen in love with drying herbs and any other items she could lay her hands on. It had started with the simple hanging of things upside down in the shed, then spreading things out on trays and slow-drying bits in the oven, and moved on to air dehydrators and all sorts. Mostly in the early days, it had just been a nice little hobby at the end of her day. With Sophie indoors with Poppy’s mum, she and her dad would spend lovely evenings experimenting and whiling away long hours pottering in the shed, with the radio on in the background and cups of tea by their sides.

      She’d started to dabble with garnishes for drinks one summer’s evening when her dad had won a bottle of gin at the bowling club. From there, she’d experimented with all manner of things to put in drinks. That had moved onto her making up little bundles of dried bits and bobs for cocktails. Her cocktail packs had come to be long before her actual business when one of her dad’s old pals, who’d loved to make cocktails, had started to ask her for bits and bobs for his creations. That friend had gone on to sell cocktails to pubs and clubs, and Poppy had provided all sorts of dried fruit and garnishes to go along with them. And so, Poppy’s Tipples was born.

      It had really taken off when Poppy, faced with an avalanche of dried garnishes threatening to overrun her life, had packaged them into tiny little parcels, tied them with string, and topped them with her beautifully handwritten calligraphy labels. On a whim, she’d put them on Etsy, and orders had been coming in steadily ever since. Throw in a gin-drinking revolution, a friend’s commercial kitchen where she rented a back room, and a couple of part-time staff, and Poppy’s Tipples had become a bona fide business providing quite the little income indeed.

      Despite all of that and the fact that it was now a business, Poppy still mostly loved the arranging of botanicals, the combining of different dried items, the setting up of an event, and watching how it took off. Her events at The Golden Lion, and various other places, were what she’d missed most about the lockdown. Now they were about to begin.

      With a happy smile on her face and event planning in her head, she inhaled the familiar scent of polished wood mingled with the aroma of hops as she stepped inside the pub. Hoisting the gigantic bag full of her botanicals from her shoulder into the corner of the function room, she stood where she was, envisioning how she wanted the event to go.

      Her mind flitted quickly back over previous events; they’d done all sorts in the past, including using the outdoor area in the garden and taking over the whole of the left side of the actual bar. At a Bonfire Night evening, they’d set up near the fire, and at a Christmas event, some of her hot toddy creations had been ladled from slow cookers full of goodness, and drinks had gone on late into the night.

      For the first event since the pandemic, Poppy wanted to make a real splash. The posters plastered throughout the pub and circulating on its social media pages promised something special. Now she had to deliver. People came from all over the Pretty Beach area for the botanical events with high hopes and big expectations. The summer and Christmas events now had quite a reputation and had become calendar highlights of the local scene.

      As she stood there planning and ascertaining, she also had a certain person nudged in the shadows at the back of her mind. She was secretly hoping Will might offer his help with the decoration of the room. She may have let her mind wander to other things she might like his help with. However, with no time for fantasising or dawdling, she began to hustle. About five minutes into her preparations, June appeared at the door.

      ‘Morning, Pops. How are you getting on?’

      ‘Ahh, good timing. Yeah, it’s pretty dusty in here. Can I borrow the hoover for a bit? I want to get going on it before I even decide what tables I’m going to use.’

      June waved her hand dismissively. ‘No, no. I’ll do it.’

      ‘Thanks, but actually, if you’ve got time, I think it might be better if we tackle it as a team. What do you think?’

      June squinted at the carpet. ‘Sheesh, just shows you what a few years of neglect do.’

      ‘I know. I had the same thought.’

      ‘Well, no use dwelling on it. Let’s get this place spick and span. We’ve got a reputation to uphold,’ June quipped with a wink and started rolling up her sleeves. ‘I’ll go and get the other vacuum, and we’ll set to.’

      Poppy was grateful for June’s attitude. A doer of the world if ever there was one, and worth her weight in gold. Harriet knew it too and paid her handsomely for it. About fifteen minutes later, after both hammering at it with gusto, Poppy pushed the button on the vacuum with her foot, and June made her way over to the windows, thrusting them open. Lovely fresh air and morning light streamed into the room, particles of dust dancing and sparkling in the bright rays.

      ‘Okay, damp dusting. Then I’ll go in for a second vacuum,’ June announced, pulling a pair of gloves from her apron pocket and tossing another pair to Poppy.

      The two women then moved sequentially around the room, damp dusters in hand, wiping.

      As they worked, a comfortable silence settled between them, broken only by the occasional sound coming from the kitchen. Then, after a while, June cleared her throat, a twinkle in her eyes. ‘So... I heard you had lunch with Will the other day.’

      Poppy’s hand stilled on the table she was dusting, a blush spreading across her cheeks. ‘Who told you that?’

      June shrugged, her grin widening. ‘Who do you think? And anyway, you know, word gets around. Small town and all.’

      Poppy chuckled, resuming her dusting with a bit more force than necessary. ‘It was nothing, just a friendly lunch.’ She wished it had been so much more.

      June hummed, looking unconvinced. ‘Friendly lunch? Well, it’s about time you had a bit of fun. You’ve been working too hard for years, Pops.’

      Despite pretending it was nothing, Poppy couldn’t suppress a smile. Trust June to notice and mention it. ‘I always work hard. Same as you.’

      June chuckled, clapping a hand on Poppy’s shoulder. ‘True, but take my word for it, there’s no harm in a little fun and no harm in a bit of romance either. You have to take it while you can. When you get to my age, drought sets in.’

      Poppy shook her head. ‘Ahh, well, there’s no romance here so…’

      ‘I believe you. Hundreds wouldn’t.’ June chuckled.

      ‘Honestly, it was just a friendly lunch,’ Poppy reiterated.

      ‘But seriously,’ June replied, her tone softer. ‘You deserve to have some fun. You know? All work and no play…’

      Poppy blushed again, busying herself with straightening a photo frame on the wall to avoid June’s gaze. She muttered, ‘Thanks, June.’ June’s words were from a place of kindness, but she tried to brush them off, almost as if she didn’t want to admit to herself, let alone to June, how right June was.

      ‘You’re more than welcome, Pops. You’re like family to us.’ June left the sentence hanging in the air.

      ‘Thanks,’ Poppy said, trying to close the subject as she bustled around.

      June chuckled, raising her hands in surrender. ‘Alright, alright. I won’t say another word. For now.’

      As the dusting and cleaning continued, and with the monotonous task in hand, Poppy’s thoughts drifted back to the lunch with Will. It had been nice. More than nice, if she was being completely honest with herself. But the prospect of anything more than a friendly lunch was weird, despite what June and Fearne had said. It felt strange and odd to be even considering romance in the air.

      Poppy straightened and stretched, putting her hands on the small of her back. ‘Right, I think we’ve conquered the dust at least.’

      June paused, looking around the room with a satisfied nod. ‘Yep. That’s broken the back of it. It’s surprising how dusty this old place gets. It must be on the walls. Years of it, I suppose. It seems to come from nowhere.’

      Just as they were both standing back, assessing their work, there was a noise behind them – a slight creak of the door and a soft cough. Turning around, Poppy locked eyes with Will, who was leaning casually against the doorframe, a smile on his face.

      ‘Hope I’m not interrupting anything?’ Will said.

      Poppy felt her cheeks flush at his unexpected arrival. ‘Hi.’

      ‘Hey, Will! Your ears must be burning,’ June exclaimed, her voice overly enthusiastic.

      ‘Oh, blimey. All good, I hope?’

      ‘Of course.’ June chuckled. ‘Just in time! You can help get that last table out and into the storage shed. We need to crack on and get this place shipshape.’

      As Will entered the room, Poppy felt herself turn upside down. She was now standing on her head and viewing everything in a whole new light, and it had nothing to do with the clean, open windows.

      ‘You were just talking about how helpful I am to have around and how you love having me here,’ Will joked. ‘Is that right?’

      ‘Just what we were saying,’ Poppy shot back as quick as a flash. If only he knew how much it was true.

      ‘Along with a few other things,’ June said and gave Poppy a look. She pointed to a table in the corner. ‘Right, we need that out of here, pronto.’

      Will frowned. ‘You’re not having tables in here then?’

      June burst out laughing. ‘Ha! Come on, Will. Haven’t you picked up anything? Do you really think that monstrosity would make it into a Poppy’s Tipples event?’

      Will frowned and peered at the table. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

      June tutted and joked as she shook her head. ‘You have a lot to learn, my friend.’

      Poppy laughed and pointed to the table. ‘That wouldn’t even make it past the door of an event. Come to think of it, how did Harriet allow that in the pub in the first place?’

      June chuckled. ‘Something to do with the WI cakes and the socially distanced coffee morning that was here. Harriet shoved it in here as soon as they’d left.’

      As Will picked up the table as if it was made of paper, Poppy felt herself almost openly swoon. The biceps were not bad. She swallowed and told herself to pull herself together. June picked up her box of cleaning tools. ‘Okay, I’ll leave you to it. I’m supposed to be doing Betty’s hair at the shop.’

      ‘Alright, thanks for all your help,’ Poppy acknowledged.

      ‘No dramas.’ June raised her eyebrows. ‘And remember what I said.’

      ‘Will do.’ Poppy smiled.

      Ten minutes later, Will was back in the function room. ‘Right, well, I think this calls for a coffee.’

      Will returned a few minutes later, carrying two steaming mugs. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air as he handed one to Poppy. ‘I hope you like it strong,’ he said, smiling as he took a sip from his own mug.

      Poppy took the mug, wrapping her hands around it, took a sip and smiled. ‘Nice, thanks.’

      They both leaned against the windowsill, sipping their coffees for a moment. ‘So, you’ve really made a name for yourself with these botanical events. Joely was talking about it yesterday. She said people come from near and far.’

      Poppy shrugged. ‘I suppose so. It all just started as a bit of a hobby, really. I never expected it to become anything.’

      Will nodded. ‘It’s a great idea. I bet it’s a lot harder on the inside than it looks.’

      ‘It is. Aren’t most things that do well like that on the inside?’

      ‘Oh, yeah, definitely. You should be proud of yourself, though.’

      Poppy liked a compliment when it came from Will. Very much so. Caught off guard for a second, she stared into her coffee. She felt a bit embarrassed, but she wasn’t sure why. ‘Thanks.’ She blew on her coffee before taking a sip. ‘It certainly keeps me on my toes.’

      Will nodded. ‘Running a business is hard work.’

      ‘True,’ Poppy agreed.

      ‘Especially when you’re doing it whilst looking after someone else’s pub,’ Will joked.

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Harriet has the right idea, eh? Trotting off to the sun.’

      ‘Indeed. I think I got it all wrong somewhere along the line. I should be under the Tuscan sun enjoying rolling hills, beautiful vineyards, and plates of delicious pasta.’

      ‘Sounds good to me.’ Will chuckled.

      Poppy gestured around the room. ‘Yep, but anyway, right now, I need to focus on the event.’

      Will gave her an encouraging smile. ‘I’m pretty good at following orders.’

      Poppy gulped. She liked the sound of that offer, alright. She gesticulated to the pub. ‘How are you finding it here?’

      ‘Yeah, good. It’s busier than I thought. I’ve been living off whatever is left in the kitchen the past few nights,’ Will confessed, running a hand through his hair.

      ‘Oh no,’ Poppy sympathised. ‘That must be getting old.’

      Will chuckled. ‘Well, it’s not exactly haute cuisine, but it’s easy and quick. With all the work that’s been going on, I’ve barely had time for much. At least tonight there’s a full bar staff on, so I won’t be rushing around. Honestly, I don’t know how Harriet does it. It’s certainly an eye-opener. She must be a machine.’

      Before she’d even thought about it, Poppy heard herself asking Will over. ‘Pop over to mine if you like. If you’re free, of course,’ she added quickly, trying to sound casual as her heart raced. She was not, in any shape or form, feeling casual inside. She wanted him to say yes, as if her life depended on it.

      ‘That’d be great.’

      On hearing Will’s answer, Poppy found herself upside down again. A flutter of excitement wobbled through her stomach as she peered around the room from the carpet. ‘Around seven suit? And you’re not allergic to anything, are you?’

      Will shook his head. ‘Nope. Seven sounds perfect.’
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        * * *

      

      Poppy strolled along the pavement on her way home. The day was warm, the sun sitting high in the sky and far-off distant waves rhythmically tumbling in the background. She had to quell her sudden rush of nerves as, in her mind, she replayed the scene in the pub with Will. She’d invited Will for supper. Poppy Goldman! The woman who had taken a vow that she would no longer date. The woman who had told everyone who cared to listen, but mostly herself, that she was done with relationships.

      As she strolled along, she thought about Will turning up and how it would go. She made a quick mental scan of her fridge – all good there. But this was no lonely supper for one. If Will was coming for supper, she’d need to up her game and get everything spot on. Her mind jumbled – fairy lights, the corner of the garden, botanicals, a romantic glow to an al fresco meal. Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha. What was she even doing? The man had accepted her off-the-cuff proposal because he had been consuming leftovers for days. She shook her head as if trying to dislodge the thought that she very much wanted it to be a date. So much. Her mind began to do all sorts of things. Maybe it was a date. Where, indeed, was the question, might it end up?

      As she got to the front door of the cottage, she chuckled to herself. Most definitely

      overthinking, but really quite nice overthinking. Overthinking with a sweet rosy upside-down glow at the edges. She shook her head rapidly. No, it was just supper. An innocent, friendly supper. With a man who blew her socks off. Just a supper? As she put her key into the front door, she muttered to herself. ‘I blooming well hope not.’
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      As Poppy stepped into her cottage, its familiar I’m-home scent enveloped her, calming her nerves slightly. She hung her bag on the back of the kitchen door and glanced around. She’d need a thorough tidy-up and an hour or two of pottering to get everything ready. Ready for a guest. Yahoo! If Will was coming for supper, everything had to be just right. So, so right. All must be aligned in her world. Her little cottage was simple and cosy, a space that she cherished, but she wanted it to be perfect. Who knows where an evening in it with William the Conqueror might lead?

      Shaking her head, she couldn’t quite believe that after everything she’d told herself about the lunch and remaining professional, she’d invited Will to supper. And now she was panicking about what, indeed, she was going to cook. An easy-to-prepare supper that would elevate her to the realm of domestic goddess extraordinaire. A domestic goddess who would flit around casually, taking everything in her stride, whilst looking as if she’d just stepped out of the pages of a Pinterest board. Her mind churned through what-to-cook possibilities, and she fizzed with anticipation. With Will as the guest, her regular old lonely meals for one were looking on the up.

      Yes, yes, yes. This was going to be so good. She would whizz around and produce something summery. A little bit fancy, at the same time as a little bit not bothered. She opened the fridge and peered in. Plenty to choose from there. The same with the freezer. A quick scan of its contents, and in a flash, she had decided with a swift nod of her head. Her mum’s incredibly delicious, whilst ridiculously easy, caramelised onion, goat cheese, and thyme tart. It was simple, flavourful, and never, ever failed to impress. She’d pair it with a herb and edible flower salad and maybe some couscous. She would do this all while acting as if she had gorgeous men over to join her for supper every day of the week. The last one had been about five years before. It had not ended well.

      Opening the fridge again, she stood squinting in with the door open and her left hand on her hip, pondering over drinks. Should she do the same thing she did with Fearne and bring out the botanicals, or just opt for a shared bottle of wine? Too many questions. She was possibly overdoing her thinking on the occasion. Will probably wouldn’t care less. She decided on craft beer and white wine, and then totally changed it and decided on cocktails and botanicals.

      As she busied herself around the kitchen, she couldn’t suppress the thrill coursing through her whole body. Will was coming over. Hip, hip, hooray. And astonishingly, it had again been her as the one who had extended the invitation. It felt strange, weird, odd and deliciously exciting all at once. Who was this happy, happy person? And what was this happy, happy place?

      Bursting with energy, she began gathering the ingredients. Her mind raced ahead to setting the table, selecting the perfect music, and how the evening might unfold. The kitchen turned into a whirl. She tapped her phone for her favourite playlist and found herself singing along. There may have been a private moment where a wooden spoon was sung into, and there was definitely a little fist pump-y twirl around the kitchen table.

      She loved being in her little cottage kitchen in the summer. She loved it even more when she had a supper guest like Will on the horizon. When she’d bought the place, the kitchen had been in dire need of renovations, but they’d managed to save and recycle the thick, old-fashioned worktops. Sometimes, as she stood making a cup of tea or cooking supper, she found herself imagining the generations before her that had used the same surfaces as they looked out into the garden. She wondered if they, too, had put out invitations to delicious men who were not only stupendously handsome, but also, somehow, nice.

      She picked out an old cast-iron skillet and began chopping onions, tumbling them into the pan with way too much butter and lots of garlic. Then she strolled out to the garden to snip a healthy dose of thyme from the herb patch, ran it under the tap, and then sprinkled it over the onions. As the sweet scent of caramelising onions, thyme, and garlic began to permeate the air, she pottered around the small kitchen, getting ready for the evening. Tra la la la la. Poppy Goldman was singing. And jigging. Belting out tunes into wooden spoons.

      She peered out into the garden. Would the weather hold for dining al fresco? What would the evening pertain to? As Poppy worked, a ripple of excitement went through her. It was all so tingly and good. A little summer dalliance high up in the Hills.

      About an hour later, she crumbled goat’s cheese into the onion mix, spread it onto pastry sheets, and slid the tart into the oven. As she cleaned up, thoughts of Will kept surfacing, causing her to smile. She had a man coming over for supper, and she was more than excited. Talk about a surprising development. When her mum had told her she wasn’t getting any younger and had mentioned a dating app, she’d physically shuddered at the thought. Now, here she was, having a supper date. She couldn’t ignore how good the flutter of anticipation at the thought of Will sitting at her dining table made her feel. It had been a long time since someone had occupied that seat. For the first time in a long time, Poppy was looking forward to what the night would bring.

      With a tablecloth and napkins in her arms, Poppy stepped outside into her garden, peered up at the sky, checked the weather app, and then made her way to the secluded corner down near the pink shed. The little spot caught the golden hour perfectly, and she’d spent countless evenings putting the world to rights with Fearne or Betty from the shop. Tonight would be different. She couldn’t give a flying fart about the world, or putting it to rights.

      Smiling, she spread out a stripy linen tablecloth, carefully folded the napkins, and as she brushed off the seat pads and fluffed up the cushions, the sights and sounds of the garden went on around her as if she wasn’t there. Bees buzzed from flower to flower, birds chirped, and the bright summer flowers in her hanging baskets rustled in the breeze. After picking a huge bunch of pale blue hydrangeas and putting them in a vase in the centre of the table, she stood back and nodded. A lovely al fresco table for what she hoped was going to be a fabulous night. Her mind wandered up and down and back again as she pondered where the night would end. She hoped it would be somewhere nice.
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      As the hues of the evening sun started to paint the sky, Poppy took a moment to appreciate the lovely sunshine and the sound of summer in the Hills. She found herself buzzing around the cottage as she waited for Will to arrive. She may have bounded up and down the stairs about four hundred times and craned her neck by the window to see if she could glimpse him coming down the street. She might also have danced across the landing to Leo Sayer in her head.

      At seven, there was a knock, and Poppy flew down the stairs as fast as she could and opened the door with a huge smile. Will had a bottle of wine in hand and an easy smile on his face. Poppy swallowed, feeling a flip in her stomach. Will looked relaxed, at ease, and so handsome that she had to stop herself from blowing out and shaking her head.

      ‘Evening,’ he said, raising the bottle of wine in the air. ‘I hope white is okay with you. I wasn’t sure whether or not you’d be trying out your concoctions on me.’

      Anything was alright with her. She’d drink petrol if she had to. ‘Come in,’ Poppy replied, ushering Will in. ‘White is perfect.’

      A few minutes later, they were in the kitchen. Poppy felt flustered as she tried to focus on opening the wine and trying to make some sort of cohesive words come out of her mouth. She took a couple of wine glasses out of the cupboard, placed them on the worktop, and as she went to unscrew the top of the wine, she knocked one of the glasses over. Cursing herself, and thankful that it didn’t break, she placed it carefully back down and blinked rapidly as she took the top off the wine, attempting to keep her hands steady. This man was making her look as if she’d lost the plot. Where had sensible, boring old Poppy gone?

      Once she’d managed to actually pour the wine into the glass and not all over the worktop, she passed over a glass to Will and pointed out to the garden. ‘I thought we’d sit outside. It’s a lovely evening.’

      ‘Yep, whatever,’ Will said as he took the glass. ‘What’s cooking? It smells delicious. Better than leftovers anyway.’

      ‘You said you liked anything, so I made a goat’s cheese tart, salad, and there’s sticky date pudding in the oven.’

      ‘Works for me,’ Will joked.

      ‘Hopefully, it will be better than leftovers.’

      Once they were outside, the sky awash with pinks and purples, the conversation flowed as if they’d known each other for a long time. All of Poppy’s overthinking went out the window as she sipped on the wine and found herself laughing and chatting about all sorts. Will was so nice and so handsome, she wasn’t quite sure if perhaps she was in a dream. By the time she’d brought the tart out, poured more wine, and they’d chatted further, Poppy found herself wanting to dig a bit deeper into all things Will. She leaned back in her chair and picked up her glass. ‘So,’ she began, her tone a bit probing. ‘Six weeks in the Hills? Are you up here for any reason at all?’ she joked. ‘Hiding from someone?’

      As quick as a flash, there was a subtle shift in Will’s demeanour. Nothing major, but he most definitely bristled. It was the same look that had crossed his face when they’d been having lunch. He took a long sip of his drink, and his smile faltered a tad. The lightness of the conversation seemed to wane slightly. ‘Well,’ he started and then paused for a bit. ‘It’s good to get away, so why not?’

      The fact that Will wasn’t really answering Poppy’s question wasn’t lost on her. She’d thought that he might have baggage, maybe this was it. Inside, she sighed a little bit. Here we go. ‘Right.’

      Will’s gaze flicked towards the hydrangeas, and he seemed to weigh his words, becoming more cautious. ‘I suppose I needed a change of scenery...’

      His words hung in the air between them. Poppy felt a prickle of unease, but she wasn’t sure why. He definitely seemed bristly, but she wasn’t certain. Deciding that she might be imagining it, she took a big swig of her wine, shifted in her seat, and brushed off the awkward moment. ‘Well, I must say, it all seems to be going quite well with the pub so far. So that’s good,’ she said, injecting a cheery tone in her voice as she tried to lighten the mood.

      ‘Yep, I’ll admit, I didn’t know what to expect coming up here, but it’s been… refreshing.’

      The conversation shifted to safer topics, and the mood lifted as Poppy started to enlighten Will on her first few times in the village. She filled him in on some of the characters, the odd quaint customs she’d come across, and some of the weird traditions.

      By the end of the evening, the only blip had been when Poppy had asked him why he was staying for six weeks. Apart from that, it had all gone swimmingly. Poppy was, in fact, revelling in it. She was enjoying herself so much that she never wanted it to end. She looked at her watch and raised her eyebrows in surprise when she saw that it was approaching midnight. ‘Wow, it’s getting late. I didn’t realise the time.’

      Will tapped his phone. ‘Oh, yeah, right, I should probably get going,’ he said, standing up and stretching. ‘Thank you. Tonight was…’ He paused, searching for the right word. ‘Wonderful. Sorry, I didn’t realise how time had marched on either. I was only meant to be popping in for supper.’

      Poppy smiled back at him, her heart fluttering. It was fine by her. She could quite happily entertain him all night. Very happily. Like all night. All day. All year. Her lifetime. ‘It went by in a flash and yes, it was lovely. Thanks for coming over,’ she agreed, standing up to walk him to the gate.

      With the dark, still night all around them, they walked through the garden, with the lanterns glowing from beside the paving stones. When they reached the gate at the end, by the lane, Poppy pressed down on the latch as quietly as she could, opened it, and they both stepped through into the lane. Poppy hesitated for a second, and Will turned back for a brief moment and then turned to face her. In the moonlight, the moment seemed to hang between them, an odd awkward silence in the still night air. Before Poppy even knew what was happening, Will took a step closer to her, put his hand on her arm, and moved in. Poppy’s heart pounded in her chest as she looked up at him, the air between them sparkling with anticipation. Before she had a chance to think about it too much, Will leaned down and kissed her softly. Poppy’s hand instinctively rose to his chest, and as her world turned on its head, she felt as if her whole body was thrumming.

      After what felt like both an eternity and an instant, they broke apart. Will blinked a few times, coughed, and then gave her a small smile. ‘I err… I’d better go,’ he said, stepping back.

      ‘Yes, yes, it’s late. Night,’ Poppy said, not quite sure what to say or how to act as Will turned and started to walk down the lane. Just for a second, Poppy stood by the gate and watched him go, her lips still tingling from the kiss. As she gazed after him, she felt a strange mix of feelings. She closed the gate behind her, leant on it, clenched both hands into fists, squeezed her eyes shut and tapped her head with her fists in excitement. ‘Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!’ she whisper-shouted into the dark night air. Her heart was pounding like a drum, and she could hardly contain herself. She punched the air a few times and looked up at the back of the cottages. What was happening to her? She’d just kissed a man in the back lane.

      Walking through the garden in the silvery glow of the moon with the tingling sensation of something new buzzing around her, she kept replaying the kiss in her mind. The way the world seemed to blur away to nothing, leaving just the two of them standing in the night air. A delicious, ripply shiver went through her as she gathered the last few bits from the garden table and walked back into the house in a daze. As she stacked the last few plates in the dishwasher, she went over every single part of the evening – Will’s easy smile when she’d opened the door, the lovely food, the way he chuckled as if he thought she was funny, the banter. All of it lovely and exciting and deliciously new. As she methodically loaded the dishwasher, she couldn’t quite put her finger on what was happening to her, but she absolutely knew that she loved how it was making her feel.

      There was something about Will that drew her in, an undeniable chemistry. There was only one little niggle – his subtle shift in demeanour during their conversation about his decision to come to the Hills for six weeks. As she remembered the look on his face, it gave her pause for thought. Was there a little red flag waving somewhere in the background? Possibly. Poppy told herself she didn’t give two hoots about flags, whatever colour they were. She’d enjoyed the evening, and she was going to jolly well make the most of it.

      Thoughts swirled around her mind as she wiped down the table, and as she closed the dishwasher and pressed for it to start, she stood there for a second as the low hum began to reverberate around the room. It had been a quite magical evening. She shook her head, laughing quietly to herself at the preposterous nature of it all. She had actually invited a man over for supper, and it had actually been nice. It was certainly an unexpected turn of events. But then, as she’d said to Will, life in the Hills was full of surprises. From where she was standing, she’d take the surprises, especially the double-barrelled ones, thank you very much.
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      Poppy was ambling along the bridleway in the direction of the sea. Her morning routine had always included a walk, no matter what she was doing or where she was in the world. When Sophie was a baby, she’d walked for miles with her in the pram and in the days when she’d had a regular nine-to-five job, she’d made walking part of her commute after dropping Sophie off at school. When she found herself spending time in the Pretty Beach Hills, things were no different, and she would walk every day after breakfast.

      It had been a few days or so since the supper and the lane, and despite her best efforts, Poppy and Will hadn’t crossed paths at the pub. Poppy mulled it over as she strolled down the bridleway, as it cut through fields of swaying wheat. Hugged by hedgerows, dotted with wildflowers, and with a sweet little stream flowing beside it, the sounds of the bridleway were a lovely soothing soundtrack to her morning thoughts. Her mind was occupied with swirls of Will and what had happened after the supper. If truth be told, she simply couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      It was strange that she’d not heard from him or seen him since. Despite being around the pub, she’d not seen him at all. Almost to the point where she’d wondered in the back of her head if he was avoiding her. Was he making himself scarce? She shook her head. Of course not.

      She’d mulled it over and had decided that she would scheme a way to make sure that push came to shove and she saw him. And so there was a strategy afoot in her world. A scheme whereby she was the chief architect, designing a plan to bump into Will at the pub. She pulled her phone from her pocket and ran her eyes down the Google Sheet Harriet had so meticulously detailed before she’d left for Tuscany. Everything was on there, including who was doing what and when. Poppy nodded to herself. Will would be overseeing the beer delivery to the cellar that morning, and she had the perfect ruse to ensure she would be there at the same time. She would pretend there was a glitch with the staff rota for the lunchtime opening. Simple.

      As she ambled along the bridleway in the direction of the sea, she planned her strategy. She would breeze into the pub all airily, her voice would be nonchalant, her demeanour casual. She would saunter in without a fuss, with the excuse that there was a problem with the rotas.

      Walking along thinking about it, the sun was still low in the sky, speckling the pathway with pretty light. The fields swayed, and the air was filled with an earthy scent she never could quite put her finger on. A mingle of sweet wild roses, ferns, and the faint tang of the sea carried over from the cliffs in the far distance. Birdsong filled the air, and a gentle breeze rustled through the hedgerows. It was as if the leaves and the trees were whispering to her as she strolled, encouraging her to throw caution to the wind and dilly-dally around at the delicious prospect of whatever it was that had happened, or was happening, with Will.

      She took a deep breath, savouring the fresh air tinged with the scent of the sea, and laughed to herself about her plan. She was being quite the fool, of that she was well aware. But it was all a bit of welcome fun, a nice little summertime distraction from her regular hardworking world. To be a bit of a fly-by-night felt so far from the regular humdrum of her life, and was so very exciting. It was as if she had a little, tiny secret wrapped up in a parcel just beside her tightly closed heart.

      When she’d gone through the cooler air of the woods and across a bridge over a stream, she came to a viewing spot. Pausing there and leaning on the back of a mossy old lichen-covered bench, she gazed out over the hills. She squinted and just about made out the path winding away into the distance, veering off in the direction of the towering lighthouse one way and the other way leading down to Pretty Beach. As her eyes rested on the silhouette of the lighthouse, she gathered her thoughts, chuckled, and hugged her secret dalliance to herself. She was going to make sure she bumped into Will again, see what happened and live her life on the edge. No more boring, sensible old Poppy who had given up on dating. Poppy Goldman was ready for a little interlude in the humdrum. A romantic interlude, perhaps.

      After her walk, Poppy felt invigorated, and she’d convinced herself that accidentally on purpose bumping into Will in the pub was certainly a really good idea. Once she was back at the cottage and showered, she stood in front of the mirror examining her face. Was this the face of a woman in her late thirties scheming about meeting men in pubs? It was, indeed. She laughed to herself as she took a white shirt from her wardrobe, layered it over freshly ironed jeans, scooped her hair up into a clip, and rummaged around in her makeup bag. Pulling out a bottle of foundation, she read the back dubiously. ‘Dewy,’ it said on the side. The stuff would apparently transform her. She’d never been sure whether it had or not, but she slapped it on anyway. Following that, she went for a puff of blusher, which told her it would deliver a natural-looking flush. Worth a go.

      After spraying perfume almost everywhere about her person, she slipped on white trainers, slung her French basket over her shoulder and locked the front door behind her. With her scheming plan in her mind, she purposely walked along the pavement and chuckled at herself. This was a side of her that rarely, if ever, saw the light of day; it was the side of her that had been left behind on the Spanish island all those years ago in her twenties, along with the sun lotion and sangria. The thrill of it felt light, oddly liberating, good, so good. She was being totally out of character, and it felt exhilarating. She never wanted to let it go.

      Just as she was coming to the end of the main street and turning near the rectory, she saw Emma approaching from the opposite direction, her hands full of freshly picked flowers.

      ‘Morning,’ Poppy called out, her enthusiasm at her cunning plan to see Will meaning her voice was dripping with the cheer of the day.

      Emma’s face lit up in a warm smile. ‘Pops, how are you?’ she asked as she cradled the flowers in one arm and put her phone away in her pocket with the other. ‘Where are you off to?’

      Poppy stopped, joining Emma near the garden gate. ‘Just popping down to the pub,’ she said, trying to keep her voice casual.

      Emma chuckled, her eyes twinkling. ‘Keeping yourself upright today. No slipping under trees and ending up plastered in mud.’

      Poppy felt her cheeks heat up at the memory. ‘I’ll do my best. That was quite a day.’ She laughed.

      ‘And quite a spectacle! Did you hurt yourself? Sorry, I meant to knock, but it totally slipped my mind.’

      ‘Not really. Though my elbow is still feeling it.’

      ‘How was your rescuer? He walked you home, didn’t he?’

      Poppy’s heart fluttered at the mention of Will, but she kept her expression neutral. ‘Oh, Will?’ she said, feigning nonchalance.

      ‘Yep. How was that? He’s nice, isn’t he?’

      ‘He’s alright, I suppose,’ Poppy replied, whilst in her mind she was replaying every interaction she’d had with Will, especially the one after supper. He was definitely nice, Emma wasn’t wrong – his smile, the way his eyes crinkled when he laughed, the warmth in his voice when he spoke. She certainly agreed with Emma’s assessment, but he was more than just alright.

      Emma was still looking at her, a knowing smile playing on her lips. She then blew out in a little puff. ‘And handsome, don’t you think?’

      Poppy winced inside as she felt her cheeks turn a deep shade of pink. ‘Hadn’t really noticed,’ she lied. Will was so handsome, so delicious. Not that she’d really noticed his strong jawline, the wide shoulders, the kind eyes. No, no, she hadn’t noticed any of that at all.

      Their conversation continued with a chat about Poppy’s botanical event at the pub. All the while, Poppy’s mind was buzzing with thoughts of Will.

      Emma’s eyes glinted with amusement. ‘Do you normally go down there at this time of day? I just saw June. She said you had everything under control.’

      Poppy gestured vaguely in the direction of the pub. ‘There seems to be a minor problem with the staff rota. I thought it would be easier to just head down there and sort it out. You know, make sure everything is going smoothly. You know how Harriet is. She likes things done a certain way.’

      Emma nodded. ‘I hope it’s nothing too troublesome.’

      Poppy shook her head. ‘No, not at all. Just a small mix-up. Nothing I can’t handle.’

      Nothing she couldn’t handle because it was totally untrue. Internally, she was more interested in orchestrating bumping into Will and rehearsing her plan. She’d feign surprise at seeing him, make some light conversation, and see where it went from there. So fabulously exciting.

      ‘Well, I won’t keep you then,’ Emma said, giving her a friendly nod. ‘Best of luck with the rota.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Poppy replied, waving goodbye as she continued to the pub.

      As The Golden Lion came into view, Poppy realised that her heart was pounding in her chest. She chided herself for being ridiculous. For all she knew, Will wouldn’t even be there.

      As she stepped into the cool interior of the pub, she poked her head around the kitchen door and spotted one of the staff, Joely, on the far side, chopping vegetables on the counter. Wiping her hands on her apron, Joely looked up as Poppy entered and gave her a questioning look. ‘Oh, morning, Poppy. Everything okay?’ she asked, her brow furrowed in mild concern.

      ‘Morning,’ Poppy said with a smile, mustering up a breezy air and leaning on the worktop casually.

      ‘I didn’t expect to see you here this morning. I thought you were sorting the evening shift out later.’

      Poppy coughed. ‘I am, yes. I just wanted to check something about the lunch rota.’

      Joely blinked in surprise. ‘The rota? But it’s all sorted, isn’t it? Everyone’s on track for their shifts. I was only just thinking about how everything is going to plan, and touch wood, no one has called in sick yet. You know what it’s like at this time of year when it gets busy with visitors, and we get all the new germs hitting the place.’

      Poppy’s mind raced as she tried to come up with a plausible explanation. ‘Yes, of course. I just thought I noticed an overlap. Must have misread it.’

      Joely gave a small shrug, her attention returning to her chopping board. ‘Well, I haven't noticed anything. Everyone seems to know when they’re on and what is what. Long may it last.’

      ‘Right,’ Poppy said, nodding, trying to mask her embarrassment. ‘I must have got confused. You know how it is – early mornings and all that.’

      Joely chuckled, nodding her head in agreement. ‘Tell me about it. Wouldn’t you have just checked on the app, though? That’s the whole point of it, isn’t it? It’s worked like clockwork since the day Harriet subscribed to that thing.’

      Poppy was busted, but she didn’t let it show. She waved her hand in dismissal. ‘Ahh, yes, I needed to check on a few things for the botanical stuff too.’

      ‘Okay then, let me know if there’s anything you need me to give you a hand with.’

      ‘Will do,’ Poppy replied, stepping back from the counter. She could feel her cheeks burning with embarrassment. But then, out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of Will outside with his phone pressed to his ear, and her heart gave a little leap. Actually, it didn’t just leap; it sprinted. The embarrassment with Joely and potentially being caught out was worth it. Bingo. She was going to bump into Will, just as she’d hoped. Best laid plans.

      As she made her way behind the bar, she picked up the iPad with the rota app, and she could hear Will’s voice finishing up on the phone outside. It might have sent a tingle of anticipation down her spine. Taking a deep breath, she put the iPad into the crook of her arm and waited until she could see him through the back door. Stepping through the back hallway, she heaved the heavy old back door and stepped out into the sunshine.

      Walking out into the car park, Poppy saw Will tugging open the heavy wooden doors to the cellar. His back was to her, his muscles taut beneath his shirt as he strained against the weight of the doors. She felt a small, no, a gigantic flutter in her stomach.

      At the sound of the door, Will turned around, surprise registering on his face when he saw it was Poppy. Poppy swallowed and tried to sound casual as she called out. ‘Morning, Will!’

      Will’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. ‘Hey. What brings you here at this time?’

      Inside, Poppy felt a whoosh of disappointment at his demeanour. He didn’t exactly seem pleased to see her. Maybe she was imagining it. ‘Just popping in to double-check the rota,’ she replied, shrugging nonchalantly as she strolled over to him, putting in place her plan to appear casual.

      Will gave her an odd look, his smile absent. ‘Everything okay?’ he asked.

      ‘Absolutely,’ she replied, with a little too much enthusiasm. ‘Just a small mix-up with the rota earlier, and I wanted to make sure the function room was good for the botanical event.’ She bristled inside at her overly-chirpy voice. She wasn’t sure why, but this didn’t seem to be going well.

      Will’s eyebrows furrowed slightly. ‘Rota? I only just spoke about that to Joely. She said everything was fine.’

      Poppy felt a flush creeping up her neck, her heart pounding in her chest. Her brain raced. ‘Yes, yes. I’ve just spoken to her, too. My mistake. I thought…’ Poppy trailed off.

      Will frowned. There was a beat of silence, the air between them feeling suddenly very awkward. Poppy wanted the ground to eat her up. She held her breath, unsure of what to say next, her well-rehearsed lines forgotten. All she could think about was how different Will was acting and how she wished she could go back to their easy banter from just a few days before. She quickly looked back inside the pub. For a moment, she considered making a quick escape, but that would be too obvious, wouldn’t it? Instead, she forced a smile and tried to steer the conversation onto safer ground. ‘So, beer delivery today?’ she asked, gesturing to the lorry pulling into the car park.

      Will’s gaze followed hers, and he nodded. ‘Yeah. It will be a workout.’

      Poppy chuckled, relieved at the lighter topic. ‘I can imagine. Those kegs don’t look light.’

      ‘No, they’re not,’ Will replied abruptly.

      There was another pause, again the silence stretching between them. Poppy could hear Joely in the kitchen and the clatter of pots and pans. She willed herself to say something, anything, but all she could think of was how Will seemed completely different to how he’d behaved at the supper. There wasn’t even a hint of what had happened in the lane. She felt an inch high as she realised she’d read the room very, very wrong indeed.

      Will broke the silence. ‘I should probably get back to it.’

      She nodded, her heart sinking. ‘Of course. Right, yes, okay then. Might see you later.’

      With a nod, Will turned back to the cellar, leaving Poppy standing in the car park with the iPad in her hands and the beep of the lorry behind her. As she turned to walk back into the pub, she felt her heart sink. She’d clearly totally got it all wrong. So embarrassingly, cringingly wrong.

      Feeling a strange mixture of disappointment and confusion, Poppy quietly retreated back through the door. She felt more than stupid, as if a bile of anguish was trundling around her stomach. Tears pricked at the corner of her eyes. The encounter with Will had not been just a bit awkward, but immensely awkward and not at all like their previous interactions in the slightest. What had happened? Did he regret his actions? Had she misread the situation entirely? Was this another part of the rigmarole of the modern-day dating game that she was supposed to know how to play?

      She took a deep breath, trying to shake the whole thing off. It wasn’t even anything anyway. She’d clearly been barking up the wrong tree all along. It had been years since she’d had any sort of romantic interest, and she was likely just making a mountain out of a molehill.

      Trying not to think about it too much and carrying on with the pretence of what she’d told both Will and Joely she was doing, she checked the rota again, confirmed the lunchtime arrangements with Joely, and made sure everything was in order for the evening crowd. As soon as she could, she bolted out of there with her tail firmly between her legs. It dragged limply on the floor. Talk about having someone take the wind out of your sails. Will’s weird, detached aloofness, totally at odds with the first few times she’d met him, had pulled the rug out from under her and left her face down in the mud.

      As she walked back home, she replayed the encounter in her mind. By the time she got home, Poppy had convinced herself that she didn’t really care. Who even was Will anyway? She had no time to dwell on her feelings for someone who she hardly knew. Yet, as she made her way along the back lane and opened the gate, she knew that underneath whatever brave words she tried to tell herself, she was monumentally disappointed at how Will had acted.

      Once she was back in the cottage, she tried not to think about it. Standing at the worktop, her hands methodically moving through the ritual of preparing a cup of coffee, she shook her head to herself. He’d acted really oddly. As the frother hissed, steam wafting upwards, and the rich aroma of the coffee beans filled the air, Will bounced around her head. He had comfortably planted himself right there in her kitchen just a few days ago, now he was giving her the cold shoulder.

      Had she made too much of the supper? Suddenly she felt pathetic. Pathetic and tiny all rolled into one. Her heart had fluttered, her stomach had churned, and she had read into every word he had spoken, every gesture he had made. It must have been her imagination. She’d projected a connection that had been nothing more than him saying yes because she’d given him no choice. She went cold as it went through her head that perhaps he’d somehow kissed her out of some kind of convoluted pity.

      She shook her head, willing herself to snap out of it. She shouldn’t be playing these mental games with herself. It was just a supper, nothing more, nothing less. And yet, why hadn’t she seen him since then? She sighed, her eyes resting on the cup in front of her. The machine spluttered to a stop, the last drop of coffee falling into the cup with a plop. She turned the knob, shutting off the steam. As she stirred her coffee, she berated herself. She should have kept things professional. She’d told herself that and ignored it. Pressing her lips together, she realised she’d complicated things by asking him to supper. Now he was trying to backpedal in case she got the wrong idea that he actually liked her. How excruciatingly embarrassing. As she stood there, holding the warm cup in her hands, she rued the lunch. Her face screwed up, and she shook her head.

      Suddenly, she squinted and sighed out through her nostrils. On top of disappointment and embarrassment, she felt angry. Fury. Stuff him. Who did he even think he was? He was nothing to her. Not even a blip on her landscape. William Armstrong-Jones could take a running jump. Preferably off the top of the nearest lighthouse.
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      Poppy found herself slamming things around as she busied herself with preparing for the upcoming botanicals event. She’d hoped the mundane task would take her mind off the encounter, or lack thereof, with Will. It had done nothing of the sort. Nothing could take her mind off it, it seemed. To be frank, she was fuming.

      Stacks of dried herbs and fruit lined the worktop, a pile of glass test tubes sat ready to be filled, and little piles of juniper berries were waiting to be distributed to packets. Nearly always, when Poppy was messing around with her botanicals, her mind would empty as she got lost in her favourite world. Today was an exception, and it wasn’t quite working its magic. Despite the array of ingredients around her, her mind was anywhere but the little kitchen in the Hills. Instead of her brain emptying as she fiddled, it mulled over Will’s unanticipated aloofness, and it continued to annoy her. The sting of his attitude after what had happened in the lane was fresh and sharp. On top of that, stupidity pummelled through her head, travelled down her body, and landed in her boots. Not that she was wearing boots, but anyway.

      With a sigh, she shook her head, forcing herself to focus on the task at hand. She uncorked a jar of pink peppercorns, the familiar scent bringing a faint smile to her face. Her fingers worked automatically as she started measuring and mixing, but her mind stubbornly drifted back to Will. She thought back to their supper in the garden, how she’d not just figuratively but literally danced around the house, making the caramelised onion and goat’s cheese tart as if her life depended on it. How excited she’d been. How she’d hummed to herself in anticipation as she’d prepared the outside table and got herself ready for the night. How she’d punched the air after what had happened in the lane. How foolish she now felt.

      All of it had been lovely – the gorgeous summer evening, the carefree conversation, the atmosphere, the fluttery feeling in her stomach. She remembered the way she’d just sort of felt comfy with Will as they’d chatted about this and that, laughed here and there, and it had all just felt so easy. Too good to be true. As she decanted dried lime peel into containers, she thought about how charming he was, how she’d thought that he was different from the last lot of disastrous relationships she’d had. He’d seemed a heady mix of movie-star handsome, nice, effortless and real. But now he’d revealed that he was not quite as nice as she’d thought. His baggage had arrived on the scene with a bang.

      Pulling dried bay leaves from a huge bag, she shoved them a bit more forcefully than she intended into packets as her thoughts spiralled to the lane and the kiss. It had felt so right in the moment – him kissing her, his hands on her back, the way he’d smiled afterwards. She could still feel it as if it was burned into her skin. Humiliation burned, too, as she realised, like a fool, that clearly, it had meant nothing to him.

      As her mind continued to tumble the kiss over and over in her head, fury mixed with stupidity coursed through her, making her grip tighten on the bottle in her hand. She felt like such an idiot for letting herself even consider inviting him into her life, not once, but twice! Banging and slamming things around, she berated herself for not listening to the little red flags that had been waving in the background. They’d been there, warning her that he would most likely have baggage. She’d pooh-poohed them and let herself be taken in. She tutted to herself for reading into his actions and getting swept up in the moment. As she rallied around, working at speed, she sighed. Was this how it was in the dating world now? Was this par for the course? It was much worse than she remembered, and she didn’t like it one bit. She’d rather be alone than have to go through crap like this every time anyone got even remotely close.

      Poppy was so cross with herself, but also part of her wanted to confront Will and demand an explanation. How dare this charm ball think he could have a little play with her whilst he swept into town? Did he think he could pick her up and put her down like a toy? That wasn’t going to happen.

      She nodded determinedly. She needed a plan. There was no way on earth she would let him even get a whiff of her being annoyed with, or feeling anything at all, about him. She would not let him even think for a second that she gave a hoot. If this was what it was like to be ghosted, she’d not let him know she cared one iota. She could do aloof better than him if she put her mind to it. Bothered? Was she bothered? Oh yes. Very. She didn’t like it one bit. Not at all. But Poppy Goldman would not be got the better of. Stuff double-barrelled Will with his broad shoulders, twinkly eyes, and gorgeous just about everything. Two could play at his game, and she was going to win. He wanted to play aloof? He’d better get ready to lose. Poppy Goldman was prepared for battle.

      She slammed a Mason jar filled with dried lemon peel back on the worktop, and the clink of glass echoed around the room, mirroring her annoyance at the situation. She tutted and shook her head. It was infuriating that she was even considering how she was going to act. It was ridiculous to let this Will Armstrong-Jones blow-in, who, it had to be noted, she barely knew, affect her like this.

      She nodded to herself and upped the self-talk a notch. She was strong, independent, and she didn’t need anyone to feel complete. With a deep breath, she refocused. She would not let herself get sidetracked from her lovely summer in the Hills. She made a silent promise to herself; she would not let Will’s ghosting, if that’s what it was called, affect her in any shape or form.

      But no matter how she tried to toot her own horn, she was so disappointed and so annoyed with herself. She’d told herself repeatedly not to get involved, but she’d bowled on in willy-nilly, doing dances on stairs, belting out Leo Sayer, and craning around windows in anticipation. For god’s sake, she’d even shaved her legs. No more. That behaviour was over. She nodded determinedly as she closed up the last packet of bay leaves. She would not let anything ruin her summer, she would not be ghosted, and she would not be upset. But as much as she tried to shake all of it off, the image of what had happened in the lane and afterwards, when she was standing by the gate all upside down and round and about, lingered in the corners of her mind.

      She might try to convince herself until she was blue in the face that she was strong and resilient, blah, blah, blah, but underneath the bravado, Poppy Goldman was very, very upset. Double-barrelled Will had done quite the job of ruffling her feathers. And she didn’t like it at all.
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      Later that afternoon, Poppy ambled down the bridleway, crunching over dried leaves and the odd loose stone underfoot. Overhead, an overcast sky dropped muted light over the countryside and matched her strange, muddled mood. It was one of those peculiar English summer days when the sky was almost entirely overcast, but the air was heavy and warm. Poppy vacuumed in the atmosphere laden with the scent of damp earth and green things growing in the hedgerows beside her. She sighed. Whatever time of year she was in the Hills, a slow amble down to Pretty Beach did the trick to clear her mind.

      On either side of the path, hedgerows were filled with the sights, sounds, and smells of summer; gnarly brambles tangled with cow parsley, flowers swayed in the breeze, random patches of foxgloves stood tall, and a buzz and flutter of bees and butterflies accompanied her as she walked. Lost in thought, the path made its familiar changes beside her as Poppy strolled along. Patches of buttercups nodded hello with their splashes of bright yellow, their faces turned upwards towards the sky, sheep pottered in a far-off field, and little pockets of late lily-of-the-valley smiled from under the fence.

      As Poppy got further and further away from the Hills, the salty tang of the sea hinted in the air. The familiar scent of the Pretty Beach coast Poppy loved crept into her nose. The unmistakable blend of salt and seaweed, and a tumble of waves. Despite thoughts of Will incessantly creeping into her mind and the interruption of a text from her mum, Poppy consumed the tranquillity of the walk. On the bridleway, the only sounds were her footsteps on the path, the occasional birdsong, and the distant sounds of the sea. Savouring it all, Poppy tried to put her humiliated feelings at the back of her mind.

      Once she was in Pretty Beach, she stood looking out at the sea for a long time, letting the waves do their thing. It somewhat worked, but not really. She was livid with herself and furious at Will. After a stroll along the laneway through the centre of the town and lapping up a bit of lazy window shopping, her mind was less jumbled with what had happened with Will and more resolute to put it behind her and enjoy her summer.

      Feeling refreshed from her wander around Pretty Beach and with a white paper bag full of just-out-of-the-oven cinnamon buns over her arm, Poppy retraced her steps along the bridleway and back up the hill. She relished the fresh air, her heart pounding a little faster, the exercise endorphins ever-so-slowly kicking in. As she arrived back in the Hills, the salty sea air mixed with the more earthy, floral scents of the countryside, and she wished she could bottle it and take it home.

      Once back at the village, she veered off the path and made her way past the village hall, towards the shop. Looking at the bunting tied to the hall sign, she swallowed and closed her eyes as she recalled first meeting Will by the ladder. She remembered feeling mortified as she’d splatted down on the cold shady earth and ended up covered in mud. She remembered how the first second she’d set eyes on him, something inside her felt as if it had taken her by the middle and turned her on her head. Now, with the benefit of hindsight, she felt more than stupid to have listened to that thing inside. Being turned upside down? Completely ridiculous.

      Deciding to stop in the corner shop for some Digestives, she pushed open the door to the shop, the bell tinkling overhead. Making her way down the right-hand side, she glanced at the shelves overfilled with stock and took it all in. A little gathering of galvanised pails held posies of fresh flowers, an assortment of essentials lined the old-fashioned shelves, and somewhere from the back, a radio played away to itself. Poppy grabbed the biscuits and made her way to the back, where Betty, the owner of the shop, was bustling behind the counter.

      ‘Ooh, hello, duck.’ Betty’s face lit up on spying Poppy. ‘That’s a bit spooky! I was just this minute wondering how you were getting on. I’m looking forward to drinks. It’s been a long time coming, what with all we’ve had going on.’

      ‘Hello,’ Poppy replied, putting the biscuits on the counter. ‘You were thinking of me, and then I turn up. I must have heard you somehow.’

      Betty moved around the counter. ‘Fancy a cup of tea? I was just about to put the kettle on.’

      ‘Don’t mind if I do. That sounds lovely.’ Poppy smiled.

      Betty beckoned Poppy around the counter and through a door into a small back room absolutely packed with stock. Two skinny chairs and a tiny table sat next to a couple of kitchen cupboards and a mini fridge. Betty busied around making a cup of tea and chatted. ‘What have you been up to?’

      ‘I’ve just had the loveliest walk down to the beach.’

      ‘How was it down there?’

      ‘Nice and quiet. The sea was calm too. It does wonders for the old noddle, doesn’t it?’ Poppy said, pressing the side of her temple.

      ‘Oh yes, indeed. Funny, old day. Overcast, but warm,’ Betty noted.

      ‘Yeah, for sure.’

      Betty passed over a mug of tea. ‘So, how are things at the pub? How are you getting on?’

      ‘Yep, running like clockwork so far. I shouldn’t have doubted Harriet. She said everything was watertight, and it would run like a dream, and that is precisely what’s happening.’

      ‘Good to hear.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s all going smoothly, touch wood,’ Poppy added, tapping the side of the table for luck.

      ‘Joely said the same.’

      ‘Yep, no worries there with her. She puts in her pound of flesh.’

      ‘And how is the lovely Will doing? He’s slotted in well in Spenny’s place, has he?’

      Poppy acted as casually as she could in response and didn’t miss a beat. ‘Fine.’

      ‘Yeah, I heard he was doing well,’ Betty said with a knowing look.

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Heard he might have had supper at yours. How was it?’

      Poppy nearly choked on her tea. How on earth did Betty know about the supper? And the way she asked about Will, it felt like she knew about the kiss too. But that was impossible. Poppy hadn’t told anyone about it. Unless he had. She went cold at that thought of him telling someone what had happened in the lane and thinking it was funny. She spluttered a little bit and forced a casual smile. ‘He’s fine.’ There was no way she was going to be drawn to a situation she’d much rather forget.

      ‘Right.’

      ‘And yes, he did come over for supper. It was just… it was just supper. Nothing more.’

      Betty’s eyes twinkled with amusement, and she seemed to be on the brink of a teasing comment. But seeing the look on Poppy’s face, she just patted Poppy’s hand and chuckled. ‘Well, duck, there’s nothing wrong with a little supper among friends, is there?’

      Poppy stopped herself from rolling her eyes to the back of her head. There was so much wrong with it as far as she was concerned. She cursed the moment she’d even considered asking Will over. She must have had a moment of summer madness. Now, just talking about it made her feel flustered and uncomfortable. It felt as if someone was lazily painting liquid humiliation on her skin. ‘Precisely,’ Poppy lied. She’d wanted it to be so much more than a supper with a friend. Obviously, though, from his end of the bargain, he’d decided that, actually, he wanted none of it.

      As if reading her thoughts, Betty nodded and smiled, a knowing smile too. Picking up Poppy’s change in body language, she swiftly changed the subject. ‘Joely said there’s a big party of ramblers in this afternoon. That seems to have come around quickly this year. The months are flying past at the moment.’

      Poppy was more than grateful to move the subject away from Will. She jumped on it. ‘Yep, there are loads booked in this year. I suppose everyone in the world is getting back to normal.’

      ‘For sure. It’s good for the Hills.’

      ‘It is.’ Poppy nodded. ‘Harriet does well out of them, too.’

      ‘Long may it last,’ Betty noted.

      ‘Right, well, I’d better push off,’ Poppy said as she drained her tea.

      ‘What’s on for you this afternoon?’ Betty asked.

      Poppy considered for a second and then chuckled. ‘Don’t tell anyone, but I might have an appointment with the hammock at the end of the garden,’ Poppy joked.

      ‘Really! My kind of afternoon.’

      ‘Why not? I’m going to make a nice pot of tea, slice off a piece of cake and take my book down there, and maybe I’ll have a little nap if I so fancy it.’

      ‘Sounds glorious to me.’ Betty chuckled as she gathered the mugs and put them in the sink. ‘If the sun was out, I’d be joining you.’

      ‘It’s warm enough for me, and an afternoon of doing nothing is sounding attractive.’

      ‘I don’t blame you.’ Betty laughed. ‘I don’t blame you one single bit.’
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      As Poppy stepped out of the shop onto the pavement, she thought about the conversation with Betty. She had no idea how Betty knew about the supper, but having someone asking her about it made her feel all the more worse. Will arrived in her mind again with a bang. She shook her head, trying to push away the thoughts of him and the blimming kiss. But it was easier said than done as she continued her way along the road, heading for her cottage. Why had she kissed him? Why? She was so annoyed with herself for letting herself go. As she walked up to her cottage and was just putting the key in the door, the ping of an incoming text message echoed from her phone. Taking her phone out, she squinted at the screen and saw Joely’s name come up.

      Joely: Problem at the pub! Lou has called in sick. She’s just phoned me.

      Poppy: That’s not good.

      Joely: We have two large groups of walkers coming in for afternoon tea! There’s no way I can do that on my own.

      Poppy: Yeah, okay, I’ll sort it. Leave it with me.

      Poppy paused, her mind whirring with possibilities. The walkers were a crucial part of Harriet’s business, and everything had to be done well. She’d need to get it sorted fast.

      She quickly typed out a response again.

      Poppy: I’ll see what I can do. Hold tight.

      After stepping into the cottage and putting her keys on the kitchen table, Poppy opened the rota app and started sending messages to some of the part-timers who helped out at the pub. She shook her head as she looked at the time. It was way too short notice. The clock was ticking, and even if someone could help out, by the time they arrived, it would probably be too late. She checked her watch again and said goodbye to her pot of tea, cake, and hammock, and realised that her best bet was to roll up her sleeves and get on with it herself.

      She sighed, a twinge of apprehension coursing through her. Going to the pub meant she would likely cross paths with Will. This was so different to when she’d schemed to accidentally-on-purpose-bump-into-him. This was the opposite. She’d have to do her best to avoid him at all costs. There was no way she wanted to even look at him.

      She felt a tight knot in her stomach at the thought of seeing him. After the supper, the kiss, and his subsequent aloofness, she wanted to keep as far away from him as she possibly could. Or did she? There was still another little part of her, whispering faintly. A little part who wanted to hold her hands up in front of him and ask him just what she’d done wrong.

      Poppy quickly messaged Joely.

      Poppy: No reply from anyone. I’ll cover the shift. There’s no time to mess around waiting to see who can help out. See you in a bit.

      With a deep breath, Poppy started getting ready, with thoughts of Will rolling around her head. Whatever happened with Will, she’d handle it. She’d put her head down, concentrate on the incoming crowd of walkers, and put double-barrelled Will to the back of her mind. It sounded like a plan, anyway.

      As Poppy prepared herself as she walked towards the pub, she felt a very odd sensation, a blend of trepidation and anticipation. Yes, she was still seething at Will, but there was also an undeniable curiosity to see him again, not that she was going to push it at all. She’d make herself scarce as much as she possibly could. Yep, that would be her plan of attack; she needed to be on top of things, or the whole afternoon would go to pot.

      Once at the pub, Poppy rushed into the kitchen, where Joely was standing at the commercial fridge, putting platters of sandwiches on trays. Joely turned around and looked very relieved to see her. ‘Thank you, you’re a lifesaver,’ Joely gushed, passing her an apron. ‘Typical! It always happens when you least need it.’

      ‘No worries. I’m fine to help out,’ Poppy assured. ‘I had nothing on.’

      Joely pointed to the back of the kitchen. ‘Clean polo shirts are in there.’

      ‘Right, I’ll get changed and get going. What needs doing first?’

      Joely laughed. ‘I have a list.’

      ‘No problem. Just tell me what and where,’ Poppy replied, walking over to the corner, whipping off her top, putting the polo shirt on over her vest top, and tying the apron around her waist. ‘No rest for the wicked, eh? I had an appointment with the hammock this afternoon.’

      ‘Ahh, that was your first mistake. You shouldn’t have done that,’ Joely joked. ‘Best laid plans and all that.’

      ‘Tell me about it.’

      As Joely started going through the list of things they needed to do, Poppy didn’t have much time to think about anything else. She busied herself with arranging the seating, laying out the tables, and setting up the afternoon tea. The whole time, she kept an ear out for the sound of Will’s voice, planning that if she heard it, she’d bolt to the back of the kitchen and make herself scarce.

      Once the ramblers arrived, Will was the last thing on Poppy’s mind as she tried to keep up with Joely’s pace and sort out the afternoon tea. Poppy found herself swept up in the energy of it all, taking drinks orders, serving, clearing, and doing a million other things at once. She enjoyed the whirlwind of activity as she flitted from one thing to the next.

      In the lull that came after the group had been served, Poppy glanced out towards the car park and the cellar door. She’d seen no sign of Will, and she felt both all the better for it and a strange pang of disappointment at the same time. Most of her was relieved, but part of her was bummed in a way. She shook it off, reminding herself that her plan was not to mope about Will.

      As the afternoon shift wore on, Poppy found herself enjoying the hustle and bustle of the pub. The banter and laughter from the jovial group of walkers and their stories made her almost forget about Will. Almost, but not quite. His presence, or rather his absence, was a subtle undercurrent, a murmur beneath the noise and bustle. And when he did suddenly appear, she’d noticed him the instant he’d walked through the door. Her heart gave an uninvited lurch at the sight of him as he strolled in casually through the bar. He looked around with an easy smile on his face. His eyes scanned the room before landing on her. Clearly surprised to see her, he raised a hand in greeting, an attempt at a casual hello.

      Poppy couldn’t believe he was now happy to see her. She was now even more annoyed than she’d been before. What was this? He was now being casually cheery? Grr. And he looked gorgeous with it too. She forced herself to act just as aloof as he had been with her when she’d accidentally, on purpose, bumped into him. She nodded curtly in response, keeping her focus on the customers and a pile of scones on the tray Joely had just deposited on the dumb waiter.

      ‘Hey. I didn’t expect to see you here.’ Will smiled.

      ‘Lou called in sick,’ Poppy said curtly as a large hand came in via the roof of the pub, grabbed her by the waist, turned her upside down, and put her back down on her head.

      Will seemed slightly taken aback by her coldness, but he quickly masked it with an expression of neutrality. Walking around the area where the afternoon tea was set up, he greeted Bella behind the bar, said hello to a couple of regulars, and then turned back to Poppy.

      ‘Busy afternoon?’ Will’s tone was light. He leaned casually against the bar, his body language open and relaxed. He was completely different from how he’d treated her before. Poppy fumed.

      There was one thing Poppy knew and that was that she was completely wrong-footed. Now he was being nice. What the…? How dare he? Poppy was now inwardly seething and outwardly an ice queen. So he thought he could play games, did he? He thought he could pick her up and drop her whenever he liked. Yeah, that wasn’t happening. ‘Yes,’ she replied tersely, her gaze flicking to him only briefly before returning to the scones. She had a room full of customers and didn’t have the time nor the inclination to entertain Will’s casual conversation. He clearly thought this was all funny. Neither her heart nor her upside-down body was feeling it was comical at all. She was boiling with a mix of anger and humiliation.

      Will seemed unperturbed. The gall of the bloke. ‘How’s the event going?’ he pressed on, undeterred by her frostiness. Poppy gave him points for persistence, but she wasn’t about to give in that easily. Not on your Nelly.

      ‘Great,’ she answered shortly, refusing to meet his eyes. ‘No problems so far.’ Her tone was closed and suggested that this was not a subject up for further discussion. Poppy slammed up an invisible wall around her and glared at Will for a second, making it very clear that Will was not welcome to cross her boundary. Will finally seemed to get the hint then. His smile faltered slightly, and he gave a small nod, acknowledging her curt responses. Poppy said a silent prayer of thanks as Joely came in with a gigantic bowl of clotted cream and placed it beside the scones.

      ‘Hey, Will! Bit manic in here,’ Joely said with a huge smile. ‘How are you?’

      ‘I’m good,’ Will said. ‘What’s up with Lou?’

      ‘That new strain of flu, apparently. Just our luck. I hope it doesn’t go round the pub.’

      ‘No, we don’t need that.’ Will laughed.

      ‘Thank god for Pops.’ Joely smiled.

      ‘Yes,’ Will said.

      Poppy was now stewing with indignation. As she continued serving dollops of clotted cream on top of jam, she wanted to shove a load of it in Will’s face. He had the audacity to now expect her to be civil to him and to chat as if nothing had happened. The only good thing about the whole situation was that she felt a strange sense of satisfaction at seeing him falter. When she’d answered curtly, there had been a hint of regret on his face. But maybe she was making that up? Mostly, she didn’t have a clue what to think.

      Shaking those thoughts away, she focused on her task. Today was not about Will Armstrong-Jones; it was about keeping her part of the bargain with Harriet and making sure that things at the pub went well. But as she refilled teapots and arranged scones, she couldn’t completely erase Will from her mind. It seemed that even when she wanted to forget him, he had a way of making his presence known. It turned her on her head entirely. William the Conqueror was most definitely still in the house.
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      Later that day, Poppy’s thoughts were still brimming with confusion and anger as she settled in front of her laptop in the sitting room of her little cottage. The window was wide open, letting in a warm breeze that swished the curtains by the front door, but the sweet air did little to ease her frustration. The cottage and street outside seemed unusually silent, almost in tune with her gloomy mood.

      With a deep sigh, she leaned back in her chair and stared blankly at her laptop screen. Her fingertips hovered over the keyboard as she deliberated whether to go ahead with what she had in mind – finding out a bit more about Will. Giving into her curiosity and the nagging question in the back of her head, she found herself typing Will’s full name into the Google search bar. Her stomach churned as she hit enter and waited. Part of her was pretending she wasn’t interested; the other part of her needed answers. The way he’d acted in the pub, almost as if he was now bewildered by her attitude, had thrown her completely. It was all very odd.

      As the search results populated, she froze. She’d wondered if her friend Mr Google would have any answers. Just a few! There, on the first page of the results, were headlines that she could hardly believe. Multiple news articles and blog posts mentioned Will’s name associated with a sudden, and enormous, financial success. Pictures of him hounded by photographers. Images of him trying to get into his car followed by press. Poppy’s mouth fell open as she scrolled down.

      ‘Local Man Strikes Gold with Cryptocurrency Investment,’ read one headline. Another said, ‘From Not Quite Regular Joe to Crypto King: The Story of William Armstrong-Jones.’ Another one wasn’t quite as kind. ‘As if the Armstrong-Jones’s Weren’t Rich Enough!’

      As she clicked on one of the articles, her eyes scanned the words quickly, her heart pounding in her chest. The story outlined how Will had made a modest investment in a friend’s cryptocurrency start-up years earlier, and now, with a recent surge in value, he found himself sitting on a veritable fortune. She scanned down the article, which detailed a picture of him at some kind of press event, looking a bit out of place, surrounded by tech-savvy youngsters grinning at the camera. She felt a cold shiver run down her spine. It wasn’t the money that shocked her, although it was substantial. It was the fact that Will was being hailed as a ‘Crypto King.’ She’d assumed by way of being friends of Spencer and Harriet that Will was probably not short of a few bob. She’d not quite envisaged what was written right before her eyes. Plus, he’d not mentioned it at all. Surely he would have said something?

      Suddenly, it all made sense. It dawned on her as clear as day. This was why he was in the Hills. He’d needed to get away from the press standing outside his door. His hesitation to engage about why he was in the Hills for six weeks was because he was hiding. His slightly guarded reaction when she asked about his life was because of this too. Will had not only had a windfall, but a public one. The kind that could easily draw the wrong kind of attention.

      Poppy didn’t really know what to think. She felt her anger deflating somewhat, replaced by a deeper understanding of his situation. Here she was, getting frustrated and confused about his actions when he was trying to escape a world that had him under a microscope. But did that really let him off the hook for his rudeness? Of that, she really wasn’t quite sure. How he’d behaved was not nice. There was no way she was going to let him off the hook.

      Poppy sat back, her eyes still glued to the article, her mind racing. Will’s life had clearly changed dramatically before coming to the Pretty Beach Hills. He must have been looking for peace, and she had unwittingly tried to crack open a chapter he clearly wanted to be kept closed. That was the explanation for his change in body language when she’d asked him why he was in the Hills for six weeks.

      A feeling of regret washed over her, even though she’d done nothing wrong. She read through another article and winced as she learnt more. Not only had his world been publicised, he’d been the victim of a break-in involving masked men. Poppy shook her head; it was so far from her world and so crazy, she couldn’t quite get it to sit right in her brain. Her gaze fell on a picture of Will again, a sigh escaping her lips. She had misjudged the situation, maybe – but that didn’t excuse his behaviour. He’d been cold and aloof, and, to be quite frank, horrible. She so wasn’t interested in that.

      Feeling a pang in her chest, Poppy closed her laptop, the image of Will, looking uncomfortable amidst the flashy press event burned into her mind. She now didn’t know how to feel at all. Not only was she upside down, she was also now shaken up.

      She sat there in her quiet sitting room, lost in thought and contemplation. She’d been so preoccupied with her own feelings, she hadn’t stopped to consider what might have prompted Will’s very odd behaviour. Now, she realised he was dealing with something much larger than her. He’d clearly come to the Hills to get away from it all. The spotlight of his sudden wealth and the attention it brought must have been overwhelming. He had such a friendly, unassuming demeanour, and a happy, grounded personality, but underneath it all, he was now very, very, very wealthy. A part of the world that was so different from hers. Poppy didn’t know what to think as it all raced around in her head. Her train of thought was interrupted by a buzz of her phone. It was a text message from Harriet.

      Harriet: Hey, I just heard about this afternoon. THANK YOU.

      Poppy: No worries.

      Harriet: How was it?

      Poppy: Busy!!!!!

      Harriet: I bet.

      Poppy: Those walkers know how to chat!

      Harriet: Thanks for sorting it out.

      Poppy: Actually, I was hoping we could have a quick word.

      Harriet: Of course. Is something up?

      Poppy: A bit. Would you be okay to FaceTime?

      Harriet: Absolutely. Give me a sec to get set up. I’ll go inside.

      Poppy: Thanks, I’ll wait for your call.

      Poppy found herself staring at the FaceTime icon on her phone, her thoughts still swirling around regarding what she’d discovered about Will. Taking a deep breath, she tapped the button to accept the incoming call. Harriet’s face appeared on the screen, her expression a mix of curiosity and concern.

      ‘Hi, can you hear me?’

      ‘Loud and clear.’ Harriet nodded. ‘What’s up?’

      Poppy winced. She didn’t really know where to start. ‘It’s about Will. What do you know about him?’

      Harriet’s forehead screwed up into a frown. ‘Oh… okay. What? What do you mean? What about him?’

      ‘I’m just trying to understand a few things,’ Poppy clarified whilst trying to sound casual.

      Harriet was having none of it. ‘Yeah, right. Course you are. What’s happened?’

      Poppy hesitated for a moment, her fingers tapping against the back of her phone. ‘Ahh, I don’t really know. That’s the point.’

      Harriet’s eyebrows shot up. ‘So, there is something with him?’

      Poppy inhaled deeply, her gaze dropping to her lap momentarily. She’d not told Harriet about what had happened with Will because she’d barely even spoken to Harriet since she’d left for Tuscany. Now it felt as if she had kept something from her. Deciding she’d just blurt it out, she heard the words tumbling out of her mouth. ‘We’ve had lunch and stuff.’ Poppy flapped her hands around a bit in front of her.

      Surprise was written all over Harriet’s face. ‘You?’ She wrinkled up her nose too. ‘What, you and Will?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Oh right, okay, fair enough, he asked you to lunch, so you could work together. I suppose that makes sense. Okay then.’

      Poppy coughed. ‘No, I err, invited him to go to lunch.’

      ‘Blimey.’ Realisation dawned on Harriet’s face. ‘Oh, what, no. Do you like him? Is that what this is about?’

      Poppy didn’t know what to say. She did. She didn’t. What did she even feel now with what she’d learnt? ‘Umm, well, no, it’s not that.’

      ‘Pops, you’re not making much sense.’

      ‘Oh, right, aren’t I?’

      ‘Not at all. Start from the beginning.’

      ‘Well, there was the lunch, and then I don’t know, we went for coffee one day and then, yeah, then I invited him over for supper.’

      Harriet’s voice was incredulous. ‘Wow. I didn’t see this coming!’

      ‘Neither did I,’ Poppy said with a scrunched-up face. ‘Here I was all set for an easy, relaxing summer and now this.’

      ‘Now what? So hang on, let me get this straight. You, Poppy Goldman, woman who has declared a life of being solo, invited him to lunch first and then to supper? Are you sure?’

      ‘Correct.’ Poppy nodded.

      ‘What happened at supper?’ Harriet asked, her curiosity piqued.

      Poppy took a deep breath, mustering the courage to admit the next part. ‘We… umm… talked and stuff and…’

      Harriet’s hands flew to her mouth. ‘And then what? Blimey! Am I hearing things?’

      ‘Yeah, we sort of kissed,’ Poppy confessed, her face flushing a deep red.

      ‘You what?’ Harriet’s surprise was evident. ‘You and Will?’

      Poppy nodded, biting her lower lip. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Wow. I don’t know what to say. Where?’

      ‘In the lane, after I walked him to the gate.’

      ‘Goodness. Are you sure, Pops? Sorry, were you drunk? Oh my gosh, you didn’t take drugs or something, did you? Oh my god, did Will offer you drugs? I’ll kill Spenny!’

      ‘No, I did not! It gets worse, though.’

      ‘Right. Go on.’

      ‘I bumped into him in the pub a few days later, and he wasn’t very nice. I was devastated. I’m talking cataclysmic amounts of regret.’

      Harriet’s face crumpled into a deep frown. ‘What sort of not very nice? That’s not like him.’

      ‘He was distant, and… I don’t even know how to describe it. It was all very odd considering, well, umm, considering what happened. He was so aloof. It was very... confusing. I didn’t know what to do.’

      Harriet’s expression turned from surprised to thoughtful, with a bit of disbelief thrown in for good measure. ‘That doesn’t sound like him. Did something happen during the supper? Or after the kiss?’

      Poppy shook her head. ‘Nothing I can think of. The supper was great, the kiss… was… well, unexpected, but not unpleasant.’ That was the understatement of the year. ‘And then he just… changed. In fact, I realised that he’d probably been keeping away from me.’

      Harriet nodded slowly. ‘Hmm, it does sound odd.’

      ‘It wasn’t just odd, it was offhand, almost dismissive, and then he was definitely avoiding me. It wasn’t nice.’

      As she finished, Harriet was quiet, seemingly deep in thought. ‘I’m not making excuses, but that does sound unusual,’ she admitted. ‘I don’t get why he would act like that. It’s not like him. I mean, I don’t know him super well, but he’s always seemed so nice.’

      ‘And that’s why I’m so confused, but there’s more.’ Poppy sighed, her shoulders dropping in defeat.

      ‘What? More!’

      ‘He was in the pub today when I was sorting out the afternoon tea, and this time, he was back to his cheery self.’

      ‘I bet that went down like a lead balloon,’ Harriet noted with a chuckle. ‘If I know you, you were not impressed.’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘Yep. I was so cross with him. I could barely look at him, if I’m honest.’

      ‘How odd.’

      ‘Yep, and so I wasn’t snooping on him, but I Googled him.’

      Harriet’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes widened. ‘And?’

      ‘Do you know? You must do. I wish you’d told me.’

      Harriet frowned into her phone screen. ‘No. Know what?’

      ‘He’s just come into a huge windfall. It’s all over the papers. Come on, you must know about it.’

      Harriet shook her head. ‘Come to think of it, Spenny did say something about it. To be quite honest, I’ve had so much going on, I didn’t take much notice.’

      Poppy continued, ‘Coming up here must have been to get away from it all. Apparently, masked men broke into his house. Harriet, he’s hiding up here in the Hills.’

      ‘What? No way!’

      ‘Yes! I can’t believe you didn’t know.’

      ‘I need to phone Spenny. He didn’t tell me that bit about it. That’s so like Spenny. He never tells the full story.’

      ‘No!’ Poppy shrieked. ‘Don’t do that because I don’t want Will to know that I know.’

      ‘I’ll say I saw something in the papers.’

      ‘No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I don’t want Will to think I’ve found out or Googled him. He might think it came from me. I look desperate enough as it is.’

      Poppy watched as Harriet pulled over her laptop and started tapping away. She was silent as Harriet squinted at her laptop and read. A few minutes later, she looked up. ‘I can’t believe neither of them told me properly.’

      ‘I just assumed you knew.’

      ‘No, I didn’t know. Spenny vaguely mentioned it. Wow.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Well, you’re going to need to say something, Pops,’ Harriet suggested, her tone firm. ‘You need to clear the air, I suppose.’

      ‘I guess so.’

      ‘He’s the only one with the answers to why he was odd with you. Maybe he just suddenly got cold feet,’ Harriet deduced.

      Poppy nodded, a determined look setting on her face. ‘Yeah, maybe. Why should he get away with it though?’

      ‘Hmm, good point,’ Harriet joked. ‘I guess it all really depends on how good the kiss was.’

      Poppy didn’t say anything. The kiss was more than good, that she did know. As their conversation came to a close, she felt a mixture of anxiety and resolve. She had no idea what to do. Part of her couldn’t be bothered. Part of her wanted to remain fuming. Part of her wanted to run down to the pub like a shot.
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      After she ended the call with Harriet, Poppy moved to the kitchen, made a cup of tea, and sat with her chin in her hand, staring out the window. Her little cottage suddenly felt very quiet as she sat, her mind a whirlwind of emotions and thoughts. She found herself glancing at her phone every few seconds. She’d done another Google of Will’s name, expecting to see something different possibly come up. It wasn’t any different, only more of the same. The main thing she’d ascertained from the World Wide Web was that Will Armstrong-Jones was in possession of a lot of money.

      Poppy shook her head as she sipped her tea. The revelation about Will’s windfall was a surprise, but it was seeing the pictures of him being chased by the press that had shocked her. However, what was mostly on top of Poppy’s mind was the article on the break-in – it was shocking and scary, to say the least. As she read through it again, it sent chills down her spine. No wonder Will had fled to the Hills. According to the report, a gang of fully masked men carrying machetes had attempted to break into his garage.

      Harriet’s words echoed in her mind. ‘He’s the only one with the answers.’ Poppy mulled it over as she finished her tea. If she mentioned it to Will, it would mean he would know she’d Googled him. He would also probably be concerned about his whereabouts being divulged. She would also be walking on eggshells bringing it up. She shook her head and tried to put herself in Will’s shoes. The more she thought about it, the more she realised that he would no doubt see it as an invasion of privacy if she admitted she’d Googled him. On the other hand, maybe he would appreciate her concern. Conundrums.

      She looked out to the end of the garden and remembered the supper and the kiss. There was no doubt that since the moment she’d set eyes on him, there was a spark between them. The spark, then lightning bolt, had continued to flash until she’d walked into the pub car park, and he’d turned cold. She had to ask herself if it was worth pursuing someone who could be lovely one minute and totally give her the cold shoulder the next.

      As she mused it, she realised that she wasn’t just evaluating Will. She was also mulling herself over too. Was she ready to jump into something? Her focus for the summer had been to help out Harriet and once Harriet was back from Tuscany, she had planned to enjoy a summer of recharging and relaxation. The summer was meant to be about getting her ducks in a row for the busy Christmas season. The only things she had planned to do were to make sure Sophie was okay, look after the pub, oversee her businesses, and ensure her Tipples events ran smoothly. Yet, here she was with a whole new ball game in the park. She was way too busy contemplating the actions of a man who had barely been in her life for a few weeks. Will Armstrong-Jones had not been in her carefully crafted plan at all. He’d arrived with a bang and turned her world on its head.

      Sitting there with her tea, she made up her mind. She would concentrate on the Tipples event and let the whole situation with Will work itself out in the wash. Maybe she would confront him when the time was right. Maybe not. After all, it really wasn’t that important to her, was it? She convinced herself that it was not. It so was.

      With a determined nod, she stood up, pushing all thoughts about Will aside. For now, as she’d always been, she was independent, self-sufficient, more or less happy Poppy. She wasn’t going down the road of Poppy, the confused woman wondering about someone’s relationship intentions. Nope, she wasn’t going to touch that with a barge pole.
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      The next morning, after a restless night and dreams of masked robbers breaking into the cottage, Poppy woke up with a start, not really sure where she was. It took her a moment to come to as she stared out the window at the roofs of the line of terraced cottages opposite. She watched as a bird landed on one of the wonky chimney pots and chirped away to itself. Her mind went to the day before, what she’d found about Will, her chat with Harriet, and what a royal pain in the behind it all was. She tutted and shook her head. How come life was never simple?

      As she was just getting out of bed and had planned a morning bath before getting on with event preparations, her phone pinged with a message from her mum.

      Mum: Hi darling. How are you?

      Poppy: Good, thanks, xxx.

      Mum: How’s the weather?

      Poppy: It’s mostly been glorious, apart from a few overcast days.

      Mum: Yes, same here.

      Poppy: I bet your garden is looking beautiful.

      Mum: It is. I’ll send you some pics of my roses.

      Poppy: Lovely. Have you spoken to Sophie? She said she was going to call.

      Mum: Yes, darling. She was telling me all about France and the train ride.

      Poppy: Yep, it sounds like she’s having fun.

      Mum: Yes. I sent her a little bit of extra money.

      Poppy: You spoil her. Thx.

      Mum: It has to be done, Pops. I’m a grandma, that’s my job.

      Poppy: She’s lucky to have a grandma like you in her life.

      Mum: Anyway, did you check out that app I forwarded to you?

      Poppy rolled her eyes. Her mum had sent her a relationship app, which Poppy had promptly ignored. She was much more interested in real relationships, notably the one that had started with a face plant in the mud. Poppy had told her mum about her supper with Will, but not what had happened since.

      Poppy: I prefer to do it the old-fashioned way, Mum.

      Mum: What about this Will chap you had supper with?

      Poppy: Just friends.

      Mum: You see, darling, you shouldn’t waste too much time on inconsequential friendships. How many times have I told you that? Waste of time.

      Poppy: Thx for the advice.

      Mum: I was reading on the BBC the other day about that woman from the game show. Can’t remember her name. What was it? Julie Warrington or something. Anyway, she has friends with benefits. That’s what she called it. What about that?

      Poppy: Yuck.

      Mum: To be frank, Pops, I couldn’t really see the point of that myself. I mean, really?

      Poppy bristled. There was no way she was getting into a text conversation with her mum about friends with benefits. She sent a vomiting emoticon.

      Poppy: I’d better go. x

      Mum: Yes, same. I have to get to Waitrose. Don’t just sit there waiting, Pops. Where this Will chap is concerned – DO SOMETHING. Remember what I said before you left; you’re not getting any younger.

      Poppy: Thx. Love u Mum. xxx

      After making herself a cup of tea, a slice of marmalade on toast and padding over the dewy grass to the end of the garden, Poppy sat looking up at the trees listening to the birds. She smiled at the text conversation with her mum. Her mum, once she’d come to terms with the shock of Sophie’s arrival on the scene, had always been desperate for her to settle down and get married like ‘nice girls did.’ That ship had never come into port. The reality of life as a single mum, her dedication to her investment property business and Poppy’s Tipples, plus Sophie’s education, had meant that relationships hadn’t always been Poppy’s top priority. She’d had a few long-term things for a while. No one, though, had been a keeper, and nothing had stuck.

      As she thought about it more, she also realised that despite not knowing Will for long, no one had made her act like Will had. It had to be noted that no one ever had made her feel as if she’d been turned upside down and viewed the planet from a whole new perspective.

      Her mum’s words echoed in her head. Maybe she did have to do something. Perhaps she should take the bull by the horns and call him out on what she’d discovered. As she absent-mindedly watched a bird on the bird table, she considered the situation. At the end of a toing and froing mind, she realised that she really had little to lose by talking to him. She would ask him why he had been distant with her before. Why the running hot and cold? It would go one of two ways; further or end.

      She’d done a complete U-turn on her thoughts from the night before, but exponentially pleased with herself for making a decision, she whipped her phone out of her pocket and looked at the pub’s rota app. According to that, Will would be supervising a beer delivery mid-morning. She nodded. She would make a plan whereby she would turn up at the pub and ask him for a chat. Simple, easy, straightforward. Now she had to just execute it.

      Before heading to the pub, Poppy had run a bath. And as she’d laid in the cool water, she’d gone over what she would say to Will. After that, she’d decided on what she would wear: wide-leg jeans, a crisp white shirt, and her good luck heart earrings Sophie had given her for her birthday.

      By mid-morning, her earlier resolve about it being simple to mention her Googling of Will to him was completely gone. She was all sorts of nervous as she walked the long way around to the pub. Strolling past the duck pond, not just one but a swarm of butterflies made their presence known in her stomach. Why was she doing this again?

      After bumping into Fearne by the rectory, she finally approached the pub and, as she got closer, she completely chickened out of her earlier plans. Maybe she wouldn’t say anything after all. Just as she was about to turn on her heel and hotfoot it out of there, June opened the pub door and waved.

      ‘Yoohoo! How are you?’ June called out with a beaming smile.

      ‘Good, thanks.’

      ‘Coming to check everything is ready for the event, are you? I was just thinking about it. My sister is coming. She’s so looking forward to it,’ June trilled. ‘Bring on Poppy’s Tipples.’

      Poppy smiled. The last thing on her mind was the event. There was one thing and one thing only on her mind; it was double-barrelled. ‘Yes, yes.’ Poppy totally lied through her teeth. ‘How’s it been here this morning?’

      June flicked her eyes over towards the beer garden and car park. ‘They’re just finishing up with the beer delivery. Umm, what else? Joely is all over the lunch. Oh, yes, and Holly from the bakery was in earlier with one of her girls with a bread delivery, so the freezer is stocked up and ready to go.’

      ‘You certainly know what’s going on. No flies on you, are there, June?’ Poppy chuckled.

      ‘Nope. We all know I’m the one who is really in charge of the place,’ June joked.

      ‘Ha ha. Yep.’ Poppy tried to keep her voice casual. ‘Is Will down in the cellar?’

      ‘He was earlier, duck, yes.’ June nodded out to the car park. ‘But by the sound of that beeping lorry, the beer is in, and it’s all finished down there.’

      ‘Right. Okay. I’m just going to see if I can catch him. I, umm, I need to run something past him.’

      ‘Now that’s finished, he’ll probably be out in the garden with his laptop or on the phone.’

      ‘Rightio,’ Poppy said as she walked into the pub, past June, and went behind the bar.

      June, as always, was correct, and Poppy spied Will right at the end of the beer garden with a mug, his laptop, and his phone to his ear. She watched from the back door and waited until he was off the phone and then made her entrance. He looked up from his laptop as he heard her approach and smiled.

      ‘Hey. How are you?’ Will asked, getting up from the table.

      The butterflies in Poppy’s stomach made her feel queasy. ‘Good, thanks. You?’

      ‘Fine,’ Will replied and then held his hand up in a stop sign. ‘Look, sorry, I need to apologise about before.’

      Poppy was a bit wrong-footed. ‘Oh, right.’

      Will winced. ‘I was really out of order.’

      Poppy wasn’t quite sure how to respond. ‘Right.’

      ‘I just had some crap going on, and the timing was awful. I didn’t mean to come over like that.’

      Poppy went to say that it was okay, but then she changed her mind. It really hadn’t been okay. ‘Yeah, that wasn’t nice to be on the receiving end of.’

      ‘I know,’ Will admitted. ‘Sorry.’

      A second of silence passed between them, both lost in their own thoughts. Will looked at Poppy. ‘I’m really sorry,’ he said again, this time his voice even more sincere. ‘I was a bit of an idiot, wasn’t I?’

      Poppy studied him for a moment. He seemed very sincere. She was upside down again. She felt empathetic towards him in light of the fact that she knew about his situation. The conversation was going in a different direction than the way she’d thought it would go, though. But in a quick second, she decided to ask him right out and see if he told her the truth about everything she’d read online. ‘So what was wrong?’

      Will shook his head. ‘It’s a long story.’

      Poppy let out a small sigh. So, he wasn’t going to share the knowledge she’d learnt when she’d Googled. ‘Well, thank you for the apology.’

      He nodded, his expression earnest. ‘After what happened the other night after I came to yours, I was well out of order to behave like that. Sorry.’

      Poppy went to say something, and then Will continued. He screwed his mouth up into a wince. ‘You see, I’m sort of here to get away from stuff.’

      Poppy squirmed inside. She didn’t know whether to say anything or not. Will hesitated for a moment, a seriousness crossing his features that made Poppy pause. ‘Look,’ he began, his tone earnest. ‘I’m going to be honest with you. There have been some… things happening in my life recently.’ He looked at her intently, as if weighing how much to say. ‘I’ve had a windfall. Quite a large one. It’s been overwhelming, to say the least.’

      Poppy’s eyes widened in surprise, despite her prior knowledge of the matter. She didn’t know whether or not to admit that she’d totally Googled the backside out of it and him. She probably knew more about it than he did. ‘I see. That must be a lot to take in.’

      ‘It is,’ Will agreed, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand. ‘There was also an incident at my house… a break-in attempt. It made the papers. So, then, well, when Spenny had his accident and Harriet was in a spot, I decided to come up here, to the Hills, to get away from it all.’

      His admission hung in the air between them, rendering Poppy momentarily speechless, as she couldn’t decide if she should come clean about her Googling. She actually felt a pang of sympathy for him. He was clearly agitated, and she realised that his initial coldness directly after what had happened in the lane may have been a reaction to it all. ‘Well, I can understand why you’d need some space then.’

      He looked up, meeting her gaze, and there was a hint of relief in his eyes. ‘Thank you. I really am sorry about how I acted. I’m not surprised you were short with me.’

      Poppy nodded.

      ‘I need to make amends.’

      Suddenly, Poppy’s former resolve not to get involved with anyone was back with a bang. ‘Yeah, actually, let’s just leave it.’

      Will looked a bit surprised, but he quickly covered it. ‘Fair enough.’

      ‘I haven’t got time to be messed around, to be quite honest. The whole cold shoulder thing. Yep, as I said, not nice.’

      ‘No, it wasn’t,’ Will admitted.

      Poppy’s face was serious. ‘Getting a windfall isn’t an excuse for acting like that in my book.’

      Will winced and held his hands up. ‘I know. It’s just that I was all over the show, and then I… I don’t know. I can’t even come up with a plausible explanation.’

      Poppy, as she stood on her head, thought that at least he was being honest. ‘Do you normally treat people like that?’

      ‘God no!’

      ‘But you did with me.’

      ‘Look, I’m so sorry. Let me change that.’

      Poppy raised an eyebrow. She wanted to run over and jump on him. There was no way she was going to let him know that. At least not yet. ‘By doing what?’

      ‘I thought we could maybe go out?’

      The question hung in the air. She considered saying a flat no but decided to give him a chance. She’d already kissed the man in the lane, for goodness’ sake. In for a penny, in for a pound. ‘I’ll think about it.’
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      Poppy woke up the next day feeling slightly disoriented, the day before’s conversation with Will still fresh in her mind. She busied herself with her usual morning routine, trying not to think about what he had asked. An apology. A date. She wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about it. At least, that’s what the sensible part of her brain told herself. The other part wanted to run like lightning and jump into his arms.

      After musing it for ages and taking a long time to finally get out of bed, she shuffled down the stairs, had a cup of tea and then promptly turned on the coffee machine. As she was sipping her coffee, her phone pinged. She picked it up and saw a new text notification. She quickly realised it was from Will. He must have got her number from the rota in the bar.

      Will: Morning. Hope you’re having a good day so far. I’ve been thinking about our conversation yesterday. I was a **** before. Sorry again. I’d really like to apologise properly.

      Poppy stared at the text for a few moments, her mind buzzing with thoughts. You had to give it to him. He was owning it. She hadn’t liked what he’d done with the cold shoulder treatment, but she was quite liking the way he apologised. It was a stark contrast to the dismissive behaviour he’d exhibited before. She took a deep breath. Who even was this dude who was doing a mighty fine job of playing with her heart? She typed a response saying that she’d rather not go on the date. Then she deleted it.

      Poppy: I’m considering it. I’ll get back to you by the end of the day.

      After sending the text, she nodded in confirmation. It was never too good in life to appear too keen. It was maybe a tad too late for that in this situation, considering that she’d nigh-on thrown herself at him, but a girl had to keep some self-respect. As she watched the dots flashing, she felt a weird mix of anxiety and excitement. Whatever it was with Will, she knew that she was in uncharted territory. She’d never met anyone before who had made her feel like this.

      Will: Okay. I’ll wait to hear from you.

      Trying not to think about it, she went about her day, putting the impending date in the back of her mind. After a long phone call with her mum, a few text messages with Sophie, and a problem with a shower in one of her rental properties, she busied herself with clearing out the pink shed at the end of the garden. With its contents spread out over the lawn, the morning slipped into the afternoon, and she found herself engrossed in her tasks.

      Every now and then, however, her mind would drift back to Will’s text. On her hands and knees with a dustpan and brush, she pondered over his words. What a funny turn-up for the books it all was. The longer she considered it, the more she found herself leaning towards giving him a chance. But there was still a part of her that held back, remembering his earlier behaviour.

      Just as she was cleaning the shed window, her phone rang. With a squeegee in her hands, she tucked the phone between her ear and her shoulder. ‘Hi, Harriet. What’s up?’

      ‘Hey,’ Harriet said. ‘Nothing is up. I was just calling to catch up on what’s been going on. Any news?’

      Poppy laughed lightly. ‘You could say that.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I decided to go and talk to him.’

      ‘Ooh. Really?’ Harriet sounded surprised, and Poppy could almost see her eyes widen. ‘What happened?’

      Poppy continued cleaning the window as she chatted. ‘He apologised. Said he was out of order for the way he acted, and he admitted that he had some things going on.’

      ‘And?’ Harriet prodded.

      ‘And,’ Poppy continued. ‘He asked me out. As a sort of apology, I guess.’

      There was silence on the other end for a moment before Harriet spoke. ‘Well, that’s a turn of events. What did you say?’

      ‘I told him I’d think about it,’ Poppy replied, peering up at the glass to see if there were any smears.

      ‘And have you?’ Harriet asked.

      ‘Hmm. I’m leaning towards giving him a chance, but I’m not forgetting how he was with me.’

      ‘Yeah. I don’t blame you.’

      Poppy put the squeegee down. ‘I mean, I know he had a huge windfall, and his house got broken into but he was horrible that day.’

      ‘I suppose it was probably quite traumatic for him before.’

      ‘Then there’s me, thrown into the mix.’

      ‘True. Do what feels right for you, though. If you want to give him a chance, do it. If you’re having doubts, tell him to poke it.’

      ‘Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.’

      By the end of their conversation, Poppy felt a bit straighter. She’d give Will a chance. Later that afternoon, her phone pinged again. It was another text from Will.

      Will: Hope your day is going well.

      Poppy smiled to herself. He was persistent, she had to give him that. After a moment’s hesitation, she began to type a reply.

      Poppy: Hi. My day is going well, thanks. I’ve thought about your offer and yes to going out.

      She hit send before she could second-guess herself. The message was out there now, irrevocable. Who knew where it would end?
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      Poppy seared a death stare into her phone screen, waiting for Will’s reply. When it finally came, it was simple.

      Will: Great. Looking forward to it. How about tomorrow at 7?

      Poppy: Sounds good, see you then.

      As she looked out into the street, she felt a strange thrill. She was excited, there was no doubt about that. She tutted. The arrival of this Will in her life had been unexpected and a roller coaster of emotions since the moment she’d set eyes on him at the bottom of a ladder, standing outside the village hall.

      By the next afternoon, she wasn’t excited at all. Excitement had dissipated to being pathetically nervous and way too bothered. All her resolve about not caring and not wanting someone in her life had gone swiftly out the nearest window where Will was concerned. All her tough talk that she could be aloof and not care was not at the fore. She cared so much it borderline frightened her.

      She’d tried loads of things to try and relax – she’d run a hot bath, lit some candles, and spent a good long while soaking in the tub, shaved her legs, washed her hair, plucked things from all sorts of places. She’d tried breathing exercises in the garden. She’d laid on the bathroom floor and meditated. Downed a shot of vodka. Then tried tequila. Nothing had taken the edge off her nerves about going out with Will. By the time six thirty rolled around, Poppy had the contents of her wardrobe all over her bed. She’d changed fourteen times and had attempted and failed to put a beachy wave in her hair. She gave herself a once-over in the mirror. Things could have looked better. She was all sorts of flustered. What had happened to the capable doer of a modern, independent woman? God knows where she’d ended up.

      When, bang on seven, the doorbell went, she was filled with jitters. Opening the door, she had to stop herself from gulping at the sight of Will. As every other time she’d seen him, weird things happened. He stood on the doorstep, shrouded in a charming confidence and a warm smile on his face. ‘Evening. Wow, you look nice.’

      Poppy thought about the mountain of clothes on the bed, the lotions and potions layered on her skin, the non-existent beachy waves in her hair, and her rarely worn but very, very nice underwear. ‘Thank you.’ She went to say “so do you” but didn’t.

      About ten or so minutes later, they were walking down the laneway in Pretty Beach. A beautiful coastal summer evening was in full swing, and Pretty Beach was working its charm. Poppy felt as if she was walking in a living postcard as she strolled along, chatting beside Will. The sun was beginning to set, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink. Long shadows fell across the pavement, and the air was fragrant with the scents of life by the sea. Lines of colourful bunting strung from one side of the laneway to the other, fluttering in the gentle breeze. Pastel-coloured shops stood in a line, their fronts adorned with chalked signs, displays of local produce and lovely things. Punctuating the pale pinks and pastels, lush green palms in oversized white pots rustled softly. Poppy let out a long sigh. This was Pretty Beach in all its summer glory – a picture-perfect laneway, gorgeous little shops, the sound of the sea in the distance, and it had to be noted, a gorgeous man by her side. A few minutes later, they were heading for the curry house, and Poppy nodded in approval.

      Will picked up on it straight away. ‘Good choice by me?’

      ‘Yep, I love this place,’ Poppy replied, looking up at it. ‘Gosh, this has seen some fun times when I’ve been here with Harriet.’

      The warmth of the curry house welcomed them before they even reached the door, as a blend of spices drifted down the laneway. When they arrived and Will opened the door, the aroma deepened, and they stepped into a lovely mix of spices. Inside, it didn’t disappoint, and Poppy drank in its familiar colours and smells – deep red and gold on the walls, and a luxurious, exotic ambience.

      As they stood in the bustling reception area, they were greeted by the owner, Ali, his eyes sparkling with genuine delight. ‘Ah, evening and welcome!’ He frowned for a second as he recognised Poppy. ‘Oh hello, Poppy. Long time no see.’

      ‘Hi, how are you?’

      ‘Good, thanks. We’ve been very busy with everything getting back to normal here. Business is good. How are things up at the pub?’

      ‘Yep, great.’ Poppy turned to Will. ‘This is Will. He’s helping out because of Spenny. Did you hear about that?’

      ‘Oh yes, I did,’ Ali replied with a chuckle. ‘If anyone had it coming,’ Ali said at the same time as looking down at an iPad. ‘Righto, I didn’t know it was you.’ He lowered his voice a touch and flicked his eyes to the back of the restaurant. ‘I’ll move you to a different table. Hold on a sec.’

      A few minutes later, Poppy was following Will down to the back of the restaurant to a table set back in a nook. She smiled at Ali as she sat down and took a menu. ‘Thanks.’

      Ali nodded towards the menu. ‘If you’re wanting LO, I’ll just bring it straight to the table.’

      Poppy handed the menu back to him. ‘Yes, thanks.’

      Will leant forward as Ali walked away, and Poppy blinked. ‘You’re happy to be served the locals thing?’

      Will looked slightly confused. ‘Yeah, whatever.’

      ‘Ali’s wife does a lot of the special stuff. It’s a bit “get what you’re given”.’

      Will leant back in his seat. ‘Works for me.’

      Not long after, a basket of garlic naan arrived. As they dug in, Will began to open up about his windfall. ‘I know I owe you an explanation,’ he began, tearing a piece of naan.

      Poppy just nodded.

      ‘It all happened very suddenly.’

      Poppy raised her eyebrows and joked. ‘I wouldn’t be complaining.’

      ‘No, no. I’m not,’ Will clarified. ‘I just didn’t see all the stuff that came with it, coming.’

      Poppy listened as she tucked into the garlic naan. ‘So, exactly what happened?’

      Will took a deep breath. ‘It was a cryptocurrency investment. A friend got me into it years ago, before it was really even a thing. I was sceptical at first, didn’t fully understand how it worked, but decided to invest a bit, you know? Just to see what would happen.’

      Poppy nodded. She didn’t really know. It was gobbledygook to her.  ‘I see. Well, actually, I don’t see. I don’t really know anything about it.’

      Will continued, ‘I mostly forgot about it, until recently. The value of the cryptocurrency soared.’

      Poppy wasn’t well-versed in how it worked at all. It was way above her head; she was more au fait with bricks and mortar. ‘I’ve heard of it, but I don’t really understand it. Sounds like a risky business.’

      Will chuckled. ‘It can be, yep. But it paid off for me, at least this time. The value increased exponentially, and what I had invested turned into a small fortune overnight. Just like that. When I say overnight, I mean it. I woke up to it taking off.’

      ‘Which is why all the press interest?’ Poppy asked.

      ‘I suppose so. No, actually – that was more the guys who owned the company. They wanted the publicity, and so they put press releases here, there, and everywhere. They didn’t expect there to be quite that much interest, though. Which is how I found myself on the front page of the tabloids.’

      ‘And the masked men? The break-in?’ Poppy asked, her eyes widening a little.

      Will sighed, his face turning serious. ‘Word got out, obviously. I guess some people thought they could get a piece of it.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘My house was broken into. Thankfully, I wasn’t home. There was a photographer there in his car, which is how it came to light.’

      Poppy felt a pang of sympathy for him. ‘It sounds awful.’

      Will shrugged. ‘It wasn’t pleasant. It’s part of why I came here, to get away from it all.’

      ‘It’s not a bad place to hide,’ Poppy acknowledged with a chuckle.

      ‘And then, I didn’t expect to, well, to, you know… meet you. That’s been the best part of this whole ordeal.’

      Poppy didn’t know what to say. She flustered a bit. What was he, in fact, saying? Will ran his hand through his hair, a blush creeping up his neck. ‘Got to say, umm, I… I didn’t expect to like you. Not like this.’ He swore. ‘I certainly didn’t expect to meet anyone up here.’

      Poppy blinked in surprise. A fluttering went through her as she tipped upside down. ‘What do you mean, “like this”?’

      Will took a deep breath. ‘Yeah, what do I mean? I mean I’m not here for a holiday romance. I didn’t come here to start something that would just end when I left. I don’t know what I’m saying…’

      The implications of his words made Poppy spin. She had known him for such a short period of time, and yet, the connection between them was undeniable. ‘Sorry, are you saying what I think you’re saying?’

      ‘I’m saying,’ Will said and paused for a second. ‘That I really like you. More than I expected. More than I probably should, considering the circumstances. Which is why I suddenly bottled it that morning. Like an absolute idiot. I’m so sorry about that.’

      Poppy was caught completely off guard, her mind racing. She felt exactly the same way, but she hadn’t expected him to put it into words quite so directly. It was a lot to take in. There was no way she’d come to the Hills for the summer expecting to meet someone either. It had been so far from her radar, it was almost as if the whole thing was make-believe.

      Her instincts were warning her to be careful, to guard her heart, especially after everything that had happened. But another part of her was whispering that maybe Will Armstrong-Jones was worth taking a chance on. In fact, stuff being careful. She’d dive right on in. You only live once. William the Conqueror come on down.
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      By the time Poppy and Will got back from Pretty Beach, Poppy was exhausted. A little bit of her wanted to just toddle off to bed. She wasn’t quite tired enough, though, not to invite Will in for a coffee. As they got to her cottage, its pale pink brickwork was bathed in the soft, dappled glow from a couple of coach lights on either side of the front door. Pots of blooming flowers stood on the step, their scent lingering in the warm night air. The stillness of the Hills surrounded them as Poppy put her key in the lock and opened the front door.

      A few minutes later, they’d both forgone the coffee. Will had chosen a mix of botanicals from the stash of packets on Poppy’s kitchen table, and she was filling a couple of glasses with ice. As she handed him a drink, they walked back through the cottage to the sitting room, clinked glasses, and sat on the sofa. Poppy laughed. ‘Well, here we are. If you’re going to choose somewhere to escape to, this is the place to do it.’

      ‘Yep. It really is a lot nicer here than I thought it was going to be. Whenever I come with Spenny, it’s a bit more, what’s the word? Hectic, yes, that’s it. But the way of life here…’ Will paused for a second. ‘It actually reminds me of where Liam is in Wales. I’d never noticed it before.’

      ‘How far would it be from here to Wales?’ Poppy asked.

      ‘I’ll soon find out. I’m going up there this week. A couple of hours or so if the traffic is friendly.’

      ‘Ahh, not too bad then.’

      ‘Nope.’

      Poppy nodded towards the window and the street outside. ‘I love it here. The more I come here, and now that Sophie is sorted, the more I am thinking about making the move a permanent one. If I can do my job from here.’

      Will raised his eyebrows. ‘I can see why.’

      There were a few moments of comfortable silence until Poppy spoke. ‘Thanks for tonight.’

      ‘No probs. Thanks for letting me, well, make it up to you.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ Poppy said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      ‘Same. When I messed up, I felt like such an idiot.’

      Poppy joked, ‘Just don’t do it again.’

      ‘I won’t.’ Will inched closer to Poppy. ‘I’m glad we met.’

      ‘I am too.’

      ‘It was a meeting I won’t forget, and not because of the mud.’

      Before Poppy really knew what was happening, Will was kissing her. Right after that, she fell into a daze as she led him upstairs. The next thing she knew, they were in her bedroom. Right after that, there wasn’t much to be in a daze about. Poppy Goldman was having the time of her life.
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      It was a few weeks or so later, and the day of the Poppy’s Tipples event had arrived. Poppy had spent the previous week preparing for it, working to ensure everything would run smoothly. The event had become a bit of a local tradition, and fingers were crossed for a nice day. Poppy stood in the room on the far side of the bar. The bi-fold doors had been opened, the windows gleamed, and the water stain on the ceiling, thanks to Will, was but a distant memory.

      The room was filled with timber trestle tables, mismatched vintage chairs were propped here and there, and Poppy had a morning of decorating ahead of her. Three huge wooden crates filled with empty antique alcohol bottles were stacked up on one of the tables, piles of weathered terracotta potted bay trees were ready to go, and gigantic bunches of eucalyptus stood taking in water from buckets on the floor.

      Poppy smiled as June came bustling into the room, almost hidden by flowers that had been donated and dropped off at her house. June smiled. ‘Here we go. I think I have things here from every garden in the Hills.’

      ‘Wow. They’re lovely,’ Poppy said. ‘Right, so we need the stems of flowers in those bottles dotted everywhere.’ She pointed to an industrial roll of brown paper. ‘That is going on the tables through the middle. Once that’s on, we’ll get the bottles in place.’

      ‘Right you are.’

      Poppy nodded to a stack of chalkboard signs. ‘Those need propping up on each of the tables.’

      June put the buckets of flowers down and started to drag the crates of bottles to the corner of the room. ‘And the pots of bay?’

      ‘In any available space.’

      Poppy took care of the brown paper, unrolling it down the centre of each table and securing it with tape as June filled the old bottles with the flowers. Poppy began to set up the tables with neat precision. All manner of botanicals were carefully arranged on the tables; dried paper-thin rose petals, slices of oranges, limes and lemons, bowls of juniper berries, and allspice, their scent wafting through the air. After lining up rows of vintage cocktail glasses, Poppy arranged little glass trays of peppercorns next to jars of coriander seeds. Each botanical was meticulously labelled with Poppy’s signature, neatly handwritten tags, tied to the necks of jars or pinned to little wooden sticks placed by the bowls.

      ‘So, these are some of your new bits for this year?’ June asked, moving to examine the set-up, her eyes drawn to the array of botanicals spread across the room.

      ‘Yep. A few more things to try,’ Poppy confirmed, her hands gesturing towards the table. ‘Lots of concoctions will go on here.’

      ‘I love it,’ June said, picking up a bowl of dried rose petals and inhaling deeply. ‘Smells divine. It’s always such a lovely event, Pops.’

      Poppy nodded. ‘It’s something a bit different with the rose this year.’

      They spent the next couple of hours finishing the decorations and discussing the flow of the event as they worked. The smell of the botanicals mixing with the eucalyptus and bay trees, the warm afternoon light streaming through the doors, and the array of tables, promised much sipping, mixing, and socialising.

      With nearly everything in place, Poppy took a moment to take it all in. ‘Well, let’s hope it all goes well.’

      ‘How can it not? I think we’ve thought of everything. Okay, just the last few bits to sort.’ June pointed to a stack of vintage tea cups. ‘What about that little lot?’

      ‘They’re for the tea,’ Poppy said, grinning. ‘I think we’ll set that up over there, by the window.’

      June raised her eyebrows. ‘Tea at a Poppy’s Tipple event? That’s a first.’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘There’s always room for tea. Not everyone is a tippler. I always get people asking for a cup of tea at these things, so I thought, why not pre-empt that?’

      ‘You’re not wrong there,’ June said, starting to unwrap the teacups. ‘Ooh, these are lovely, by the way.’

      Poppy glanced over at the cups and nodded. ‘I found them out in the sheds at the back there. You never know what you’ll find where Harriet is concerned.’

      ‘She is definitely a collector.’ June laughed.

      The morning passed in a flurry of activity. June had arranged the flowers in the vintage bottles, the huge bunches of eucalyptus gave the room a fresh scent, and the bay trees dotted about added a pop of green. All of it looked and smelt amazing. The flowers, the bay trees, the antique bottles and tea cups, all bathed in the soft light, filtering through the open pub windows.

      ‘I think we’re ready,’ Poppy said. ‘Job well done, June. Thanks for your help.’

      ‘Yes, it looks wonderful. You’ve really outdone yourself,’ June replied, nodding approvingly. ‘Which is a good job as we’ve got half the village coming. Holly and Xian will be in too.’

      Poppy glanced over at the clock. ‘Blimey. I’d better make sure it’s a good event if those two will be in.’

      ‘Yep.’

      As they busied themselves with the final touches, Poppy felt very pleased with herself. Just as she was securing a string of dried chillies around a vase, the familiar voice of Harriet came from the back of the pub. Poppy turned to see Harriet with sun-kissed skin and a beaming smile on her face.

      ‘You made good time,’ Poppy said, rushing over and hugging Harriet.

      ‘Have to love the fast train.’ Harriet laughed.

      June nodded. ‘Oh, yes, indeed.’

      ‘Goodness, this place looks fantastic!’ Harriet looked around her, taking in the tables laden with botanicals. ‘And it smells divine.’

      Poppy laughed. ‘I’d say that if you like it, we already have a successful outcome.’

      Harriet traced her finger around a jar of dried rose petals and inhaled one of the bunches of eucalyptus. ‘Mmm, so nice.’

      ‘June and I have been at it all morning, setting up the stations.’

      June nodded. ‘We have.’ She pointed out the window at the beautiful day. ‘Welcome back. The sun seems to have followed you home.’

      Harriet laughed. ‘I think I may have smuggled it in my suitcase. Everything looks wonderful, ladies. I’m just sorry I missed the prep.’

      ‘All good,’ June said, waving her hand dismissively. ‘I believe Poppy’s got a job for you.’

      ‘Indeed, I do. How do you feel about being our chief taste tester later?’

      ‘Are you asking if I would like to taste gin on a sunny afternoon?’ Harriet retorted, feigning shock. ‘Well, it’s a tough job, but someone has to do it.’

      They all laughed, and Poppy felt satisfied. Life in the Hills was good.
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        * * *

      

      Taking a little break before people started to arrive for the event, Poppy and Harriet were in the kitchen upstairs with two steaming cups of tea.

      ‘So, how have you been?’ Harriet asked. ‘Anything else to report?’

      Poppy took a deep breath. ‘There’s been a lot going on.’

      ‘What else has happened with Will?’

      Poppy hesitated before exhaling slowly. She took a sip of her tea. ‘Umm, yeah, it’s sort of moved on.’

      Harriet frowned. ‘What?’

      ‘I didn’t tell you everything on the phone. I thought I’d wait. There was something I didn’t tell you about the night when he apologised. After supper, we went back to the cottage. I, um, I invited him in for coffee.’

      Harriet’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘Oh? And?’ she prompted, a teasing note in her voice.

      Poppy felt a warm blush creeping up her cheeks. ‘Yes, well, we had coffee, and then, um… he… he ended up staying over,’ she confessed, giggling.

      ‘Oh my goodness, Pops! I can’t believe you didn’t tell me before.’

      ‘I wanted to wait and tell you in person. Ha ha. I can’t believe it, myself.’

      ‘What else?’ Harriet asked. ‘Wow, Pops. You sure know how to surprise someone.’

      ‘It’s just been a whirlwind! I haven’t had a chance to catch my breath,’ Poppy stated.

      ‘What, you’ve been out with him more?’

      ‘Loads. He’s stayed over again a few times. We’ve been for lunch and supper and all sorts. The cinema. And I don’t know, but it’s like…’

      Harriet’s eyes opened wide. ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like I think this is something.’

      Harriet swore. ‘I didn’t see this coming.’

      ‘I know. I’ve never felt like this. Like never.’

      ‘Wow, Pops. So what, you’ve been seeing him a lot by the sounds of it?’

      Poppy nodded, the blush deepening on her cheeks. ‘Yes. We’ve been seeing each other quite a bit. Actually, all the time,’ she confessed. ‘Constantly.’

      Harriet’s expression was serious. ‘And how do you feel about him?’

      Poppy paused, swirling the last of her tea around in her cup. ‘I think I really like him. He’s different from what I initially thought. And we get along well. I can’t explain it, but there’s just this connection between us.’

      ‘Well, yeah, there must be. You don’t do this sort of thing, Pops.’

      ‘I know, right?’

      ‘Poppy Goldman goes for a curry and ends up upstairs. Wowzas.’

      ‘You don’t need to tell me. I’m shocked at myself. It’s not just that, though, it’s more than that.’

      Harriet grinned broadly and raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, it sounds to me like you’re smitten, Pops! Oh my.’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘No one is more surprised than me, but yes, I guess I am. Who would have thought, right?’

      Harriet clinked her mug against Poppy’s. ‘To the unexpected,’ she toasted.

      ‘To the unexpected,’ Poppy echoed and chuckled.

      ‘Well, Pops, you certainly know how to keep a girl on her toes! You and Will, eh? I must admit, I never saw it coming before I left.’

      ‘You and me, both. I don’t think anyone did. Least of all me and possibly him,’ Poppy admitted, playing with the handle of her mug. ‘I can’t believe I’m even saying this, but I have never felt like this.’

      ‘Your mum is going to die, Pops.’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘I know.’

      ‘I can’t believe you ended up in bed that night. Who even are you?’

      ‘Don’t ask me! My, it was good. That I do know.’

      They burst into peals of laughter, and Poppy felt a warmth spread through her at the thought of Will. Yes, he was unexpected, but he was also something else – he was just what she needed. And for the first time in a long time, Poppy felt like she was exactly where she was meant to be.
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      Poppy sat down at the end of the event. It had gone really well, with lots of people from the Hills turning up, but her back and feet certainly knew about it. She’d received plenty of feedback and kind words about how well the event was run. And after the long gap in events because of the pandemic, Poppy was actually incredibly pleased with herself at its success. Everyone had chipped in and made it an evening to remember – Will had arrived just before the event and had been worth his weight in gold, helping out behind the scenes, June had been a dream, and Harriet did her usual thing making everyone feel at home.

      After finishing the final rounds of tidying up, Poppy was shattered and wanted her bed. She kissed Harriet on the cheek. ‘Well then, that’s another one done and dusted.’

      Harriet nodded and smiled. ‘Yep, thanks, Pops. You really outdid yourself. It was amazing. Thank you so much. Another successful event at The Golden Lion.’

      Poppy smiled back. ‘No worries.’

      ‘I can push off back to Tuscany without a backward glance.’ Harriet laughed.

      Just then, Will came into the bar. ‘Righto, that’s everything done.’ He looked at Poppy, ‘Ready?’

      ‘I am more than ready,’ Poppy confirmed.

      ‘Okay, let’s go.’

      A few minutes later, Poppy was walking along the main street, passing rows of pastel-coloured cottages on either side. She let out a long sigh. ‘Wow, that ended up being really good.’

      Will took Poppy’s hand and nodded in agreement. ‘It was good, but you sure do work hard for those events, don’t you?’

      Poppy nodded. ‘You wouldn’t believe it, would you?’

      ‘I was running around here, there, and everywhere for hours. I think a certain person I know might need to put her feet up,’ Will joked.

      ‘Agree,’ Poppy said. ‘You’re not wrong there.’

      ‘Would a certain person need to have a nice, long bath before that certain person goes to bed?’

      Poppy chuckled. ‘You read my mind. I think that person might well do.’

      Will joked, ‘That person’s wish is my command.’

      About ten minutes later, Poppy was up to her neck in bubbles in the bath. She could hear Will climbing up the stairs. He pushed the bathroom door open with his foot and leaned over, handing Poppy a mug of tea. ‘A cup of tea in the bath for the best botanical event organiser I’ve ever seen,’ Will joked.

      ‘Thank you,’ Poppy replied, raising her arm out from the bubbles and taking the mug of tea.

      Poppy looked up at Will. He was standing there with his cup of tea, smiling. ‘Are you just going to stand there?’

      Will hesitated for a moment. ‘Well, I hadn’t planned on joining you, but if you’re inviting me. If you want company.’

      Poppy joked, ‘It might get a bit crowded, but I think we can manage.’

      Will shook his head with a laugh and started to undress. A moment later, he lowered himself into the other end of the tub, careful not to slosh water over the edge. Poppy chuckled as she felt herself stand on her head. She loved being with Will. Adored it. It was as if, when she was with him, the world outside didn’t quite seem to matter as much. It was as if he was all she needed in the world. She’d been thinking about him leaving the pub and the Hills. She wasn’t looking forward to it at all.

      As if he was reading her thoughts, Will turned quite serious. ‘I know we are living in different places at the moment, and I respect that you have a life of your own that you love. But I was thinking about when I go back.’

      Poppy nodded. ‘I’ve been thinking about it too.’

      ‘I was hoping that I could come down here for weekends, maybe even a few times during the week, if that’s okay with you. I don’t want to pressure you.’

      Poppy didn’t know what to say. ‘Okay.’

      ‘What do you think?’

      Poppy blinked her eyes rapidly. Suddenly, it was all very real. It was a big step. It felt a lot more serious than a little dalliance in the Hills after a curry. She looked at him, taken aback for a moment by the seriousness of his words. She felt a fluttering in her chest, a strange mix of excitement and fear that always seemed to accompany significant decisions.

      She considered the reality of what Will had said. This would change her world and alter her routine and her carefully planned life. But as she looked at Will, with his earnest expression, she realised that she wanted the same. She took a deep breath and looked into his eyes. ‘Yes,’ she said softly. ‘I’d like that. A lot. Let’s try it.’

      Will smiled. ‘Great.’

      ‘I think it could be really nice.’

      Will took a deep breath. ‘Pops.’ His voice was a notch lower than usual. ‘On that subject, there’s something I need to tell you.’

      Poppy looked at him, her brows furrowed in curiosity. ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve been thinking about us,’ he said, choosing his words carefully. ‘Since, what, err, happened after the curry, and you know…’ He took Poppy’s hand, threading his fingers through hers under the soapy water. ‘I’ve realised something, something I can’t ignore any longer. I’ve fallen for you in ways I didn’t think I could or would. It’s more than just liking you. It’s, Pops, I love you.’

      Poppy nodded, and the words hung in the steam-filled air. The silence was pregnant with anticipation. She felt her heart beat wildly in her chest as she stared back at him, her mind racing. Her fingers tightened around his hand under the water. She was stunned, to say the least. Love? Was double-barrelled Will telling her he loved her? It appeared that he was.

      Poppy’s voice was soft. ‘Same.’

      
        
        Will leant forward and kissed her, and Poppy danced inside. Here she was in the Hills, in a bathtub full of bubbles, with a man she most definitely loved. She smiled; being with Will felt like coming home. She felt a lump in her throat, and her heart swelled with emotion. They sat there in the warm, bubble-filled tub in silence for a bit. No words were needed. This was it. This was the next chapter of Poppy Goldman’s life. Here in the Hills for the rest of the summer, with Will. Life sure did have a funny way of working things out. And she was more than happy with what it had put in place for her. She couldn’t quite wait to see what might come next.
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        One long summer. One gorgeous old shop. One second chance at love.

        Get ready to be swept away to Darling Island, the sparkling little place perched on the edge of the English coast where the old ferry crosses a glittering sea, sunshine shimmers, and love is most definitely in the air. From contemporary romance author, Polly Babbington comes the loveliest romantic treat to get lost in at any time of the year.

        Emmy is all sorts of okay with her life, but that’s about as good as it gets if she's really honest with herself. One day on a trip to Darling Island in search of the perfect birthday cake, her okay life takes a little turn in a way she most definitely hadn’t seen coming.

        As the sun shines and gorgeous old vintage trams rumble past, Emmy finds herself staring at a dilapidated old shop that has seen better days. The building, the setting, and the Darling lifestyle tug at her heartstrings, and on an impulsive whim, she sinks just about everything she has into a completely new way of life.

        We follow along, as Emmy not only dips her toe into a whole new world but peels back the layers of her heart, as Darling wraps her up in its charms.

        Get ready to swoon as you fall deep down into Polly’s world and Darling Island speaks to your soul. You will utterly love it.

      

      

      

      
        
        Find it HERE The Old Ticket Office Darling Island
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      The Coastguard’s House Darling Island

      Summer on Darling Island

      Bliss on Darling Island
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      Winter at Pretty Beach
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      Secret Evenings in Pretty Beach

      Secret Places in Pretty Beach

      Secret Days in Pretty Beach

      

      Lovely Little Things in Pretty Beach

      Beautiful Little Things in Pretty Beach

      Darling Little Things

      

      The Old Sugar Wharf Pretty Beach

      Love at the Old Sugar Wharf Pretty Beach
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      Words, quilts, tea and old houses…

      

      My words began many moons ago in a corner of England, in a tiny bedroom in an even tinier little house. There was a very distinct lack of scribbling, but rather beautifully formed writing and many, many lists recorded in pretty fabric-covered notebooks stacked up under a bed.

      A few years went by, babies were born, university joined, white dresses worn, a lovely fluffy little dog, tears rolled down cheeks, house moves were made, big fat smiles up to ears, a trillion cups of tea, a decanter or six full of pink gin, many a long walk. All those little things called life neatly logged in those beautiful little books tucked up neatly under the bed.

      And then, as the babies toddled off to school, as if by magic, along came an opportunity and the little stories flew out of the books, found themselves a home online, where they’ve been growing sweetly ever since.

      I write all my books from start to finish tucked up in our lovely old Edwardian house by the sea. Surrounded by pretty bits and bobs, whimsical fabrics, umpteen stacks of books, a plethora of lovely old things, gingham linen, great big fat white sofas, and a big old helping of nostalgia. There I spend my days spinning stories and drinking rather a lot of tea.

      From the days of the floral notebooks, and an old cottage locked away from my small children in a minuscule study logging onto the world wide web, I’ve now moved house and those stories have evolved and also found a new home.

      There is now an itty-bitty team of gorgeous gals who help me with my graphics and editing. They scheme and plan from their laptops, in far-flung corners of the land, to get those words from those notebooks onto the page, creating the magic of a Polly Bee book.

      I really hope you enjoy getting lost in my world.

      Love

      Polly x
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        In a little white Summer House at the back of the garden, under the shade of a huge old tree, Polly Babbington creates romantic feel-good stories, including The PRETTY BEACH series.

      

      

      

      
        
        Polly went to college in the Garden of England and her writing career began by creating articles for magazines and publishing books online.

      

      

      

      
        
        Polly loves to read in the cool of lazing in a hammock under an old fruit tree on a summertime morning or cosying up in the winter under a quilt by the fire.

      

      

      

      
        
        She lives in delightful countryside near the sea, in a sweet little village complete with a gorgeous old cricket pitch, village green with a few lovely old pubs and writes cosy romance books about women whose life you sometimes wished was yours.
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