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About the Book

It’s been ten years since Emma Stevens last laid eyes on Jake Murray. When he left the small seaside village of South Quay to chase the limelight, Emma’s dreams left with him.

Now Emma is content living a quiet and uneventful life in South Quay. It’s far from the life she imagined, but at least her job at the local hotel has helped heal her broken heart.

But when Jake returns home for the summer to escape the spotlight, Emma’s feelings quickly come flooding back. There’s clearly a connection between them, but Jake has damaged her heart once already – will she ever be able to give him a second chance?




Chapter One

‘Such a glamorous life we actors lead,’ I said.

Richard stacked the last of the chairs against the wall. ‘I think we’re done,’ he said.

I took one final look around the hall. Satisfied that we’d removed all evidence of the South Quay Players’ rehearsal, and the Mother and Toddlers’ Group would have no cause for complaint when they arrived at the community centre the following morning – an unwashed coffee mug lurking in the kitchen sink had caused uproar only last week – I returned the brush and dustpan I’d used to sweep the floor to the broom cupboard.

‘Emma, before we go and join the rest of the cast,’ Richard said, ‘can I ask you something?’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘What is it?’

Richard hesitated, and then he said, ‘Just between ourselves, what’s your honest opinion of the committee’s choice of play for the summer show?’

‘I think it’s great.’

‘You don’t think we’re being too ambitious?’

‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘Of course, as I’m playing the female lead, I may be biased.’ The Players might be a small amateur dramatics society who shared their rehearsal space with the Brownies, a Pilates class and the WI, but the thought that in just a few months’ time I’d be performing as Juliet, my favourite Shakespeare heroine, in front of a live audience made me smile – just as much, I felt sure, as if I was acting in a West End theatre.

‘You were good tonight,’ Richard said, ‘but you’re a naturally talented actress.’

‘Thanks. You weren’t too shabby yourself.’ Richard gave an exaggerated bow, reminding me of the time he’d played Dandini in Cinderella.

‘I think I did OK,’ he said, ‘but some of the cast are mangling every line. I can see us being called in for a lot of extra rehearsals this summer.’

‘I’m not saying it won’t be a challenge to get it right,’ I said, ‘but surely it’s good to stretch ourselves as actors?’

‘I think that rather depends on why you took up amateur dramatics,’ Richard said. ‘Why did you join the Players, Emma?’

I stared at him. Where is he going with this? I thought. ‘I love acting,’ I said. ‘I always have. When I was a teenager, the school play was the highlight of my year.’

‘I enjoy acting,’ Richard said, ‘but I can’t help thinking that it stops being enjoyable when the show is a disaster because half the cast aren’t up to it.’

‘It’ll all come together,’ I said, uncomfortable with the direction the conversation appeared to be heading. These were our friends Richard was talking about. ‘It always does.’

‘Well, we’ll see. At least I get to wave a sword about.’

‘I’m sure you’ll make a brilliant Tybalt.’

‘Not that it’s the role I wanted,’ Richard said.

So that’s what this is about, I thought.

‘Henry can’t have done a better audition than me,’ Richard went on, ‘but once again he gets the lead. Obviously his being the son of two committee members had nothing to do with it.’

‘That’s not fair to Henry,’ I said.

‘He was appalling tonight.’

‘He was a bit wooden,’ I said, ‘but he’ll be fine once he’s learnt his lines.’

‘If he learns his lines,’ Richard said. ‘Given his track record, I’m not holding my breath.’ He took the keys to the hall out of his jeans pocket. ‘Let’s lock up and get to the pub. I could do with a pint.’

Having no desire to continue the discussion – it wasn’t the first time Richard had criticised Henry’s acting, and I didn’t want to encourage the habit – I picked up my coat, followed him out of the hall, through the bar area, and out of the main entrance, then waited while he locked the door. When all was secure, we walked across the dark, empty car park, and along the high street to the Armada Inn.

‘I’ll get the drinks,’ Richard said, opening the door to the pub and gesturing for me to go in first. ‘Your usual?’

‘Please,’ I said. While he headed over to the bar to fetch my white wine and his lager, I looked around for the rest of the cast of Romeo and Juliet. Even this early in the season, the dearth of places to drink or eat out in South Quay ensured that that the Armada Inn, on this Wednesday night, was crowded with holidaymakers, who stared quizzically at the horse brasses on the walls or listened to the landlord’s much-repeated story of how the pub got its name, as well as the locals who drank there all year. Among the throng, I spotted the Players’ chairwoman, Pamela, and her husband Maurice – Henry’s parents – sitting at a large table along with other august members of the committee and George, our director. The older Players, those the committee cast in character parts, were as always gathered together in the snug, drinking gin and tonic and reminiscing about the shows they’d performed when they were young. Two forty-something couples who had young children were draining their wine glasses – one quick drink after rehearsal and then they had to hurry home to relieve the babysitter. And at the far end of the room, sitting in a booth, were Lizzie, my best friend since primary school, her boyfriend Noah (who was playing Mercutio), Henry, and Sofia, a newcomer to South Quay and the Players’ newest recruit.

Edging past the tightly packed tables, I slid into the booth next to Lizzie. A moment later, we were joined by Richard, who placed my white wine in front of me and sat down next to Sofia.

‘Did you see who just walked in?’ he said. Without waiting for an answer, he added, ‘Jake.’

‘Not Jake Murray?’ Lizzie said.

Henry raised his eyebrows. ‘Jake Murray’s back in South Quay?’

‘Do you know anyone else named Jake?’ Richard said.

To my disquiet, my stomach twisted into a knot. I picked up my glass, and gulped down a mouthful of wine.

Sofia looked from one of us to the other. ‘Are you talking about Jake Murray the actor?’

‘The very same,’ Richard said.

Sofia gasped. ‘Do you know him?’

‘He and I were in the same class in high school,’ Noah said. ‘Lizzie, Emma and Henry were in the year below. We all got to know each other through the school drama club.’

‘I can’t believe you know Jake Murray,’ Sofia said, half rising from her seat, her gaze travelling rapidly round the pub.

‘I was in the year above him,’ Richard said. ‘I never knew him that well.’

Sofia was no longer listening. ‘I see him,’ she said. ‘He’s buying a drink.’

As one, the others turned their heads towards the bar, and I found myself doing the same. I saw him immediately, a tall dark-haired man dressed in a leather jacket and black jeans, holding a bottle of beer, chatting easily with the barman, apparently oblivious to the sidelong glances he was attracting from most of the clientele in the pub. His shoulders were broader and his hair shorter than the last time I’d seen him in the Armada, but he was still extraordinarily good-looking – that much hadn’t changed. At that moment, he noticed me staring at him, and his mouth lifted in an achingly familiar smile. I managed to smile back, but my heart was thudding in my chest. I drank some more wine, replacing my glass on the table with a shaking hand. This is absurd, I thought. Jake Murray is nothing to me, and I’m certainly nothing to him. I clasped my hands together in my lap and told myself to get a grip.

‘Oh my goodness, he’s coming over,’ Sofia said.

I watched as Jake threaded his way across the room, stopping to exchange a few words with other people he’d have known when he lived in South Quay – the girl who was now the manager of the supermarket on the high street, the boy who’d become a garage mechanic, Sofia’s boss from the hairdressers – before coming to a halt by our table. Fighting a sudden impulse to leap out of my seat and flee, avoiding this encounter altogether, I forced myself to look directly into his grey-blue eyes.

He said, ‘Ill-met by moonlight, proud Titania.’

As if from a distance, I heard myself reply, ‘What, jealous Oberon! I have forsworn his company.’ My voice sounded more high-pitched than usual. I cleared my throat.

‘I think you missed out a line,’ Jake said.

‘I was fifteen when we did that play,’ I said.

‘I’m amazed you remember any of it,’ Henry said. ‘Hey, Jake.’

‘Hello, Jake,’ Lizzie said. ‘It’s been a while.’

‘It’s been ten years, Lizzie,’ Jake said. ‘It’s good to see you all.’

‘Good to see you too, mate,’ Noah said, his face breaking into a broad grin. He raised his pint glass, Jake clinked it with his bottled beer, and they both drank. Richard held out his hand, and Jake grasped it, before transferring the focus of his attention to Sofia.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’m Jake Murray.’

Sofia gaped at him. ‘Oh – I know who you are. I—I’m Sofia. I’m so pleased to meet you. I love all your films. I’ve watched every series of Sherwood on TV.’

‘Thank you, Sofia,’ Jake said. ‘Good to hear.’ Sofia’s face flushed red.

‘So what brings you back to South Quay, Jake?’ Richard said. ‘How long are you here for?’

‘I’m not sure how long I’m staying—’ Jake broke off to take a vibrating phone out of the inside pocket of his jacket. He studied the screen. ‘Sorry, I need to take this. I’ll have to catch up with you guys another time.’ Bestowing a smile on everyone at the table, he retraced his route through the crowded pub, holding the phone to his ear – his progress again marked by the turning of heads and surreptitious glances – and went out into the night. I reached for my glass, but saw that it was empty. I didn’t recall finishing my wine.

‘That was unreal,’ Sofia said. ‘I knew Jake Murray was born in South Quay, but I never thought I’d get to meet him. I wish I’d asked him for his autograph.’ Sitting next to her, out of her line of sight, Richard rolled his eyes.

‘In a place the size of South Quay, you’re bound to run into him again,’ Henry said. ‘Ask him next time you see him.’

‘Do you think he’d mind?’ Sofia said.

‘What do you think, Emma?’ Henry said.

‘I’ve no idea,’ I said.

‘You know him better than the rest of us,’ Henry said.

‘Maybe I did once, but that was a long time ago.’

Sofia’s eyes widened, and she leant across the table towards me. ‘Emma, did you date Jake Murray when you were younger?’ she said, breathlessly. ‘Were you and he a couple?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I was never his girlfriend. We were friends up until he went off to London to train as an actor, and then we lost touch.’

‘I have a vague memory of him coming home one Christmas,’ Noah said.

‘You’re right, he did,’ Lizzie said. ‘It was the Christmas break after his first term at drama school.’ To Sofia, she added, ‘The following year, Jake’s parents moved abroad, so he had no reason to visit South Quay. The only place any of us have seen him in the last ten years is on a laptop, a TV screen, or in the newspapers.’

‘I’d like to know what’s brought him back here now,’ Noah said.

‘Do you think he could be on location for his next movie?’ Sofia said.

‘I doubt it,’ Henry said. ‘If a film were being shot in South Quay, everyone would be talking about it.’

Further speculation about Jake Murray’s reappearance was interrupted by Richard asking if anyone wanted another drink.

‘Not for me,’ Lizzie said. ‘I can’t teach my class of six year olds tomorrow if I have a hangover. Ready to go, Noah?’

‘Your place or mine?’ Noah said.

‘Mine,’ Lizzie said. ‘Coming with us, Emma?’

I nodded, and got to my feet. ‘ ’Night all,’ I said. Accompanied by a chorus of ‘goodnights’ and assurances that we’d see the others at Romeo and Juliet’s next rehearsal if not before, the three of us donned our coats and trooped out of the pub.

It was cold outside after the heat and alcoholic fug of the Armada’s interior, cold enough that I was glad it took us only five minutes to walk from the high street to Lizzie’s cottage. To my surprise, as I hadn’t known that he had a key, it was Noah who unlocked the front door. Stooping in order to step over the threshold without bashing his forehead on the lintel, he went inside. Lizzie and I followed, ridding ourselves of our coats with some difficulty now that we were all standing together in the minuscule hallway.

‘Is it OK if I watch the footy highlights?’ Noah said.

‘Go right ahead,’ Lizzie said. ‘I’ll make us coffee.’ Noah vanished into the sitting room, and a moment later I heard the blare of televised football.

‘I won’t have a drink,’ I said to Lizzie, setting my foot on the stair. ‘I’ll go straight up.’

Lizzie put her hand on my arm. ‘Do you have a moment to talk?’

‘Of course,’ I said, following her into the kitchen and sitting at the table. Lizzie shut the door, filled the kettle, and took two mugs from the dresser, but instead of making coffee she sat down opposite me.

‘I have to ask,’ she said, ‘are you all right?’

‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ I said.

‘In a word – Jake.’

‘I’m all right,’ I said. I considered this statement, and decided it was true. It had thrown me, seeing Jake, even after all this time, but the moment had passed. ‘I admit it was a shock seeing him tonight, but only because I didn’t expect it.’

‘So you’re not going to be crying yourself to sleep?’

‘Not a chance.’ I’ve shed far too many tears over him already, I thought.

For a long moment, Lizzie regarded me in silence. Then she said, ‘Emma, I know how much he hurt you.’

I thought, You don’t know the half of it. Aloud, I said, ‘I had a crush on a boy, and he wasn’t interested. It’s hardly a Shakespearean tragedy.’

‘It was more than a crush,’ Lizzie said. ‘At least, as far as I remember.’

‘Whatever it was I felt for Jake Murray when we were teenagers,’ I said, ‘I was over him a very long time ago.’

‘You’re sure you’re OK?’

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Really I am. The kettle’s boiled, by the way.’

Lizzie jumped up out of her seat, located the coffee jar, and reached into the fridge for milk.

‘See you tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Goodnight, Lizzie.’ I left her spooning sugar into Noah’s mug – after dating him for four months, she had a pretty good idea of how he liked his late-night beverages – and went upstairs.

Considering it was almost midnight, my bedroom was surprisingly light. I went to the window, rested my hands on the sill, and looked out. The sky was clear and the moon was full. Ill-met by moonlight. A memory surfaced, the first time Jake had said those words to me . . .

I am fifteen, and I’m to play the role of Titania in my school’s production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Jake is playing Oberon. He and I are rehearsing our scenes on the beach, proclaiming our lines to an audience of indifferent seagulls.

‘Try it again,’ I say. ‘From the top.’ I like using theatrical language. Even when I’m not talking about the theatre.

‘Ill-met by moonlight, proud Titania.’

‘What, jealous Oberon!’ I say. ‘Fairies skip hence; I have forsworn his bed and his company.’

‘Tarry, rash wanton; am I not thy lord?’ he says. The surf is pounding against the shore, and our words are snatched away by the wind. Grey clouds are scudding across the sky.

‘Jake,’ I say, ‘there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.’ I take a deep breath. I haven’t revealed this to anyone else yet, not even my parents or Lizzie. ‘I’ve decided I want to go on with my acting after I leave school. I want to be a professional actress.’ I study his face for his reaction, half expecting him to laugh – he laughs at a lot of the things I say to him. Instead, his expression is solemn.

He says, ‘I’m glad you told me that, because I feel the same. Next year, I’m going to apply to drama school.’

‘Oh, Jake,’ I say, ‘that’s so great. Just think – we could end up training at the same place.’

Jake smiles. ‘Some day, both of us could be performing in the West End or on TV.’ He does laugh then, and so do I for the sheer excitement of all that lies ahead of us. He catches hold of my hands and spins me around, and we run down the beach to the edge of the sea. Both of us breathless, we stand looking out over the white breakers to the horizon.

Jake’s attention is caught by something lying on the sand. He reaches for it and holds it up to the light, and I see it is a piece of sea glass, blue and worn smooth by the waves.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I say.

‘If you like it, you can have it,’ he says, handing it to me. I bend my head to look at the glass more closely, and when I look up again, Jake’s eyes meet mine. In that instant, it comes to me that this good-looking boy, my friend who shares my love of the theatre, is about to kiss me. A shiver runs through me that has nothing to do with the cold wind blowing in from the sea.

He says, ‘It’s time I went. I’m going out tonight.’

‘Hot date?’ I say, keeping my tone light.

‘I may get lucky,’ he says with a wolfish grin. He turns and starts walking back up the beach. Still holding the glass, I walk beside him. I remind myself that we are friends. I wonder if whichever girl he’s seeing tonight would be jealous if she knew he’d spent the afternoon on the beach with me. Probably not, I think, as all we did was recite Shakespeare.

I ask myself what I’d have done if Jake had tried to kiss me, and realise I wouldn’t have pushed him away . . .

I gazed out of my bedroom window at the night sky. We were so young, I thought. Reminding myself that I was no longer the naïve teenage girl with stars in her eyes who’d fallen for Jake Murray, I drew the curtains, shutting out the moonlight.
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