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PROLOGUE


‘I’ve told you before, Mum,’ Star Bligh said irritably. ‘I don’t want you doing this if you’re stoned.’ 


Ignoring her daughter, the woman with braided grey hair carried on laying out the well-worn Tarot cards. 


‘I can see a man,’ Estelle Bligh said slowly. ‘In fact, I can see two.’ Her long, slim fingers began to circle the crystal ball in front of her. 


‘Huh. Isn’t that just your wishful thinking?’ Reverting to her sulky five-year-old self, Star began to twirl a strand of her long blonde hair around her finger.


‘Shhh,’ her mother hissed, then went on. ‘Choose wisely, for one of them may break your heart …’ a dramatic pause ensued ‘… and the other may shake it to the core.’ Her Cornish accent trailed off in an ominous whisper.


‘I don’t suppose you saw Skye in your crystal ball, did you?’ Star asked. ‘I mean, that was the reason for my coming up here this early – thinking that my wayward daughter might have sought solace here with her even more wayward grandmother.’ 


Estelle tutted. ‘She’s a big girl now, Steren. You really do need to let her go.’


‘Let her go? She’s only seventeen, Mum.’ 


‘And at that age, you were a single mother with a one-year-old, already out working all hours at Sibley’s.’


Star looked up at the metal clock in the shape of a black cat that was hanging on the wall. ‘Noo, is that the time?’ She shimmied sideways out of the bench seat in her mother’s kitchen and went to fetch her coat and hat. ‘I need to get back to the market,’ she said, and shivered. ‘It’s bloody freezing in here. How do you stand it?’


‘Oh, to me it brings back lovely memories of all three of us cuddling up under a blanket when our Skye was a baby.’ 


‘Yeah, right. Those happy days when we had no money to mention, and you still convinced me that having a baby when I was in my last year at school was the right thing to do.’ Star couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice.


‘That’s not fair.’ Estelle looked pained. ‘Do you regret it now?’ 


‘Of course not,’ Star snapped. ‘I just don’t want to see Skye following in my footsteps. She needs to have a life before she even thinks of starting a family.’


‘You’re a great mother to her, love. A much better mum than I ever was to you.’ Estelle gave a sigh.


Star looked up at the ceiling to suppress her tears. ‘Anyway, don’t you want to be moving to a proper house, now that you’re getting older?’


‘And leave this perfect little commune – are you mad? As for the temperature, I’ve got proper electric heater things now. Haven’t sussed out how to work the timers on them, that’s all.’


Star looked out across the amazing clifftop view to see the horizon cutting the early October sky and steel-grey sea perfectly in two. Seabirds on the wing, ready to dive down and catch their fishy breakfast, squawked in anticipation. There was no denying that the Hartmouth Head residential static home park was set in an incredible location. And despite having been subject to ‘trailer trash’ taunts from some of the kids in her schooldays, Star thought that being brought up in such a close-knit community, and against such a stunning backdrop, had had its advantages.


‘Can’t your new boyfriend do it?’ she asked now, grateful for Skye’s regular updates on her grandmother’s unpredictable love life.


‘Sort the heaters, you mean?’ Estelle raised her eyebrows meaningfully, then laughed. ‘Harley’s about as useful on the DIY front as a chocolate teapot.’


‘Maybe if you dated someone who wasn’t just out of college …’


‘For your information, he’s thirty-two.’ 


‘Oh, just the thirty-year age gap this time, then.’ 


‘You’re just jealous. When’s the last time you had any fun, eh, my girl?’ Opening the door to her static home, painted a dark green that reflected her pagan love of nature, Estelle picked up and lit the half-smoked joint that was resting in an ashtray on the steps of the decking area. Then, after taking a large drag on the fragrant tobacco, she said, ‘I named you Steren because it means Star. Now that your daughter is grown and can stand on her own two feet, don’t you think it’s time for you to start shining?’









   


Chapter 1



‘Try this.’ Big Frank Brady placed a small sugar-dusted pie in front of the woman who was sitting on a high stool across the cafe counter from him. 


The clattering of cutlery as a couple finished off a huge fried breakfast and the shrieking of a toddler having a tantrum in the corner were only slightly drowned out by Audrey Hepburn singing ‘Moon River’.


‘She’s singing your song, Kara Moon,’ Frank teased the pretty redhead. Then the towering, dark-haired Irishman, who had owned and run Frank’s Café on the Hartmouth Estuary seafront for the past eleven years, went over and twiddled with his beloved jukebox in the corner. 


‘So,’ he said, coming back to the counter, ‘what do you think of the mince pie? I’m testing it out ready for the Christmas trade.’


Licking her lips, Kara took a big bite into the succulent-looking pastry. She began chewing, then shuddered and made an ugly face. ‘Ew! That taste, it’s so bitter.’ She reached for the water bottle in her bag and washed down the alien-tasting filling fast. ‘What the hell have you put in there?’


‘Thought I would try an age-old, revered mince pie recipe. You are my guinea pig.’


‘It’s only just October,’ Kara objected in her faint Cornish accent.


‘You know me – I like to be ahead of the game. I found it in a drawer at my old mammy’s place after she died, God bless her, and then came across it by chance yesterday in the back kitchen. It had mice teeth-marks all around the edge.’


‘What – the mince pie or the recipe sheet?’ Frank laughed his deep throaty laugh as Kara continued, with a huge grin. ‘Or maybe you just put a dead mouse in it?’


‘No, just a slosh of Guinness, as well as the usual brandy.’ He took a bite himself, then gagged. ‘Jesus! Me old dear must have been on the black stuff herself when she made these, so she must.’ They both laughed. ‘My Monique already said to just get some of the home-made mincemeat from Alicia in The Sweet Spot. I think she’s right; it’ll be a lot easier.’


‘Your Monique is always right,’ Kara said, ‘and sensible too. I’d follow her advice if you want to keep any of your customers.’ She swallowed a bit more water before exclaiming, ‘Shit! I need to get going. I’ve been waiting on an extra delivery of gypsophila and it should be arriving soon.’ 


‘How’s it going up there at the market now that you’re Miss Passion Flowers herself?’


‘Really good, thanks,’ Kara said happily. ‘I’m so lucky to be working at something I love, and now that the business belongs to me, I cannot tell you how good it is not being ordered around by Lydia Twist. Old Twisty Knickers was a horrible boss.’ 


‘Living the dream, young Kara. And you deserve it, you really do.’


Kara glanced through the cafe window and saw the Happy Hart car ferry heading across from Crowsbridge to the Hartmouth quay. 


‘Talking of things I love, I’d better take Dad and my Billy a coffee whilst they load on the cars,’ she said. ‘It’s cold work on that crossing this time of year.’


Frank placed four takeaway cups in front of her in a holder. ‘So, that’s you, your dad, your fella and Skye sorted. I think I’ve got the milk and sugars right.’


‘Brilliant, thanks.’ Kara paid and made her way to the door. Frank ran around the counter to hold it open for her. 


‘Feck it!’ the big man said suddenly.


‘What’s up?’


‘There’s me going on about them mince pies and forgetting I needed to talk to you about something important.’


‘That’s OK. Let me quickly message Skye and ask her to open the shop up a bit earlier. She can take the order in then.’ 


While Kara did that, Frank served two new customers with coffee, then came to sit down opposite her in one of the American diner-style booths. Checking her phone, Kara was relieved to see a thumbs-up emoji from her apprentice.


‘It’s about my brother’s boy, Conor,’ Big Frank revealed. ‘To cut a long story short, he needs somewhere to stay for a little while and I wondered if he could rent your flat – the one above the flower shop, I mean. It is still empty, isn’t it?’ 


‘Is he in trouble?’ Kara asked instinctively, knowing full well what a colourful family Frank heralded from. In fact, Monique moving him down to the south-west of England had probably saved the big Irishman from a life of crime. Selling hooky booze in the guise of a ‘blackcurrant cordial’ or ‘special iced tea’ was his only vice these days.


Not even flinching at her comment, Frank replied, ‘He’s not now.’ Then he put his huge hand on top of Kara’s pale freckly one and added, ‘And you know I would never put you in a difficult position. He’s a good lad, I promise you.’


Kara trusted Frank like family. ‘The flat is empty, yes. I use it more as a stockroom and hadn’t even thought about renting it out, to be honest. But why’s he not staying at yours?’ she asked.


‘He’s a youngster, like you – he’d be bored stiff living way up on the moor with me and Monique. Let me know how much you want, and I’ll pay you three months upfront. Cash, of course.’


Kara thought about it. ‘It’s not very plush and I’ve only got a sofa up there at the moment, so we’ll need to get a bed … and it needs a good clean throughout.’


Frank patted her arm. ‘Just tell me what you need, little lady, and I’ll get it sorted.’


‘OK, if you’re sure. Any idea when he wants it from?’


‘Yesterday.’ Frank grinned his lopsided grin. ‘You know us Brady boys, we don’t mess around.’ He stood up. ‘Come on, let me get you some fresh coffees. These will be cold.’


Kara took a sip of hers. ‘They’re still OK. Don’t worry.’


‘Grand, grand. Right, I’ve got to get everything ready for my end-of-summer-season party on the quay.’


‘Will there be fireworks again?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘You’re so good, doing that every year.’


‘I’m not sure if I’ll make it to the Pearly Gates though, as I do have an ulterior motive. True, it’s a thank you to the locals for coming here throughout the summer, but it’s also a PR ploy to remind everyone that I’m still here all winter long.’


‘That’s allowed and we’d all come anyway. Right, I really must go.’


‘I’ll catch up with you later re the logistics of the flat. And thanks a million, Kara.’
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As Star drove to the end of Ferry Lane, she noticed Kara about to hotfoot it up the hill towards the market. Tooting loudly right behind her, she stopped and beckoned her friend over to her Smart car. ‘Get in,’ she called. ‘I’ll take you.’


‘You scared the life out of me,’ Kara told her, climbing in carefully so as not to spill the coffees she was holding. ‘What are you up to, tearing around this early, anyway?’ 


‘Skye didn’t come home last night. I know she’s officially a grown-up now, Kar, but I wish she’d had the decency to let me know where she was. I didn’t sleep a bloody wink.’


‘Oh, love. Well, she’s at the shop now. She’s just messaged me. Is this the first time she’s done this – stayed out all night, I mean?’


‘Yes, but—fuck!’ Star braked suddenly as a stray melon toppled from a box that Charlie Dillon was carrying and hurtled their way. It was only thanks to her quick reflexes that it avoided being crushed under her wheel.


Kara jolted forwards, causing hot coffee to spill out of the cups she was clutching and onto her jeans. ‘Bloody hell, mate. Be careful!’ 


‘Don’t you be having a go at me too.’ Star suppressed a sob as she pulled up outside the florist’s. 


Oblivious to all this, Charlie Dillon bent to retrieve the runaway fruit and stuck it up his jumper, along with another one. ‘Don’t get many of these to the pound,’ he said in a falsetto voice, mincing around, and then catching sight of an old lady looking, he quickly put them back in the box. 


‘Oh, Star, I’m so not having a go. I’ve got to do an early hotel drop, so how about we meet for lunch at Tasty Pasties, and you can tell me what’s really the matter. Say twelve thirty, all right?’


‘You know me so well.’ Star smiled weakly.


‘What is it they say? Sister from another mister, or something like that.’ Kara put one of the coffees in the car’s drinks holder and got out. ‘Get that in you,’ she said. ‘I’ve already had a sip and there’s sugar in it, but it’s wet and warm.’ Then waving goodbye, she turned and made her way through the glass-fronted door to her personal domain: the beautiful and sweet-smelling florist’s called Passion Flowers.







   


Chapter  2



Star yawned as she made her way inside STAR Crystals & Jewellery, the market unit she had rented and run in Ferry Lane Market for the past six years. Gagging at the sweetened coffee, she then cranked up the heating. She hated the winter, mainly because it reminded her of those freezing days living in the static home with her mother and a young baby. The memories of all three of them cuddling up together under a blanket were not quite as romantic as the version her mother had fondly recalled. Probably because Estelle Bligh had been warmed through with brandy or cannabis at the time, Star thought grimly. The experience had done one thing: made her determined that, as soon as she could afford a place of her own, she and her beloved only child Skye would never be cold again. 


Oh, how hard she had worked to create her own little business and forge her way in the world. Steren Bligh had always been a grafter. As soon as she was old enough, she had put herself on the bus to work on Saturdays and after school at Sibley’s, the newsagent in Penrigan that was owned by her great-aunt Florrie and her great-uncle Jim Sibley.


The childless churchgoers had always looked out for their pretty little fair-haired assistant. And when she became pregnant at just sixteen years old, despite their Christian beliefs – or perhaps because of them – they had not turned their backs on her; on the contrary, they had taken care of both her and the baby. The couple had kept Star’s job open, and they’d also made sure that, when Estelle was working at her ‘witchcraft’ as they called it, and couldn’t babysit, Skye was fed and cuddled in the flat upstairs. Their great kindness allowed Star to carry on working her regular shifts without having to find money for childcare. 


Their generosity also meant that Star could save up her wages to buy beads, silk threads and fastenings. Then, staying up as late into the night as possible before her eyes shut without her permission, she would make bracelets and necklaces to sell on Penrigan Beach and along the pier on a Sunday to the many visiting holidaymakers. Putting Skye in a makeshift papoose and ably managing to dodge the council do-gooders, the young entrepreneur did excellent business, with her little white-haired bairn proving a valuable attraction. To the coos of ‘what a gorgeous baby’, her basket full of trinkets was soon empty, and her money belt was full. 


This routine continued until she finished her exams and began helping out more in the newsagent. By then, Flo and Jim were allowing her to sell her handmade jewellery from a stand next to the magazine rack, and she also sold her wares at as many arts and craft fairs as she could fit in around her shifts. 


Everything changed when her beloved great-uncle Jim dropped down dead the day before he and Florrie were due to retire. He was just seventy-five. 


The Sibleys’ retirement plan had been to close down their business but stay living in their modest flat above the newsagent and donate the space below for charitable and church causes. It wasn’t until they had both passed away that their heirs – Star, Skye, the RSPB, and the local church – would receive their legacies. However, after Jim’s untimely passing Star received her generous legacy in advance: the sum of £20,000, which Jim, with the full support of his wife, had left Star in his will. 


When the lease of the much sought-after unit on Ferry Lane Market came up for sealed bids, Star’s dream of a shop and a home of her own came to fruition far sooner than she could ever have imagined. With the money, she put down a deposit and six months’ rent to start with, and was able to buy everything she needed to set up her business. 


STAR Crystals & Jewellery was sandwiched between her best friend Kara’s Passion Flowers florist shop and the Hartmouth Gallery run by Glanna Pascoe. The feisty stallholder not only exhibited the works of some quite well-known local artists but she also painted seascapes herself. And it was with inward delight that Glanna now acknowledged that the tourists who religiously came to Hartmouth for their holidays had started collecting her work, too.


Here in Ferry Lane Market, Star was completely content. She could get everything she needed from the shops and stalls. The rich variety of products made sure you could fill up your shopping bags here for a bargain price and have plenty of choice – as well as banter from the Dillon family’s fruit and veg stall opposite at no extra cost.


Ferry Lane Market was like having the whole world in one small community, and she loved it with all her heart. 


Star often thought that if it hadn’t been for the passing of her dear great-uncle, three generations of Bligh females would still be living all on top of one another in the small park home up on Hartmouth Hill. When she had inherited the gift of money from a man she had looked up to and loved, and with the blessing of his dear wife, she felt that the universe had been listening to her dreams and that she really did have a guardian angel.


Turning on the display window lights against the gloomy autumn day, Star’s phone beeped with a text. My battery went last night, sorry, mum. At work, can’t talk. C u later xx


Star let out a deep breath of relief. If the world were powered by the angst teenagers caused their parents, there would be no need to worry about global warming ever again, that was for sure. As the heater at her feet began warming her up, she set about unpacking the new order of precious stones and crystals, which she would use to make jewellery for her sparkly new winter and Christmas gift collection.







   


Chapter  3



Star placed herself on a high stool at the window counter in the Tasty Pasties shop. She was waiting for Kara to finish with a customer and join her. Realising that she’d left her phone back at the shop she frowned, then relaxed. Sitting here at the big front window gave the best view in Ferry Lane: the pasty shop was positioned right at the top of the market with an uninterrupted view down the hill to the estuary. It also offered the most wonderful cooking smells as Philip Gilmour, the eccentric and flamboyant owner of Tasty Pasties, insisted that his five exclusive varieties of pasty, including a new vegan one, were all prepared and cooked on the premises. The recipe, he declared, was so secret that even he had forgotten what was in it! 


Living off his spoils in one of the big houses high on Hartmouth Hill, the owner was rarely spotted, except on the occasional market day. It was Mrs Harris, aided and abetted by the casual employ of university students, who had worked there and run the place ever since Star could remember. The sixty-something woman’s uniform consisted of a branded white hat and dress, with a blue and white striped half-apron, which only just reached round her plump waist to be tied up. Red-cheeked and big-bottomed, she was possibly the most jovial woman on Ferry Lane Market, if not in the whole of Hartmouth.


Tasty Pasties was the only shop that didn’t have an outdoor stall on market days. The eleven other unit owners would set up their stalls every Friday and Saturday, whatever the weather, and sell their wares. There was an eclectic mix of stalls to suit both tourists and locals alike. On Star’s side of the street, you could not only find Passion Flowers and the art gallery, but an artisan bakery, Clarke’s the butchers and a second-hand books and records stall. On the other side, the units were made up of the Dillon family’s fruit and veg stall, a clothes stall that sold all sorts of wonderful vintage items, Nigel’s Catch the fishmonger, The Sweet Spot belonging to Alicia, selling home-made fudge and local honey including the Honeysuckle Honey made at Bee Cottage, and one stall that was loaded with antiques.


Star never tired of the buzz and exhilaration that the Friday and Saturday market days brought with them. They were also the guarantee of good sales of her bespoke jewellery, especially leading up to Christmas and special days like Valentine’s and Mother’s Day.


With Star wishing she had put longer than just a Back in 30 mins sign on her shop door and no phone to amuse her, she began tapping her nails, always kept neat and short for jewellery-making, on the high counter. Her eyes were drawn to the sign on the wall next to her that she had read so many times before: The Cornish Pasty. There was a picture of a shiny-looking pasty next to the title and its history:


This tasty treat has been a documented part of the British diet since the 13th century, at this time being devoured by the wealthy upper classes and royalty. The fillings were varied and rich: venison, beef, lamb, and seafood like eels, flavoured with rich gravies and fruits. It wasn’t until the 17th and 18th centuries that the pasty was adopted by miners and farmworkers in Cornwall as an easy, tasty and sustaining meal while they worked. And so the humble Cornish Pasty was born.


Star was baulking at the thought of eating an eel-filled pastry, when Kara came bounding in. ‘So sorry, the manager at The Dolphin caught me as I was leaving, wanting to discuss wedding flowers. I did message you. Fancy a large one?’ 


Star shook her head in mock disapproval as her friend laughed. Without waiting for an answer, Kara quickly bought two of the warm pasties. She presented Star’s on a paper plate with a plain white serviette and a bottle of water, saying, ‘You’re looking tired. This will perk you up, girl.’


Star looked at the pasty and turned up her nose. ‘Original? I wanted a vegan one,’ she said, straight-faced, winding her up.


‘I’m not even replying to that.’


‘I need to be healthier. I eat far too much rubbish at the moment, and how many calories are in this, do you think?’ Star said. 


‘There’s nothing of you.’ Kara tutted.


Star ignored her. ‘A huge spot came up on my chin the other day. I never get spots!’ She shoved the gorgeous-tasting treat into her mouth, then shut her eyes in ecstasy. ‘Oh – my – God. I forgot just how scrummy the meat ones are.’


‘How are you feeling now, anyway?’ Kara asked.


Star’s face dropped. ‘I’m all right. It’s just – well, I saw Mum earlier and you know how that annoys me, just seeing her sometimes. I left her at eight thirty this morning and she had a spliff on the go already. I’m also worried about Skye.’


‘Why? She seems so happy. Loves her new job working with me and she’s great at it. She’s a good kid, Star.’ An unofficial apprenticeship at Passion Flowers had been the natural choice for the youngster, once her A levels were done with. Although she was artistic, Skye had no gift for jewellery making, unlike her mother. 


‘I’m looking at part-time floristry courses for her too,’ Kara added, ‘which means she will eventually obtain a proper qualification that will take her anywhere she wants to go in the business – even around the world if she so fancies.’


‘Aw, thanks, Kar. Maybe I’m just over-thinking everything. I don’t want her to muck up like me – getting pregnant so young. I don’t even know where she was last night. She won’t let me follow her on Instagram. She’s such a pretty and private little thing.’


‘Even I get that. She doesn’t want you cramping her style. Though to be fair, you are the coolest mum in Cornwall, in my view.’ Kara’s voice softened. ‘You’ve obviously talked to her about – you know, stuff?’


‘Yes, of course. I even suggested that maybe going on the pill wasn’t such a bad idea at her age and her reply was that she wasn’t stupid.’


‘There you go then. Compared to what we used to be like as teens, she seems pretty bloody sensible to me.’


Star had a sudden flashback to her smoking and drug-taking days when she was just sixteen, and shuddered at the thought of how her little one had been conceived. 


Kara carried on talking over her friend’s thoughts. ‘She’s had so much love from you. And from me and Florrie and Jim, when he was still around, bless him. And your mum too, believe it or not, has played her part in Skye’s upbringing.’


‘Hmm. That’s what I’m worried about.’ They both laughed.


Kara took a bite through the feather-light pastry coating, swallowed, and said, ‘Maybe now it’s time for you to stop worrying so much about your daughter and find somebody for yourself.’


‘That’s exactly what was left ringing in my ears earlier. It’s like someone has called my romance angels in without me even asking for them. Mum laid out some Tarot cards, looked in her crystal ball and said she could see two men: one would break my heart apparently, and one would shake it or something like that. I reckon she was making it up as she’s desperate to see me with somebody.’


‘Well, you deserve every happiness – and it’s not as if you were hit with the ugly stick, is it?’ Kara looked at her friend’s poker-straight, long white-blonde hair, flawless pale skin, perfect little nose and rosebud lips that looked like they had a baby pink lipstick on them even when bare of make-up. Her petite and toned frame made her seem a lot younger than her thirty-three years.


‘Who says people can’t be happy being single?’ Star shrugged. 


‘You know what I mean.’


‘And as for my looks, I kind of think they’ve been a hindrance. I want someone to see the real me. What’s beneath the veneer. Love me warts and all. Does that make sense?’


‘Is that why the most serious relationship you’ve had was with Danny Ball when you were fifteen, do you think?’


‘Thanks for that, Kara. Just because you and Billy the Kid are now love’s young dream.’


Kara saw the misery in her friend’s sapphire-blue eyes. ‘Oh, Star, I’m sorry. I’m not exactly the guru on relationships, am I? I mean, how long did it take me to get rid of bloody Jago and then to realise Billy was The One, hey?’ She put her hand on top of her friend’s. ‘I do understand about Skye though.’


‘How could you understand?’ Star said hotly. ‘You can’t, Kar. Not until you’ve had a child yourself will you get it. Skye has been my life: I have to do right by her. As a single parent, even more so. I remained single out of choice. I didn’t want to bring in a man who might have interrupted her life and disturbed it. I had enough of that with Mum whilst I was growing up – a stream of deadbeats and bullies coming in and out of our lives. I don’t know, maybe it’s now that Skye doesn’t need me like she used to, I feel a loss of purpose.’


‘Oh, mate,’ Kara said, ‘you’re right. I don’t understand fully, but I’m glad you’ve told me so I can hopefully support you through what you’re feeling.’


‘She’s also started to ask more questions about her dad too.’


Kara’s eyes widened. ‘Are you going to tell her the truth?’ 


‘You know I can’t, not yet.’ Star produced a tissue from her sleeve and blew her nose. Pushing her plate away from her, her face pained, she added, ‘Also …’


‘Go on,’ Kara urged.


‘I know it was just a one-off with Jack in the summer, but he was the only man I’ve felt anything for in a long time. I still think about him.’ Star paused. ‘A lot. Am I mad, Kar, for still hankering after him?’


‘Not mad, no. What was it he said to make you go all girly when you first met at the market that day? “The heart has its reasons which reason knows not”, or something like that?’ 


Star poked out her lip. ‘Blaise Pascal. What a quote – and well remembered, mate! I just know he really liked me, and I still can’t comprehend why, when you saw him in New York and he had a broken arm and bruises, that he said to say sorry to me. There are so many unanswered questions. But he still hasn’t responded to any of my messages.’ Star looked at the clock on the wall. ‘I’d better get back.’ She pulled on her midnight-blue long velvet coat and white cashmere beanie. 


Kara got set to leave too. ‘Dear old Grandad Harry used to say that when you are going through life’s tough stuff, to say to yourself, “this too shall pass”. God, I miss him.’


‘I know you do,’ Star said. ‘And that too will pass, or get easier with time, at least. When I think of dear old Uncle Jim, what gets me through is realising how lucky I was to have him and memories of him and Auntie Flo both. Good memories. I just need to believe that the universe will work its magic if me and Jack are meant to be, and in the meantime, maybe you and my mum are right. Perhaps it is time to think of Steren Bligh’s wants and needs right now.’ 


[image: image]


As Star waved and shut the door of STAR Crystals & Jewellery behind her, Kara saw her boyfriend Billy Dillon and his twin brother, Darren, carrying a mattress across the road towards the staircase that led up to the flat above Passion Flowers. 


‘Ah, there you are, sweet cheeks,’ Billy Dillon called over. 


‘All right, Moony?’ The bald and chunky Darren Dillon was puffed out.


‘What are you doing with that mattress, you two?’ Kara wanted to know.


‘Frank asked if Daz had a spare bed at his place,’ Billy explained, ‘so I’ve quickly run up to help him move my old one into here.’


‘Ah, right. He doesn’t mess about, does he, Big Frank.’ 


Billy wiped his sweaty brow. ‘And when exactly were you going to tell me you had a mystery man moving into the shop flat, eh?’


‘I only found out myself a few hours ago.’


‘Well, just get that gorgeous aris of yours up those stairs and open the flat door for us, will ya,’ Billy said cheekily. ‘This mattress is bleedin’ heavy and I don’t want to do meself a damage.’







   


Chapter  4



‘Auntie Flo, are you there?’ Star shut the street door behind her and made her way up the uncarpeted winding wooden stairs to the flat above Sibley’s, the former newsagent. Finding the old lady asleep in her worn green wing-back armchair, newspaper open on the crossword page, Star said, ‘Ah,’ out loud. A fire was glowing in the grate. The six o’clock news was blaring out from the TV. The rubber-ended pencil Florrie had been using had slipped out of her fingers and on to the floor. Florence Sibley’s hair was a natural silver-grey, cut short in no particular style. Her day dress was designer, her tights thick and her moccasin slippers were lined with sheepskin. A budgie with a bright yellow fluffy-feathered head and cobalt-blue body was pecking away at a cuttlebone that had been wedged through the bars of his cage. On seeing Star, he started to fly around his cage, chirping, ‘Hello, hello, hello, hello.’


That and Star turning the main light on woke Florrie with a start. 


‘It’s only me, Auntie Flo. I’ve got your fish and chips, and hello hello to you too, Boris.’ Star walked across the small sitting room and put the two greasy parcels down on the dining table.


‘Friday, already,’ the old lady said sleepily. ‘Can you believe it, dear. How was the market today?’


‘Windy and cold, but I sold a few bits from my new collection, so it was worth the frostbite.’


‘It does seem to have got cold earlier this year. Aren’t you wearing those gloves I got you from the church fete? And turn that main light off, will you, dear. The side lamp will do.’


‘It’s too dark in here, Auntie.’


‘Save the pounds and the pennies will take care of themselves.’


‘I think it’s the other way around. And you have the money, so I don’t know why you do this.’


‘I also might live until I’m a hundred and ten, which is another twenty-five years, so be a good girl and do as you’re told.’ Star knew she would never win this argument. Apart from her legacy, any spare cash the couple had once had would more often than not go into the church collection tin on a Sunday morning. Frugal in their personal life they might have been, but throughout her childhood, her great-aunt Florrie and great-uncle Jim could not have been richer in kindness and spirit. 


‘Good girl!’ Boris’s screech was drowned out by some sort of firecracker being let off in the street below.


‘Bloody kids! They start selling fireworks earlier and earlier these days. Me and Jim, we got them in the shop a week before Bonfire Night and that was that,’ Florence Sibley huffed. 


‘Aw yes, I loved the sparklers. Uncle Jim used to take me to the beach in the dark so I could write my name with them against the real stars.’


‘So he did.’


‘Bloody kids!’ Boris screeched again.


‘And you can pipe down, bird.’ Florence Sibley’s sadness came out as a snap. ‘Put the cover over him, will you, love? That’ll shut him up, although it doesn’t always work now.’ She reached for the beaded chain around her neck that Star had made for her and pushed her spectacles up over her nose. 


With the threadbare cloth covering the birdcage, there was silence for a second, then they heard, ‘Load of bollocks.’ 


‘Boris!’ Star couldn’t contain her laughter. ‘I bet the Women’s Institute ladies don’t know you have such a rude man in your life.’ 


‘I bet the Women’s Institute ladies wished they did have such a rude man in their life,’ Florrie said more cheerfully. ‘I must remember to curb my tongue in front of him. Luckily, he’s yet to shock the vicar.’


‘Who have you have been saying “bollocks” to anyway, Auntie?’


Florence Sibley chuckled. ‘It used to be to that Piers Morgan fellow on the breakfast programme. One minute I loved him, next minute he made me come out with that. Mind you, I do like that Naga Spaghetti on the other side. She always wears such beautiful clothes.’


‘It’s Munchetty, Auntie.’ Star couldn’t wait to share that gem with Kara. She walked through to the small kitchen to get some salt, vinegar and ketchup, calling out, ‘Talking of clothes, is that a new dress you’re wearing?’ 


As Star returned and placed the condiments on the small table with its embroidered tablecloth, Florrie undid the tightly wrapped paper parcels containing their fish suppers. ‘This dress is from the charity shop – two pounds fifty it cost me. Armani, so I’m told, dear. And no need to holler, I’ve got my hearing aids in.’


‘Well, it’s very smart. How’s it going down there anyway?’


‘Seeing as I have given them our old shop floor for free, it’s all very friendly. I pop down to say hello every day, but just work the two mornings a week now. Means I can still do the church flowers on a Tuesday, go to my WI meeting on a Wednesday and help with the homeless lunches on a Thursday.’


‘You’re eighty-five and work harder than me,’ Star teased.


‘“Poor is he who works with negligent hand, but the hand of the diligent makes rich.” Proverbs ten, verse four.’


‘Amen,’ Star said seriously, then, ‘Sorry I turned out to be such a heathen.’


‘You are a guiding light, my dear niece. You give me the greatest joy and you don’t have to do this every Friday, you know, especially in the winter. I don’t like to think of you driving on those windy roads. They could be icy or all sorts.’ 


But Star had kept her promise to her Uncle Jim, that if he were to die before his beloved wife, she would look out for her aunt. And so, with her knowing that the couple religiously had fish and chips on a Friday, Star was adamant that this tradition would continue. Depending on what she was doing she would either drop them off or stay and eat with Florrie at the flat. Now that Skye had passed her driving test, the girl would very occasionally borrow her mum’s car and make the short trip from Hartmouth to Penrigan to see her great-great-auntie Florrie, cod and chips in hand.


Star helped herself to a chip. ‘I like our catch-ups,’ she said, ‘and anyway, it’s Frank’s end-of-summer party on the quay in Hartmouth tonight and I’m not in the mood for socialising.’


‘There’s nothing that would give me greater pleasure than seeing you married to a lovely young man, you know.’


‘Not you as well! Maybe we should both start praying for one, then.’ Star stuffed another chip in her mouth.


‘We haven’t said grace yet,’ Flo Sibley chided.


‘Grace.’ Star stuck her tongue out at her aunt and laughed.


‘Naughty. You’re your mother’s daughter, you are. Saying that, how is the lovely Estelle?’


‘The same. Another toy boy and still smoking dope with her morning coffee.’


‘My poor sister, God rest her soul, would be turning in her grave at the antics of her only child. Saying that, if Lilian had been around maybe things would have turned out differently.’ The old lady perked up. ‘That reminds me, Steren love, I said I’d dig out some photos of your beautiful grandmama when she was your age. I’ll have them here for when you come next week. If you want to come, that is.’


‘I’d love to see those.’ Star poured a glass of ice-cold full-fat milk from a large floral-patterned china jug. Milk and fish and chips had been a long-standing Sibley tradition, one which Star had tolerated when she was growing up, but actually rather liked now. ‘Cuts through the grease, see,’ Uncle Jim used to tell her. Whether that was true or not, she never knew.


Florence Sibley said sadly, ‘Tragic, the way we lost our dear Lilian. It’s not really surprising your mother is such a lost soul. I keep thinking I must go up and see her, but the last couple of times she gave me such short shrift, as she thinks I am going to preach at her, that it never ended well.’


‘Oh, Auntie, she knows where you are.’


‘I guess so. Now come on, child, let me say my bit and we can eat up properly.’


‘Bollocks!’ came from the cage.









   


Chapter  5



‘Look at you two rocking around the clock tonight.’ Kara laughed at her dad Joe and his girlfriend Pearl, who were attempting to jive to the music that was blaring out from Frank’s speakers on the quayside. 


‘I love all the old tunes that Big Frank plays.’ Pearl launched her wide and perfect smile. ‘Makes us feel young again.’


‘Plus,’ Joe Moon added, ‘it’s helping us not to freeze to death from the cold easterly that’s blowing in. It’ll be a rum old crossing tomorrow, I reckon.’


‘Are you working all through the winter then, Dad? I thought you were going to see if Daz could take some more crossings from you.’ 


Pearl dug her partner in the ribs. ‘Go on, Joe, tell Kara what we’re thinking of doing.’


‘That sounds interesting.’ Kara pulled her scarf tightly around her neck and stamped her feet on the concrete in an attempt to warm up.


‘Yes, well, I do want to take some time out,’ her dad told her. ‘Look, why don’t you and Billy come round for Sunday dinner and we can tell you more about it.’


‘This’ll warm you up.’ Billy appeared from the cafe carrying two polystyrene cups. ‘Hot blackcurrant, so the big man informs me.’ Seeing that Joe and Pearl had joined them, he gave one to Pearl and one to Kara, who took a sip and grimaced. 


‘Wow. How much gin is in here?’


‘Get it down you, girl. You deserve a drink after all that furniture moving.’


‘Dad and Pearl have invited us to Sunday roast at Bee Cottage. Is that all right with you?’


Billy put his hand to his stomach. ‘Only if Pearl promises to make one of her world-famous morello cherry pies.’


The big lady pretended to be serious. ‘Mmm. I usually only take menu requests on a Tuesday, but I’ll see what I can do.’ She lifted Joe Moon’s gloved hand and kissed it, ‘Thanks for the drink, Billy. Come on, my Joey. Let’s go inside the cafe and warm through.’


Kara took a tentative sip of her hot cocktail. ‘Do you think the shop flat is good enough for Frank’s nephew? I mean, it needs decorating and—’


‘He’s a bloke,’ Billy interrupted. ‘He’s got a double bed and a big sofa, a fridge for beers and a power shower, all paid for by Big Frank. I mean, what more could he ask for? In fact, I might move in with him myself.’


Kara mock-swiped her beau. ‘Oi! But you’re right. I’ve done it at mate’s rates too. I thought we could use the money for a holiday this year?’


The handsome ferryman kissed his girl. ‘Let’s make that holidays shall we? A couple of weekends away and maybe a week somewhere hot.’


‘I can’t wait.’ Kara squeezed his hand, then checked her phone and reported, ‘Star’s decided to stay and have fish and chips with her auntie. I was just saying it’s time she got out more, and this party would be a perfect opportunity.’


‘Maybe she will come down later. Don’t push her. She can be so fragile at times.’


‘You’re right.’ Kara inwardly swooned at her twenty-six-year-old boyfriend’s emotional maturity. ‘It looks like half of Hartmouth are down here tonight.’


‘Probably for Frank’s punch and the hot dogs as the fireworks are usually touch and go.’


Kara laughed. ‘Yes, Frank doesn’t know the meaning of the words “health and safety”. I’m sure it’s because he gets them from off the back of a lorry.’


‘The fact that the hooch is free all night means nobody will be complaining. Just get ready to duck when the main man sets the rockets off.’


‘Is that my big Irish ears I can feel burning?’ The cafe-owner came up behind them and put a huge hand on both of their shoulders. ‘Word has it that my charming nephew is on his way. He’ll be getting a full-on Cornish welcome, so he will. He loves a good craic.’


‘The flat’s kind of set up now,’ Kara said. ‘I was going to say that I’ve left a key under the mat so he can dump his things, then come down to join us if he wants to. You said he was getting a taxi from Penrigan station, right?’


‘Yes. That’s so thoughtful. Thanks, Kar. I’ll drop him a quick text now.’


[image: image]


Star parked her little Smart car up behind her shop. She had enjoyed spending time with her aunt, as Florrie had been on particularly good form this evening. The thrills and spills of the fireworks display down at the bottom of the hill lit up the sky, reflecting darts of coloured light across the dark sea. A variety of oohs and aahs from the crowd that had amassed down there were carried on the biting wind. Star wasn’t dressed for such a cold night and, despite Kara’s pleas, couldn’t be bothered to go in, get changed and head out again. Especially now that Skye had texted to say she was having a rare night in and had put a couple of logs in the log burner ready for her return.


As she opened her car door, the security light at the back of the flat next door switched on to reveal a figure in a black hooded Puffa jacket appearing out of Kara’s empty upstairs flat and running down the stairs. It was far too tall to be Billy and far too late for a courier. She froze, thinking it must be a burglar. From the safety of her now locked car, she slid down in the seat and bravely shouted out of a crack in the window into the darkness: ‘It’s too late, I’ve seen you. And I’m calling the police.’ Trying Kara, then Billy to no avail, she quickly dialled 999. The lone figure was by now running at speed down Ferry Lane. ‘Yes, looked like he was heading down to the quay. Yes, yes. Six foot, I reckon. Black jacket, blue or black jeans. Stripy scarf. Nike trainers, I think.’


Her heart still racing, Star opened the door to her flat, hurried in and quickly double locked it behind her. ‘Skye, I’m home,’ she called, directing her voice down the corridor towards her daughter’s bedroom, and was surprised at no reply. On walking into the lounge, she saw why. There was her beautiful light-haired girl, earbuds in, phone to her side, sound asleep on the cream rug in front of the log burner. She was also happy to notice that she was wearing the silver swan-shaped earrings with tiny pieces of amber for eyes. Crafted with love and care for her daughter’s seventeenth, using the gift of creativity that had kept her sane during the sometimes lonely periods of bringing up an only child with little support.


Star smiled wistfully to herself. When she had been Skye’s age, she hadn’t had the luxury of burning the candle at both ends. The only time she was up all hours was when she was woken in the night to tend to her toddler’s needs. Looking at Skye now, she still couldn’t quite believe how she had managed to produce such a kind and lovely human being. Or maybe she could. For by sacrificing her own needs, she had created an environment of such love and stability that Skye had grown up to be secure in herself, with inner strength and showing no fear of being exactly who or what she wanted to be. 


Star often wondered whether the fact that her daughter had grown up without a father figure would impact on her in later years. Time alone would tell.


Not wanting to disturb the girl, or alert her to a potential burglar in their midst, Star went to change into comfy clothes, then laid herself down on the purple velvet sofa and sighed contentedly, looking around her. The flat was light and airy with a large oblong living room and a corridor to the rear where two similar-size double bedrooms were situated. She had scarcely been able to contain her delight when, on being shown around by the estate agent, she discovered that the recently modernised and spacious bathroom not only contained a roll-top bath but a huge walk-in shower too. The park home in which she had been brought up had its own redeeming qualities, but space wasn’t one of them.


Compared with the rest of the flat, the kitchen off the lounge was small but functional. What made it special to Star was that the plain white tiles were interspersed with blue painted stars and moons in varying degrees of fullness. She had painted every wall white. A couple of abstract colour prints adorned the facing walls of the main room, and the dreamcatcher she had made herself hung in front of the big bay window that overlooked the market. A clock with a painting on its face of a white silk-robed angel ticked quietly, and candles of all shapes and sizes were placed around the room. Two of Skye’s favourites were burning, their familiar musky aromas filling the space and creating a comforting ambience along with the glow from the fire.


Star didn’t own the flat or the shop, but her uncle’s inheritance had given her a buffer to pay her rent and take over the lease. With her business now flourishing, money worries were a thing of the past, and that felt so good. Yes, she had to work ridiculously hard to keep it all afloat, but now that her online business had really started to pick up, with customers from all over the world loving her birthstone jewellery range, she felt that she had turned a corner. She was already working on new designs to expand her collections and was enjoying every moment.


Star remained eternally grateful to Jim and Flo for drumming it into her to split her money three ways whenever she earned any. ‘A third for the tax man, a third for saving and a third for living’ was their mantra. At the time she had found the idea so dull – and as soon as her jewellery started flying off the market stall, she had wanted to spend everything on herself. Later she came to realise that what they had said made so much sense. Living was expensive, especially bringing up a child in a twenty-first-century world full of gadgets. Savings gave her a comfort blanket. The money boost aside, it was her strong work ethic that had got her to where she was today, fuelled and inspired by her aunt and uncle’s regimental running of the newsagent and their passion in doing so. She used to nag them for not going away on holiday, but now that she worked for herself, reality had hit, and she herself had not been away for years. Star had convinced herself it was because she lived by the sea anyway. And on a summer’s day, walking along Penrigan Beach, you could actually be anywhere in the world, it was so stunningly beautiful.


Her next goal was to be able to afford her own place, ideally to get a mortgage on the shop and flat if it ever came up for sale. And also to venture abroad soon, if she could find someone to mind the shop and market stall for her for a week, that was.


Just then, Skye began to stir.


‘Darling, why don’t you get up and into bed,’ her mother said.


‘What’s the time?’ Skye replied sleepily, smacking her dry lips.


‘It’s only nine-thirty but it’s market day tomorrow and you need to be up early.’


‘OK.’ The teenager got up slowly, clumsily kissed her mother’s cheek, and with an ‘I love you, Mum’, headed off to bed.


Star checked her phone. Nothing from Kara or Billy about the suspected intruder. She went to the back door and peered out across to Kara’s flat: still in darkness with not a policeman in sight. She then pulled up the wooden slatted blind and opened one of her front windows. The fireworks had stopped, but on craning her neck to see as far as she could down to the estuary, the sight of a police car moving slowly through the end-of-season party masses made her feel decidedly uneasy.
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Monique Dubois was just opening the big grey dustbin to the side of Frank’s when she clocked the familiar face of his nephew. You could tell instantly it was a Brady. Handsome. Broad-shouldered, with dark brown curly hair and brown eyes that told you nothing, unless he liked you. He was now walking slowly and deliberately as he mixed in with the crowd. Through her colourful life working in many countries and with a whole range of characters, she had encountered many faces that looked hunted – just like Conor Brady’s did right now. 
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