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‘Every flower is a soul blossoming in nature.’


Gérard de Nerval
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Chapter 1


‘I bet even the real Sid Vicious didn’t shit in his bathwater.’ Kara Moon stared down at the noxious poo in the terrapin’s tank. 


‘Ooh, I bet he did,’ her boyfriend Jago murmured whilst flattening down his dark-brown Beatles-style haircut and patting his khaki jacket pockets in turn. ‘Seen my keys, Moo Moo?’


Kara cringed inwardly at her once much-adored nickname. Then, retrieving the keys from the orderly rack in the kitchen, she came back through the open archway into their compact living space.


A lone beam of golden sunlight made its jittery mark across the wooden floor as it seeped through the open crack of the balcony door. The sounds of mewing seagulls and creaking yacht masts in the estuary harbour rose up from below, comforting and familiar, yet they did not ease the gnawing feeling in Kara Moon’s stomach. Hoping for a different answer to the one she was expecting, she asked casually, ‘Where are you going this early, anyway?’


As Jago reached for his battered Beatles key ring, Kara caught a whiff of the Gucci aftershave she had given him for Christmas. He looked at her with a perplexed expression. ‘It’s Jobcentre day. You know I always go over to Crowsbridge on a Friday.’


‘How could I possibly forget?’ Kara said sarcastically. ‘Oh yes, maybe because it’s been eighteen months and you still haven’t come back with a job.’ 


‘Don’t start.’


‘It’s just, James Bond needs his flea stuff and I’m not sure if there’s enough money in the blue pot and—’


Ignoring her pitiful plea, Jago went to the open hallway, jumped down two stairs at a time, then looked back to say in a patronising tone, ‘My little Ginger Princess. You look quite pretty when you forget to tie your hair up in that stupid ponytail.’ 


Fighting back tears, Kara put her hand to the back of her long, messy auburn waves as her errant beau of eight years stalled again to say nastily, ‘And why aren’t you at work? Or did you stupidly forget about that too?’ 


Kara sighed deeply and held her palm up to him. ‘Just go, Jago. You mustn’t be late now, must you.’


She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah. The famous Lennon-McCartney lyrics that Kara had chosen for his special key ring followed after Jago as he hurried down the stairs, jumped down the last three and went out, slamming the door. 


To try and regain a modicum of inner peace, Kara stood still for a minute and stared out of the window at nothing in particular. Here she was, at thirty-three years old, living with a jobless, feckless, twenty-nine-year-old youth, with no mention or hope of plans for the future. And despite her working her butt off to support the two of them, she seemed to barely make ends meet, let alone save any money. The more cash she put aside in the blue ceramic savings pot for unseen eventualities and ‘nice things’ like holidays or weekends away, the more excuses Jago Ellis found to dip into it. In fact, tragically, the only holiday they had ever been on together was a long weekend to Liverpool where she was dragged around every street and tourist attraction to satisfy his insatiable hunger for anything and everything relating to his precious obsession: the Beatles.


Deftly avoiding a bite from Sid Vicious, Kara swore loudly and continued to hold back the tears she had been gripping on to. Then, gagging as she pulled her pink rubber washing-up gloves up as far as they would go, she scooped up the offending smelly mess in the tiny net bought for the purpose. 


It was five years ago when Jago had arrived home drunk, carrying a huge tank up the steep stairs, slopping water as he went. And five years ago when the job of looking after this poor little reptile, first seen by Kara hanging on to a rock for dear life, had become her responsibility. She lifted her head in thought. Had they been getting on then? She couldn’t remember.


Their living room with a view offered an optical illusion of space but despite the long bay window seat and door out on to the balcony, there was barely room for their table/desk with a couple of dining chairs and a sagging, two-seater sofa. Jago had cack-handedly fixed a TV far too big for the room to the wall above the fireplace. And the glass shelf that was eventually put up for the tank to sit on was placed at such an angle that when poor Sid wanted to get out of the water and bask under his heat lamp, it took him several attempts to scrabble his way up the slope to his rock. A canvas of the iconic Abbey Road Beatles cover hung on the wall above him; it was as if the Fab Four were taunting the little terrapin with their ability to walk in a straight line. 


Despite the lack of space in the two-bedroomed flat, when Kara had caught sight of the Painted Turtle’s cute little prehistoric face, she didn’t have the heart to say he had to go back to the pet shop from whence he came. And by the time she had got around to googling ‘How long do terrapins live’ and realised it could be up to thirty years, it was too late: Sid Vicious, the most aggressive reptile in Cornwall, along with James Bond, the skinny twelve-year-old black-and-white rescue moggy, with his furry white tuxedo and 007 air of nonchalance, were now very much part of their dysfunctional little Ferry Lane family.


Grimacing, she emptied the terrapin’s mess into one of the big terracotta flowerpots on the first-floor balcony. Then, taking in the fresh sea air, she looked down to see the welcome sight of her father opening the metal gates of the ferry float and Jago running across the road towards it at full pelt so as not to miss its prompt departure. 


As if sensing his daughter’s sad eyes on him, Joe Moon looked up, smiled, waved, then turned his attention to beckoning the queuing cars on to the beloved car and passenger ferry service – the thriving business that had been part of the Moon family’s life for as long as Kara could remember.







   


Chapter 2


Kara scraped her hair back into its customary loose ponytail, pulled the one remaining ten-pound note out of the blue pot on the kitchen windowsill, took her own keys from their usual place on the rack and headed down the flight of stairs to the front door of their flat. As she reached it, James Bond screeched in through the cat flap, stopped briefly to scratch himself frantically and then, as if sensing that a vet’s visit was due, he tore up the stairs straight past her without so much as an acknowledgement.


‘You stay in now, you hear me? Or I’ll be in a whole lot of trouble,’ Kara warned her beloved feline in her faint Cornish accent. She paused. Then she did something she never did. She locked the cat flap shut. Feeling a surge of guilt, she quickly ran back upstairs, pulled an old baking tray out from under the oven and filled it with some compost from one of the flowerless pots on the balcony. ‘Just in case,’ she said aloud as she placed it under the cat flap and shut the door behind her. ‘I won’t be too long,’ she warbled through the letter box.


The door to Number One, Ferry View Apartments opened out on to the bottom end of Ferry Lane. Kara tentatively looked left, then right, then scurried around to the front of the Victorian block and began to walk along the crazy-paved promenade to work.


Up at the top of the hill, Ferry Lane Market was bursting into life. Every Friday and Saturday since she could remember, all market dwellers would set up outside their fixed, covered premises and sell their wares to not only the inhabitants of Hartmouth and its plethora of second homers, but also to the many seasonal visitors to the small, historic town. With the market having a reputation for being the best in the area, tourists would make the short journey across from Crowsbridge, some by foot, but most by car on her dad’s ferry. 


Nobody could deny that there was something magical about the community feel on open-air market days. Stallholders and customers alike would mingle and chat. Fresh, locally grown produce and original handmade items and gifts were beautifully displayed and sold. And despite Kara having worked her stall for the past fifteen years, she had never tired of the theatre of it all. 


The late-spring breeze today was carrying the regular sales banter from the Dillons’ fruit and vegetable stall. ‘Come on, ladies, here’s your early rhubarb, two quid a kilo. Make the old man a nice crumble with that; put a smile on his face. Give him a bit – no madam, I don’t mean that bit. Here, feel my asparagus. Plump and juicy. Have a little squeeze if you like – I won’t tell if you don’t. Bananas, as long as you need ’em, madam.’ And so on.


Despite the miserable start to her morning, Kara managed a smile, then turned to look at Nigel’s Catch fish stall – which was so colourful that local artists would often paint pictures of it to sell to visitors. Squid, spider crabs, scallops and clams were arranged in glittering beds of ice, next to the most recent catch of fish; and when she closed her eyes and focused, above the fishy aroma Kara could smell tempting wafts of savoury Cornish pasties coming from a stall up the hill.


Ferry Lane Market was her life. She had started working at Passion Flowers, the florist shop and stall run by Lydia Twist, on her eighteenth birthday. But before that, from just twelve years old, she had worked on other stalls at many open Saturday market days. Joe Moon, Kara’s dad, was Hartmouth born and bred, as were his parents before him, and with the ferry crossing being essential to everyone, he knew most of the locals. So, he had put the word around that his younger daughter would like some work and if anyone needed an extra pair of hands, then Kara Moon was their girl. 


She had been happy then. With her sister Jenifer already away studying business and finance at Leeds University, for a while Kara felt like an only child. She didn’t miss the bolshie, forthright Jenifer Moon one bit. With a seven-year age gap, the siblings had never been close. Kara had always been made to feel like an inconvenience, with Jen’s bedroom door being slammed shut on her on many occasions and their mother rarely bothering to react to their shouting matches. In fact, if it didn’t involve her directly, Doryty Moon had rarely reacted to anything.


At least with her mother walking out long before she had received her A-Level results, Kara didn’t have to face the disappointment of her non-reaction. And with the little study she had put in, she had not only been elated to get such good results for all three of her exams, but with the cash that her dad had given her for doing so well, she was also at last brave enough to get her teeth fixed.


With an infinite fear of the dentist and after years of being called Bugs Bunny, she had finally allowed her father to gently persuade her to see an orthodontist. Oh God, how she had hated those painful restorative sessions! But the result had been worth it. Thanks to her hair colouring, she continued to get the odd ‘Ginger’ labelling, but she could just about cope with that now that she had a set of Hollywood veneers to beam back at the perpetrator. So it had been with a renewed feeling of confidence that she had turned up for her first day of work at Passion Flowers at the tender age of eighteen – until she saw the bright pink top she was expected to wear, and knew at once that it would clash dreadfully with her colouring. She also realised in that moment that she was as green about floristry as her sparkling emerald eyes.


[image: Image]


Today was another first – the first time in fifteen years that Kara had ever taken some last-minute time off work. When Kara had asked Lydia, her boss, the inflexible florist had huffed, ‘I cannot believe you are asking me this on the day before market day too. Really, Kara, can’t you rearrange the vet appointment? And a whole day? Surely you can come back when the cat has had its bloody injections!’


Lydia’s furious reaction was thoroughly predictable, as it meant that she herself had to get up at 4.30 a.m. to drive over to the flower market in Penrigan, the place where they were certain to purchase the finest and freshest flowers for the shop and stall. For the past five years, this weekly task had been entrusted to Kara, who quite enjoyed doing it and wasn’t afraid of the responsibility – not that she got any thanks. Since handing over the keys of the company van for Kara to use at her leisure, Lydia felt justified in demanding that she work ridiculous hours. And Kara, used to the many unreasonable requests from her uptight fifty-year-old employer, just complied for the sake of a quiet life.


But today, for once, Kara had held her ground. Taking James Bond to the vet wasn’t a full-on lie, as he did need his annual cat flu injection. The fact that she had told Lydia he always got a weird reaction afterwards was, on the other hand, a downright stinker. But as Kara didn’t know how she’d feel once she’d done what she needed to do, rather than take the chance of getting upset at work, she had decided that the best tactic was to just not be there.


With funds so tight, she couldn’t afford to take James Bond to the vet any more unless it was an emergency. Her old family cat, Bawcock, had lived to the venerable age of twenty-two and he’d never had an injection in his life. The one and only time he’d had to go to the vet was when his ear was hanging off after a fight with the next door’s tabby. Kara’s mother had insisted he be treated right away, but Kara’s grandad Harry had been round and said that the battered moggy was as brave as old Tom Bawcock, his namesake, and that animals healed themselves quite ably. Grandad Harry would have been quite happy to clean up the raw bits with disinfectant and put a plaster over them. But Doryty Moon had got her way, as she always did. The beloved pet was patched up and to this day Kara still hadn’t found out who the old tom’s namesake was and what he had done that was so great.









   


Chapter 3


Frank’s was a stand-alone oblong brick building located right on the estuary-wall edge. It had a gaily striped awning and a pink neon sign saying plainly, Frank’s Café. To the right of the building there was a roped-off concrete area housing fixed wooden table benches with red and white sunshades for use in the summer months. Now that the weather was warming up, the side hatch where you’d queue for delicious home-made Cornish ice creams would soon be opening up, too. At the end of the day, seven days a week, market stallholders and visitors alike would companionably unwind at Frank’s and watch the sun go down over the sea as boats of all shapes and sizes plied the busy waterway. 


Kara loved looking down to the estuary mouth, where the left point of Crowsbridge, scattered with its white dots of houses and open green fields, stared almost belligerently across at the rugged cliffs and big posh houses of Hartmouth Head. From Frank’s, the gap out to sea appeared just a few metres across. Up close, it became a wide window to the infinite ocean stretching ahead.


The café wasn’t licensed, but Big Frank Brady, the muscly tattooed Irishman who ran the place, brewed his own magnificent dark ale, serving it in iced-tea bottles straight from the under-counter fridge. His sloe-infused gin also passed perfectly as a blackcurrant cordial; poured on ice with refreshing tonic water, it made for a perfect illegal summer cocktail. Inside the café was an old-fashioned jukebox, where hits mainly from the 1950s and 1960s blared inside and out, rain or shine, in an attempt to encourage customers to come in. In fact, Big Frank had been known to turn the volume up full blast if he suspected anyone of even daring to walk past and across the road to the Ferryboat, the white-painted pub on the corner.


Frank’s was set out in the style of an old-school American diner, sporting red leather booths, white Formica tables and a jazzily tiled floor. There were six high metal stools where you could prop yourself up at the bar and, if not wanting some hooky booze, you could choose one of the milkshakes, hot drinks, or plentiful juices on offer. As for the snack menu, everything on it was freshly made and moreish. The walls were adorned with black-and-white prints of the Hollywood stars of yesteryear. Kara particularly loved the one of Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s – the famous one in which she is wearing a gorgeous, tight black dress and seductively holding a cigarette holder. Kara sadly acknowledged that even if she signed up a personal trainer of great ability for the rest of her life, she could never look like that. Her double D-cup boobs would not fit on such a tiny frame, for instead of being blessed with Audrey’s waiflike figure, her own body sported ample thighs that led up to a large, round bottom. With a slim waist, she was in perfect hourglass proportion – just not the proportions she’d have chosen. The older locals of the estuary town of Hartmouth didn’t much care for change, so when Big Frank Brady and his long-term partner Monique had arrived in a flurry of paint tins and extravagant interiors, there had been a bit of a to-do. But as with anything, time is not only a healer but a leveller as well, and despite the completely random concept of a Hollywood-themed café in a Cornish town, pretty soon Frank’s and its renowned all-day breakfasts and frothy coffees were as much a visitor pull as the stalls and stores of Ferry Lane Market. 


The owner of Frank’s took up a lot of space. Six-feet four of it, in fact. Big Frank Brady had a brooding gypsy-type look about him, with black collar-length hair and brown eyes so dark they were impossible to read. His full lips were the envy of many of the young girls who insisted on paying fortunes for false fillers. His tattoo sleeve was a work of art, displaying angels, birds, and at the top a young, naked Monique with one arm in the air and pouting red lips of her own.


Kara found something very sexy about good tattoos on a man. Her boyfriend, Jago, hated any kind of body art. ‘Tramp stamps’ he would call them. With her love of flowers, she had always wanted a tiny rose tattoo, somewhere discreet, but he had been drunk when she had mentioned it and, slamming his hand down on to the table, he had labelled her a slut for even thinking about it. 


The early morning rush had subsided, and Big Frank greeted Kara with his lopsided grin. ‘If it isn’t the lovely Kara Moon. It’s not like you to be down here at this time on a market day.’ He carried on wiping the glass counter.


‘I’ve taken a day off.’


‘Have you, now. Bet that’s got old Twisty Knickers’ knickers in a bigger twist than usual.’ He laughed. ‘And try saying that after a Guinness or three.’


‘Yes,’ was all Kara could manage, her face falling instead of smiling.


‘Who or what else has been upsetting you now, then?’


‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ She sighed deeply, then looked away quickly to stop tears from falling.


Seeing this, Frank reached his big hand over the counter and gently stroked Kara’s cheek. 


‘I’ve got your back, Kara Moon, you know that, don’t you?’


Kara’s throat began to burn. She nodded. When her mother had abruptly decided to up and leave her family when Kara was just thirteen years old, Frank had only just arrived in Hartmouth – but on finding out what had happened, he had been a silent helper. The best kind. Additions to his orders from the big cash-and-carry place had been delivered straight to her dad. And many a lasagne or bag of cakes would be handed to the distraught man to take home to his family after a long day working on the ferry. Both her dad, Joe, and her Grandad Harry had a lot of time for Big Frank Brady. A mutual respect.


‘Coffee?’


‘Yes, to take away please. One for Dad and I’d better get Billy one, or I’ll never hear the end of it. Oh, and a couple of bottles of water too, please. And, um, two of those custard doughnuts.’


‘Coming up.’


Frank quickly returned with takeout cups in a cardboard holder. ‘So, that’s one white, no sugar, and one extra milky with three sugars for the lad. Two chilled waters and the cakes are in here.’ He balanced a bag between the cups.


‘Memory of an elephant you’ve got, Frank Brady.’


He then gestured at his flat wide nose. ‘Not quite the trunk though. Too much boxing.’ He winked.


Kara reached for her purse and paid. ‘No Monique today, then?’ she asked.


‘She’s gone to Paris to see her sister. Got to let her have a break sometimes.’


They both laughed. Half-French, half-English, Monique rarely spent much time at the café. In fact, she rarely spent much time in Cornwall. Rumour had it, Monique had been working in Las Vegas when she had met bad boy Frank there on a gambling weekend. She had subsequently saved him from a violent lifestyle by moving him to Cornwall, where her great-aunt from the Cornish side of her family had just left her a wonderful large and sprawling four-bedroomed house on the edge of the town. 


A formidable woman, Monique still did the odd bit of directing dance shows around the world, and if not doing that she would be either relaxing in their beautiful home or visiting family and friends. The couple spent little time together but when they did, they made it count and for them, the arrangement somehow worked.


Kara picked the cardboard tray up from the counter. Just as she was about to leave, Frank turned from the customer he was serving and said in her ear, ‘I had a young lad in here earlier. Gutted he was. Been dumped by his girl.’ 


Kara wasn’t quite sure where Frank was going with this. 


He finished up with: ‘I told him to get over it. That some break-ups are meant for wake-ups.’ 


A watery smile was all she could manage in return. 









   


Chapter 4


Kara couldn’t help but smirk at the loud wolf whistle that greeted her on arrival at the ferry quay. It was Billy Dillon, the handsome assistant ferryman. As she made her way past the line of cars waiting in the queue for the next short trip over to Crowsbridge, he winked and waved at her. He then deftly opened the metal gates, causing a flurry of engines to rev to life and the vehicles on board to drive off the flat ferry float, after which they would head either to the main road out of town to their left, or straight up the steep incline of Ferry Lane towards the market. 


Meanwhile, Kara’s dad was carefully manoeuvring the ancient tug that pulled the ferry float. It came to rest with a small thud against the buoy on the side of the creaky platform on the quay. On finishing this task and seeing his daughter, he let go of the boat’s wheel and waved at her with both hands.


Oh, how Joe Moon loved that old red and yellow tug, named Happy Hart. The very same one that had been used since her Grandad Harry had taken over the ferry business from the Trevelyan family in the 1950s and had stayed in the Moon family ever since. The joining of the car ferry float in the 1960s had created the iconic shape of the ferry on the River Hart, the old-fashioned charm of which had become a tourist attraction for those visiting Hartmouth and Crowsbridge. 


Billy came to Kara’s aid and took the coffees from her. ‘Kerry baby,’ he said. Only three special people in her world called her Kerry, and Billy was one of them. Her mother had wanted to christen her plain ‘Kara’, the short form of Kerensa, the Cornish name meaning Love, but her father had insisted, and on a windy 13 September in Hartmouth General Hospital, Kerensa Anne Moon, a second daughter to Joe and Doryty Moon, was born. ‘Better be one for me, or I’ll be having to slap that gorgeous aris of yours.’ Kara was amused by both his whistles and unaffected lapses into cockney rhyming slang. The word ‘aris’ had a complicated history: ‘bottle and glass’ to rhyme with ‘arse’ had been shortened to ‘Aristotle’ (to rhyme with ‘bottle’) and then shortened once more to ‘aris’. 


For one glorious second, Billy’s cheekiness had made her forget the reason why she was here. But she couldn’t let this go unanswered. Kara turned around and, keeping her face dead straight, she bent over and did a quick twerk, shimmying her denim-covered booty in Billy’s direction. 


Billy tutted. ‘You’re such a little tease.’


‘And you’re so immature.’ Kara smirked. ‘One of these days, Billy Dillon, someone will slap your face for being so rude.’


‘And one of these days, Kerry Moon, you will go on that date with me.’ 


The ‘date’ joke had been a long-standing banter between Billy and Kara ever since the lad had started working on the ferry as a teenager. A compact five-feet nine, with dark brown hair cut short with a floppy fringe, he had long-lashed, almond-shaped eyes that were a unique, almost violet dark blue, and the ferryman’s uniform of long black shorts and white T-shirt and hoody suited his lean but honed physique. His face was already deeply tanned from the lovely weather they had been having. He had dimples to die for, which not only made him look younger than his twenty-five years, but also made him a big hit with the ladies.


‘Come on, lad,’ Joe Moon said with a smile on his face. ‘Stop flirting with my girl and get these cars on, will you.’ He jumped across on to the float and kissed Kara on the cheek. At sixty-one, he was fit for his age. Kara had got her height and colouring from her mother, for her father stood at an average five-foot ten and his once fair hair had turned white overnight – the night his wife left. With his cheekbones set high on a ruddy face, and light blue eyes framed by wrinkles, you could see that he had been an extremely good-looking man in his youth. His thin frame was, however, proof of his broken heart never quite mending.


‘I just gave Billy coffee and cakes for the pair of you.’ 


‘Thanks, love. What do I owe you?’


‘Don’t be silly. If I can’t buy my old dad a coffee sometimes, then what’s the world coming to?’


Joe put his thumbs up to Billy to shut the metal ferry gates ready for departure. ‘Why aren’t you working today? What’s going on?’ he asked his daughter. But before she could answer, a black and white Smart car screeched in, nearly knocking Billy over in its rush to take the eighth and final space on the ferry. ‘Now I am confused,’ Joe went on. ‘It’s market day, after all – and yet look, Star is here, too. All at the last minute, mind.’


Kara sighed with relief at her friend’s arrival, since Star was not known for her timekeeping. 


Joe checked his watch again. ‘OK. We need to get going. I’ll see you on your way back.’ Respecting her silence, he placed his hand on her arm. ‘I love you, Kerry Anne.’


‘Remember to eat those doughnuts, won’t you?’ Kara ordered. She was forever trying to feed her dad up. She then headed over to her best friend’s car and climbed in.


‘All right, Mr M?’ the pretty, long-haired, blue-eyed blonde shouted out to Joe from the car window. He lifted his hand to her and headed to get behind the wheel of the Happy Hart.


Knowing that Star wasn’t the best driver, Billy pointed to the DON’T FORGET TO PUT YOUR HANDBRAKE ON sign and shouted down the float to them: ‘Ladies. Hope you’ve got yours hard up?’ 


Joe Moon shook his head in disbelief.


‘No, but I bet you have.’ Star laughed, then turned to her friend. ‘Ready?’ 


Kara made a little groaning noise. ‘As I’ll ever be.’







   


Chapter 5


Billy blew exaggerated air kisses to them both as Star revved her little car’s engine and they drove off the ferry, heading towards the road that ran through the centre of Crowsbridge. 


Steren (Star) Bligh had been Kara’s best friend since primary school. It had been a sheer coincidence that a girl with a name meaning Star should partner up with a girl called Moon – and so far, it had proved to be a match made in heaven. Later on, a dream came true for them both when the unit next to the florist’s became free and Star was able to set up shop as STAR Crystals & Jewellery and move into the flat above with her seventeen-year-old daughter.


‘Did you see Lydia this morning?’ Kara asked, worried.


‘No. I deliberately kept out of her way. I heard her rattling on about how tired she was and I didn’t want her to ask me any questions in case I said the wrong thing.’


‘Tired?’ Kara scoffed. ‘That’s the first time in five years she’s had to get up to go to the flower market.’ 


‘Well, that’s a good thing,’ Star said. ‘It’s about time she remembered how much you do for her.’


Kara screwed up her face. ‘I’m so sorry to pull you off your stall at such short notice, but my work van is so recognisable, and, well … I just need you with me today.’


‘This is where having a daughter when I was still at school does have its advantages. And you know how much Skye loves working my market stall on her own.’


Kara pulled one of the bottles of water she’d bought earlier out of her bag and wedged it in the holder by the gear stick. ‘For you. Nice dress, by the way.’


Star was wearing one of her trademark flowery maxi-frocks. Her long, poker-straight hair, so fair it was almost white, was pushed back with a silver hairband with a tiny diamanté butterfly clipped to it. Dangly silver seahorse earrings finished her look.


But Star wasn’t having any of Kara’s small talk. ‘Why today, Kar?’


Kara suddenly gestured frantically for Star to pull over. ‘We can’t be getting there early.’ 


As they parked in the lay-by just up from the ferry, Kara began to explain. ‘Today, because, well …’ She sighed.


‘Take your time,’ Star said kindly.


‘You’ve told me to leave him so many times, but you did also say that it had to be the right time for me and – well, last night he came in drunk again and he was being his usual vile inebriated self.’


‘He’s such an arse.’ Star spoke her mind.


‘And then – I can’t believe I’m telling you this …’ Kara paused. Then with pain in her voice, she went on, ‘James Bond came rushing in as he does, made Jago jump and the bastard only went to kick him. How I managed to stop him, I don’t know. It was so awful. I didn’t dare say anything then as I just wanted him to fall asleep without a load of verbal abuse.’


‘Oh, Kara.’ 


‘But what I did do once he was asleep, I checked his phone. And you know me – I’ve never gone there, not once. Not once in eight years, to be exact. I’ve never been through his pockets, either. But last night something snapped. I’d had enough. Nobody hurts an innocent animal.’


‘And nobody should hurt you,’ Star replied gently.


‘To be fair, he’s never touched me.’


‘But he has hurt you with his words and the way he controls you, which in my eyes is just as bad.’ There was a silence between them, then Star added, ‘I can’t believe his phone wasn’t locked.’


‘It was, but I had watched him open it enough times to work out the code.’ Kara’s voice was unsteady. ‘I must have been ready to find out.’


Star became animated. ‘Yes, yes you were – you are! Bloody hell, it’s hot for April.’ She pressed the button that took the black cloth roof of her little car right back and down.


‘He has been seeing someone and he’s meeting her today, and what’s more, it looks like he’s been doing so for the past umpteenth Fridays and beyond.’


‘Mate, you seem incredibly calm in the circumstances.’ Star undid her water bottle and took a sip.


‘Last night I felt sick, but this morning I’m strangely fine. The signs were there, I just didn’t want to see them. We haven’t had sex for months – and who wears Gucci aftershave to the bloody Jobcentre? This is well overdue, Star. I’ve been hanging on to this ridiculous relationship for years.’ Kara added determinedly, ‘I can do this.’


‘Yes, you can.’ 


‘I checked the savings account, too.’ Kara made a little moaning sound. ‘You know, the one he told me not to tell him the password for as it could be our little secret nest egg and he didn’t want to touch it?’ 


‘Go on.’ Seeming to guess what was coming next, Star placed her hand on Kara’s as her voice began to crack. 


‘Anyway – nada. Zero. He’s had the lot. So not only has he been clearing the blue pot, he’s spent all that too – and on her, no doubt, whoever she is. Why am I surprised? I’ve been such a bloody fool.’


‘No, no you haven’t. Sadly, love is stronger than pride sometimes and that wanker is a sneaky dick of a sociopath. I don’t know how you didn’t go crazy.’ Star bashed her hand down on the steering wheel. ‘I’m getting cross for you. I’d have had his bollocks off. Where did you put all that anger? I’m the one who preaches peace and love, but I don’t think even I could have coped with all this as calmly as you are.’


‘I sat up half the night and wrote him a letter. I cried, I ranted. I want him to read it. It’s the best way.’


Star thought that only dear sweet Kara would write a letter in a situation like this. ‘Please say you are telling him to leave.’


‘Yes, but I don’t know how I’ll manage on my own.’ Kara’s strength suddenly vanished. She blubbered, ‘He’s always told me that I would be lost without him.’ 


‘Look at me.’ Star took her friend’s face in both hands. ‘You will be fine. The cock has been spending all your money anyway.’


‘I’ll have to pay the council tax on my own and bills and—’ Kara panicked.


‘You will be eligible for a single supplement on the council tax and bills will probably be less with him not in the flat all day,’ Star replied practically, then added, ‘And he’d better be taking that stinking terrapin of his.’


‘Depends where he goes, I guess. If he goes to his mother, she’s far too uptight to take on the both of them.’


‘Well, neither Sid Vicious nor Jago Ellis will be your responsibility any more. Imagine how good that will feel – getting not one, but two reptiles out of your life.’


‘What if he doesn’t have anywhere to go?’ Despite everything, Kara was still programmed to think of Jago’s welfare.


‘It’s tough shit, Kara. It really is.’ Star’s Cornish twang became heightened in frustration. ‘He’s been playing you for a fool for years and he’s far too wily to be without a roof for long. He’s made his own bed – in another woman’s house! Let him lie between her sheets now. She can put up with him, poor cow. Now, where are we going?’









   


Chapter 6


As it was such a lovely day and he needed to stall for time, Jago Ellis had decided to walk the two miles from the Jobcentre to the end of Crowsbridge High Street and on to Crowsbridge Hall, the Cornwall Trust property and previous home to the past six generations of the Penhaligon family. With the Easter holidays upon them, queues had already started to form along the winding drive that led up to the grand Queen Anne-era white mansion set within stunning gardens.


It had been a year ago when he had first met Rachel Penhaligon, twenty-six-year-old daughter of Lord and Lady Penhaligon, the current owners of Crowsbridge Hall. It wasn’t long before he’d learned that Rachel was heiress to an exceptionally large fortune. He’d gone to the Hall to enquire about a gardening job in order to keep both the Jobcentre and Kara happy. And when the promiscuous beauty had made it quite clear that she could show him something far sweeter to bed in the lodge at the bottom of the drive than the begonias he’d been tasked to plant by the head gardener, he couldn’t believe his luck.


And from that day forward, every Friday without fail, Rachel Penhaligon had got the bit of rough she had been craving for. And Jago Ellis had embarked on an illicit tryst with a filthy posh heiress. Rachel was content with their once-a-week arrangement, not wanting anything more than fun and good sex. She hadn’t even asked whether Jago had a girlfriend, thinking that as he always had to get the last ferry home to Hartmouth, he probably did.


Today, she had grudgingly promised her parents that she would oversee the busy visitors’ café in the morning as they were short-staffed, and not knowing what time she would be free, she had suggested Jago make his way there. She could sit and have a coffee with him and would warm him up with a mistress-gardener role play, Lady Chatterley’s Lover-style – the very same scenario that had turned her on right from the start.


Their normal weekly routine was that Jago would go straight to her lodge, where the door would be left on the latch. He would creep up the stairs to find Rachel more often than not in stockings and suspenders, teetering precariously on high heels on her huge queen-size bed whilst brandishing a riding whip. Today, with her parents away at their holiday home in Puerto Banus, Jago was hoping she might even be able to take him up to the main house where there was a private pool and Jacuzzi to add to the fun.


Rachel winked at him as he strode towards the counter. Then, leaning forward to show a hint of cleavage, she whispered in his ear that she wasn’t wearing any knickers and that he should wait for her on the bench nearest the lake where she would be taking down his credentials sooner rather than later.







   


Chapter 7


Joe Moon pulled two faded red fabric fold-up chairs from the old tug and set them on the Hartmouth quayside. The ferry crossings had kept to the same timetable since he had started working with his dad as a teenager. He knew them off by heart and could recite them like a mantra – something he had to do on a regular basis. 


‘Eight until dusk, January to December. Nine until four on a Sunday. Closed Christmas Day. Weather dependent, o’ course.’


His daughters had shown no interest in taking the helm and if he was honest with himself, Joe was quite glad they hadn’t. With his old-fashioned values, he felt it wasn’t the right work or acceptable hours for a woman to undertake. So, he was rather hoping for a grandson to be born to one of them, a sturdy lad who would want to continue the family business. However, so far, the signs were not looking good. Jenifer, his eldest, had turned forty, and was more in love with her international banking career than she had been with any man – that he knew of, anyway. And with his youngest stuck in a relationship with that useless good-for-nothing Jago, his hopes weren’t high for the continuation of the Moon name, and that made him very sad. He had always thought that his second-born, with her kind heart and generous nature, would make such a marvellous mother, too. 


It was a glorious day. The sky was home to not a single cloud; the still expanse of the wide estuary offered twinkling reflections from the warm April sun and the seafaring sound of yachts’ halyards clanging was carried on the soft breeze. Joe sat down with a joyous little sigh at the prospect of a moment’s peace. Market mornings were always busy. There were the same number of crossings, but always a full ferry. 


Looking across to the Crowsbridge quay, he could just make out a couple of cars already queuing to take the ferry across to Hartmouth. They would have to wait; they were early. He was never late. Tipping his head back and shutting his eyes just for a moment, he could also hear the faint murmur of the bustling market away at the top of the hill. He slowly opened his eyes, took a deep breath, then signalled Billy to join him.


When Harry Moon, Joe’s dad, had reluctantly retired in his late seventies, it became obvious that running the ferry wasn’t a one-man job. And with Billy Dillon not wanting to be stuck behind a fruit and veg stall for the rest of his life, the then teenager had snapped up the opportunity to work on the water.


Billy did his final safety checks, then sat down next to Joe. Peering into the paper bag his daughter had given him, Joe licked his lips. Custard doughnuts, his favourite. One of these would do him until teatime, now.


He offered one to Billy. ‘Here, lad. Elevenses.’ Joe then poured coffee from his Thermos flask into the now empty takeout cups that Kara had given them earlier. Taking a sip, the young ferryman winced then quickly ran his tongue over the sugary doughnut to make up for the lack of sweetness in his warm drink. 


Joe spoke with his mouth full. ‘Is my Kerry all right, do you think?’


‘I don’t know, Joe. Something’s up. It’s odd for both those girls to be going over the water together on a market day.’


Joe frowned, then said, ‘There are times when I just want to go round and scream at that bastard she lives with. She never seems happy now and she was always such a smiley child.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Well, until her mum left, that is. Old Cora Blunt, who lives a few doors up from them, delights in telling me that she often hears them rowing – my Kerry and Jago, that is. And sometimes things are thrown.’ Joe clenched a fist. ‘If he ever so much as laid a finger on my girl, I think I would kill him.’ 


‘Do you think he does? Hit her, I mean?’ Billy was horrified that this might be the case, and at the same time he was surprised to witness this outpouring of feeling from the usually private Joe Moon; the older man was very close-mouthed where his family were concerned. The young ferryman knew that Jago’s reputation wasn’t a particularly good one, in that he was known to smoke weed and be job-shy, but he seemed too much of a wimp to be a bully. Kara often looked unhappy, but Billy had never suspected there was any kind of violence involved in their relationship. He did, however, continue to live in hope that the girl would see sense and the couple would split up. Something that would please both himself and Joe, but for different reasons.


He said aloud, ‘Because if he does ever hurt her, I would be right behind you in giving him a good hiding.’ A short silence then, ‘Joe?’


‘Yes, lad?’


Billy hesitated for a second. ‘Tell me to piss off if I’m being too nosy, but what did happen with Mrs Moon? Kerry freezes up if I even dare to mention her name.’


‘I know that look,’ Joe nodded. ‘The same way she clams up when I try and ask her about that bastard.’ He then sighed deeply. ‘It’s a bit of a long story.’


Billy checked his watch. ‘We’ve got some time.’ 


Joe sat back in his chair and began his sad story. ‘It happened twenty years ago, and yet I remember it like yesterday. Granted, I worked long hours on here, but she never went without, Doryty, my missus.’ He paused. ‘I met her right here – on this spot, actually. She had a week in Crowsbridge with her sister and came over on the ferry to check out the market. Just one catch of those piercing green eyes and swish of those long auburn locks and I fell for her hook, line and sinker.’


‘I can imagine,’ Billy replied softly, knowing the effect that Kara had on him whenever he caught sight of her. 


‘We didn’t mess about. She was twenty-one then, so old enough to decide,’ Joe went on. ‘We married within a year of meeting and she seemed only too happy to move down here and escape the rat race. She did sometimes say she missed the faster pace of London – that was where she was brought up, see, lived in a block of flats near Marble Arch – but she never seemed to fret to the extent I should worry. I showered her with jewellery, gave her money for clothes, funded visits for her to go by train to visit her sister in London. Gave her anything she wanted, really.’ Joe took a drink of his coffee. His doughnut remained untouched. 


‘It was when our Jen went away to university that she started to get itchy feet,’ he resumed. ‘My Kerry had always been a daddy’s girl. Doryty wasn’t that enamoured with motherhood and would have been quite happy with just our Jen. In fact, if it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t have had any kids at all, I don’t think. When an unplanned Kerry came along, the thought of more nappies and sleepless nights threw her slightly. She didn’t even want maternity leave from the job she had taken in Penrigan when Jen had started school, either. We had a few tough years. Then when Jen flew the nest, Doryty became really agitated. Not because she’d lost a child, but I think more likely because if we hadn’t have had Kerry, she would have been free to leave here. She’d always harped on about going abroad, so I decided to surprise the two of them – our Kerry and the wife, that is – and booked a hotel in Majorca. Beautiful it was, four stars, right on its own private beach with wall-to-wall sunshine.’ 


‘Nice one,’ Billy said, interrupting Joe’s sorrowful soliloquy.


‘Our Kerry was thirteen then and excited that at last we were venturing abroad.’ Joe took a big mouthful of coffee. ‘As for Doryty, it was as if she had had her eyes opened to a whole new world, and I suppose she had. You get used to being down here, by the sea; neither of us had travelled a lot and where I couldn’t wait to get home to the ferry and our comfy cottage, something switched in her.’


‘So, I guess you all came back, and she realised life down here wasn’t enough for her.’ 


Joe shook his head. ‘Worse than that,’ he said in a low voice. ‘She did a proper Shirley Valentine on me and went off with the hotel manager.’


‘Shirley Valentine?’ Billy looked bemused.


‘I forget how young you are, lad. It was a film from the eighties. I’ll let you google it. It’s about a wife who leaves her husband and goes to live abroad. She’s bored at home, see.’


‘Blimey. That’s so harsh,’ was all the lad could manage, knowing that if the look of distress on his boss’s face wasn’t so great, he might have burst out laughing at the absurdity of it all.


‘Yep. Didn’t even come home with us. Said there was no point in trying to persuade her otherwise and that her mind was fully made up. She kissed our Kerry on the cheek, promised she would be in touch and walked out of the hotel room. Just. Like. That.’


‘And was she? In touch, I mean?’ Billy finished his doughnut and licked the remaining heavenly sweet custard from between his fingers.


‘We never saw her again. Obviously, smarmy Jesus – yes, that really was his name – had something far greater than bread and fishes on offer,’ Joe said bitterly. ‘It didn’t affect our Jen so much as she was up and away, but Kerry became a different girl after losing her mum like that. It proper shook her up. Terrible thing to do to a youngster.’


Billy let out a soft whistle. ‘I’m so sorry. And … is your wife still with this Jesus fella?’


‘Don’t know, don’t care. She sends a birthday card every year to our Kerry. I don’t know about Jen. I haven’t asked and she’s never mentioned it. It adds insult to injury, really. I still to this day don’t understand her actions. I loved that woman.’ Joe scratched his head. ‘Maybe she’d had it all planned, I don’t know. I get it that she could have fallen out of love with me, but to leave her own daughter like that. So bloody selfish,’ he muttered. ‘I’ve been worried about my sweet girl ever since. I’m sure one of the reasons she hasn’t ventured abroad is that she is still scarred by that awful bloody holiday. I blame myself for arranging it now. I don’t want what happened to ruin both of our lives.’


‘Oh, Joe. That’s so shit.’ And Billy meant it. ‘Have the girls not seen or spoken to their mum at all, then?’


‘No,’ Joe replied. ‘Well, Kerry hasn’t, I know that. It’s as if they came from different pods, those daughters of mine. Jen is more like her mother, a magpie, attracted to nice things and as secretive as a squirrel. Whereas my Kerry is as gentle as a dove – sometimes to her detriment.’ 


‘So, you didn’t divorce Mrs Moon, then?’


‘No …’ Joe’s voice tailed off. ‘I couldn’t face corresponding with her and she’s never come to me.’


‘But what if you found someone decent who you wanted to marry, Joe?’


Joe laughed. ‘Me with another woman? Despite all of this, Doryty is still the love of my life. I don’t need anyone else.’ Suddenly he switched back to work mode. ‘Right, this car ferry isn’t going to cross the water itself, is it? Come on, lad, we’d better get going.’


The young ferryman jumped up and put the folded chairs under his arm. 


‘And Billy?’ Joe added.


‘Yes, boss?’


‘I’d rather you didn’t discuss this with anyone, especially not my Kerry. You said yourself, she doesn’t like to talk about it.’


‘I swear.’


And knowing Billy so well, Joe Moon knew that his words would be safe behind those wise, albeit young lips.









   


Chapter 8


Twenty minutes later, Kara ran back across the car park to her friend’s little convertible and leaped into the passenger seat, her face sallow with anguish.


‘Quick, drive! Let’s get the hell out of here,’ she said. Her hands were shaking.


The barrier to the Cornwall Trust car park seemed to take an age to lift and once it had, Star turned left and drove along the main road towards the ferry crossing and home to Hartmouth.


Kara put a hand to her forehead and pushed back her fringe. Tears slowly fell down her face. Star squeezed her friend’s knee gently. ‘In your own time, darling.’


‘I’ve done it.’ Kara pulled a pack of tissues from her bag, removed one and blew her nose loudly. ‘I’ve bloody done it.’


‘I’m proud of you, mate.’ Star removed her hand to change gear and allowed her friend to speak again when she was ready. It felt good to have the wind rushing through their hair, Star’s flowing behind her in a long, white-blond stream, like a pair of Afghan Hound’s ears. 


‘There was no drama.’ Kara had to raise her voice to be heard above the road noise. ‘He was sat with a woman, around my age. Quite pretty, dark hair in a sleek bob, nose too big for her face. And so skinny! I recognised her from somewhere, then realised it was from an article I’d seen in a copy of Cornish Living magazine I’d been flicking through at the dentist the other week.’


‘Oh! That’s weird.’


‘Not really. She’s only the posh bloody daughter of the Penhaligons – you know, Lord and Lady Penhaligon who own the house. Her name’s Rachel, the one who is always online on the arm of a Hugo or Bartholomew at various celebrity haunts.’ 


‘I’ve heard of her. I thought she lived in London?’


‘She did, until her drug habit caught up with her, evidently.’


Star became animated. ‘I can’t bloody believe it! No disrespect, Kar, but what would she want with someone like Jago, then?’


‘Exactly what I thought. But there they were, sitting opposite each other at the edge of the lake on one of those fixed wooden bench things. I’ve been here a couple of times with wedding flowers, but never actually in the grounds. There’s an ornamental lake with swans swimming around and willow trees overhanging the water. I think maybe the Penhaligons were trying to replicate Monet’s paintings of lilies as there is a Japanese bridge over the lake and the most gorgeous water lilies beginning to open.’ 


‘Kara, just get to the point,’ Star said kindly but firmly. 


‘I’m getting to it,’ Kara sighed. ‘I watched them for a second and could tell from their flirty body language that they are definitely at it.’


‘Oh my God! What did you do?’


‘Jago was sitting with his back to me, so I walked calmly over to their table. I say calmly, but my heart felt like it was actually going to explode out of my chest and I nearly did projectile vomit over the pair of them.’


Losing concentration in anticipation of the expected revelation, Star veered over to the wrong side of the road and was tooted at loudly by an oncoming white van man, who waved his fist at her.


‘Mate! Be careful.’ Kara took a large swig from her water bottle.


‘Sorry, go on.’ Star fixed her eyes back on the road as her friend then began to talk at a hundred words a minute. 


‘So, I tapped him lightly on the shoulder and said, “Excuse me, sorry to disturb you two, but I saw this fall out of your pocket in the café.” On hearing my voice, he just spun around; his eyes were so wide, like a startled rabbit. But even then, he didn’t say my name out loud. He just stood up from the bench, took the envelope on which I had plainly written Jago, then waited for me to erupt.’


‘Shit, Kar, what did you say?’


‘I said nothing, just lifted my head, pushed out my boobs – he always did love my big boobs – and walked away without uttering another word.’


‘You’re amazing. Did he not say anything, anything at all?’


Kara attempted a laugh, but it came out as a sort of squeak. ‘He pathetically called “Thank you” after me.’


‘What! Jesus. So, he didn’t even come after you?’ 


‘No. Of course he didn’t. Jago Ellis would want to keep all options open.’ Kara’s voice had a slight shake to it now. ‘When I got back up to the café I glanced round and there he was, still sitting in the same place, and to make it even worse, it looked like they were both laughing.’


‘Oh, Kar, I’m so sorry. You do realise you just gave him a complete Get Out of Jail Free card, though?’


‘Not really. Just seeing the look of terror on his face was enough.’ Kara put her head in her hands and then lifted it to scream into the warm air as they sped along and back to the ferry: ‘Eight years of my life! Eight years I’ve wasted, Star.’


‘You can’t look at it like that. Time to move forward now. Focus on you, that’s what matters.’


But with her gut still doing somersaults, Kara couldn’t take in the sense of her friend’s words. She carried on, ‘The only thing that gave me a slight bit of satisfaction was what you said about letting him lie in someone else’s bed. Because I would put a bet on it that when he tells Lady snooty bloody Penhaligon that he wants her for more than just a fling, he won’t be lying in her bed for too much longer.’ She then took a deep breath and giving it ten decibels, shouted, ‘Deluded fucking wanker!’ Then promptly burst into tears.


A shocked Star, unused to hearing her normally placid friend swear so vehemently, veered to the left this time, only just managing to avoid a cyclist.







   


Chapter 9


Ferry Lane Market was situated at the top of the hill at the far end of Ferry Lane. The market consisted of twelve brick-built Victorian terraced houses, six per row facing each other on either side of the lane. Each house consisted of a ground-floor shop unit with a flat above. The shops were open daily, but on a Friday and Saturday the shopkeepers brought their wares out for sale into the open air, setting them out on their individual stalls. And that was when Ferry Lane Market and the historic town of Hartmouth really came to life. 


Some of the stallholders lived above their shops; others rented their flats out as residential or holiday lets. A car park, convenient for unloading goods, sat at the back end of Ferry Lane. The rest of the street, which led down to the ferry crossing and the Ferry View Apartments, was made up of more terraced houses, cottages really, with different-coloured front doors opening directly on to cobbles. It really was very quaint. The sense of a place untouched by time, plus the history of the ferry crossing and the view down to the sea, made Ferry Lane Market worthy of its tourist attraction label.


As you walked up the lane from the ferry, on the right side of the market was Passion Flowers the florist’s, STAR Crystals and Jewellery, then the Hartmouth Gallery, where local artist Glanna Pascoe sold her own work and that of other artists (for a commission). Next to the gallery was a wonderful artisan bakery where you could buy scones as big as saucers. Clarke’s the butchers and a stall that sold old books and vinyl records completed that side of the road. 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, a stall selling home-made fudge and local honey, and one stall that was loaded with antiques. To finish off, right at the end of the lane was Tasty Pasties, in Kara’s opinion quite possibly the most aptly named of all the stalls, and on which she often blamed the size of her thighs. 


Last year, Philip Gilmour, the eccentric owner of said pasty shop, had hinted that he was hoping to expand his tasty empire to a small café on the side as well. However, rumour had it that after a meeting with Big Frank to discuss the matter, the subject was swiftly dropped, and Philip had since been seen driving around in a brand-new Mini estate.


As Ferry Lane Market was always busy, rain or shine, the independent owners were able to sell their wares at competitive prices. A unit on Ferry Lane Market was hot property, and should one come up for sale – a very rare occurrence – there was usually a multi-enveloped auction.


[image: Image]


‘Don’t tell me: after his visit to the vet’s, old James Bond is shaken but not purred,’ was the witty quip made by Charlie Dillon, owner of the fruit and vegetable stall, when Kara arrived the next morning to set up her stall.


‘Very good,’ she replied, only just managing to keep a straight face. ‘Almost funny, in fact.’


‘Oi!’ Then Charlie tapped his nose with one meaty finger. ‘Watch out, the boss is in before you, for once,’ he whispered, pointing up at the Passion Flowers’ pink and white fascia board, then went back to arranging broccoli on to his green display grass matting. Kara noticed that his bald head was slightly pink from yesterday’s sunshine, and his cheeky smile was the same infectious one that his son Billy had. To her mind, Charlie could easily pass for a gangster in a Quentin Tarantino film.


Now she rolled her eyes at him, said, ‘Wish me luck,’ and pushed open the glass shop door.


The interior of Passion Flowers was painted all white. There was a tiny office, toilet and kitchen to the back, then a middle section with two large tables, where Lydia and Kara made up the bouquets and displays, and the front area, which contained an array of beautiful blooms in pretty metal buckets. The smell was intoxicating. The window display was always simple, with the same white-twigged tree depicting the season or an occasion. Today it was decorated with various Easter-themed floral baubles and fluffy yellow and white chicks.


Other gifts, including ornate pots and vases in varying sizes, colours and materials were also up for sale, displayed on shelves throughout the shop. From the back of the kitchen, you could walk out into a small oblong garden, which weirdly, despite it being connected to a flower shop, had no flowers in it. It was plain and uninviting, a bit like its owner, and housed a tiny patio with a small round table and two matching chairs. An area of artificial lawn led up to a back gate and driveway, room enough to park the sign-written Passion Flowers’ van, which Kara mainly used. Alongside it was parked Lydia’s fancy new black Mercedes.


With Lydia not short of a penny or two and not wanting ‘dirty strangers traipsing around my property’, she didn’t rent out the flat above the shop. Instead, she used it as a storage area for when they had big events like weddings or funerals; the flowers could be laid out in the cool corridor, ready for delivery. Plus, if a big order of vases and gifts came in, the new stock could be taken upstairs and not left to block up the shop floor. As with some of the other flats along Ferry Lane, Lydia’s had an exterior metal fire escape. Handy if she ever changed her mind and did decide to rent it out.


The front room of Lydia’s flat upstairs was carpeted in a deep cream shagpile and housed a big, comfy crimson-velvet sofa with matching satin cushions. An impressive bay window overlooked the market area. There was a huge free-standing, shabby chic French mirror leaning against one of the clinically white walls, and the open Victorian fireplace with its ornate tiled surround was in full working order. Star had gone up there once when Lydia had been on holiday and had likened it to a whore’s boudoir. It was Lydia’s ‘breakout room’, if she was feeling a little tired. A luxury that eluded the over-worked Kara, whose suggestion to take on an extra member of staff at busy times like Valentine’s Day or Mother’s Day consistently fell on her boss’s deaf ears.


‘Oh, Kara, you’re here early too. Good.’ Lydia Twist started as she generally carried on. ‘We’ve had loads of orders for Easter flowers, so it’s going to be a busy day, not helped by you not being around yesterday. I can make the bouquets up, so you can stay out front on the stall and then I’ll give you a list so you can deliver them all later. That will allow you to make up some time, won’t it?’


Fuelled by her anger from the day before, Kara stood up for herself. ‘Make up what time? I took yesterday as holiday.’ Then, cementing her own lie, she added, ‘And James Bond is fine, thanks for asking.’


‘Well, of course he is. He’s a cat,’ Lydia replied dismissively, hurrying back into her tiny office to answer the phone.


Lydia Twist rarely appeared to experience moments of real happiness. In fact, Kara didn’t think she’d ever heard the woman laugh. Her boss did manage a Mona Lisa-type smile when taking money from customers, but that was about it. Her frame and features defied her fifty-year-old age ticket and she had a toned, boyish figure aided by her yoga practice and vegan diet. She was particularly proud to announce that she hadn’t eaten a refined carbohydrate for twenty-five years. Her black jeans fitted her tight little bottom snugly and her small but perfectly formed breasts sat upright in her pink Passion Flowers T-shirt. Her hair was dark brown, styled in a neat elfin cut, and today she wore a sticky red lip gloss. Old Twisty Knickers was so ordered and officious that Kara often had the urge to stick a thickly buttered French baguette down her throat, to forcibly remind her of what having a large dose of carbohydrate felt like. Bloody wonderful. This also led Kara to ponder what life would be like without eating another carb ever again. A serious nightmare!


Lydia’s grown-up son, Felix, lived in Berkshire, where Lydia had originally come from, and even after working for her for the past fifteen years, that was all Kara knew about the Twist family. Well, apart from the fact that Lydia lived in one of the posh houses on Hartmouth Hill, overlooking the mouth of the estuary – alone, most people assumed, as there had never been any sight nor mention of a man, aside from her son. 


‘Probably buried a few blokes under the patio,’ Charlie Dillon had once guffawed, making Kara wonder for a split second if maybe he was talking from experience.


Lydia appeared from the office and began issuing instructions in her faux posh voice. ‘We need to shift those yellow roses today and I got extra tulips and daffodils. A pound a bunch on the daffs and three for two pounds fifty. Keep a fiver on the tulips, regardless of colour. No offer on those today. Plus, put all the spring planters out that we made up last week – they should go today. Oh, and we’ve got a wedding next Sunday. Evidently the bride was using a freelance florist who’s had to pull out due to illness.’ 


When Lydia paused to take a breath, Kara whispered, ‘Please and thank you,’ under her breath, whilst thinking: Why not stick a broom up my backside so that I can sweep the floor at the same time? 


‘I know Sunday is your day off, but I thought you wouldn’t mind picking that up for me. It’s just the bride’s bouquet and the seven white birdcages we’ve got upstairs stuffed with gypsophila for the tables. Oh, and ten buttonholes, but they just want a yellow rose, with a bit of gyp and green for those. You’ve got no plans, have you? The venue is doing the rest up there and they don’t want anything in the church. It’s in the Oak Room at Crowsbridge Hall. OK?’


Kara breathed in deeply, then exhaled for a count of seven. This small but effective calming tactic had got her through many years of tolerating Lydia Twist. 


‘No plans, no,’ she replied stoically.


However much she felt like rebelling, especially at the mere mention of Crowsbridge Hall, she couldn’t rock the boat. She needed this job, even more now Jago’s benefits were no longer coming in. Despite his lazy, thieving ways, she had always managed to bag a percentage of the mortgage from him before he frittered the rest, and some. But she wouldn’t be doing that any more. She had half-hoped he would return last night with his tail between his legs to maybe offer some sort of apology, but he hadn’t. Not even a text message to say when he was coming home to collect his stuff – including Sid – let alone everything else she had cited in the letter. It was no doubt for the best, but it hurt nonetheless.


She had awoken this morning after a short and fretful sleep, feeling both sad and lonely and with James Bond standing with his tail in the air and his bum within two inches of her face. She had had a little cry, wondering out loud whether a single life was really what she wanted. But later, when Sid Vicious caught her unawares and bit her palm hard enough to draw blood for the heinous crime of putting food in his tank, it not only caused her to sob uncontrollably, but also brought her to the beginnings of acceptance of the sham that her eight-year relationship had been. 
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Kara struggled out to the marketplace carrying a vase full of particularly tall gladioli.


‘Morning, darling. How’s it going today?’ Pat Dillon enquired from the stall opposite. In her mid-fifties, and as wide as she was tall, Patricia Dillon was salt to her husband Charlie’s pepper. Since the much-loved characters had moved down from the East End of London twelve years ago with their twin boys, they had been immediately accepted and soon became renowned amongst the market dwellers for being not only all-seeing and all-knowing, but all-swearing, too.


Despite earning a particularly good living from their shop, Pat’s appearance wasn’t a priority. Her bleached, shoulder-length hair quite often had dark roots showing. She rarely wore make-up to accentuate the small features in her round, rosy-cheeked face. Her huge tortoiseshell spectacles were quite often covered in smudges, and her uniform of tatty jeans and baggy T-shirts was standard. However, for what she lacked in self-care, she gained in that rare quality in a person where beauty and joy radiate from their soul. She was also one of those women that if she were to lose weight, she wouldn’t be who she was any more.


Clonking the vase down, spilling water on her black trainers as she did so, Kara knew that the minute Pat got a glimpse of her face, she would know that Kara wasn’t all right at all. Remaining silent was her safest tactic. 


Pat continued, ‘Don’t let that frigid cow get you down. We all know she just needs a damn good seeing to. Go on, tell your Auntie Pat: what’s up, darlin’?’


Charlie squeezed Kara’s arm affectionately, telling his wife, ‘Leave the kid alone, Pat. You’re such a nosy old cow, you are.’ He carried on arranging some shiny aubergines in a row.


‘Mind your own business, Colonel bloody Rhubarb, and get back to what you’re good at.’ Pat slapped her husband’s bum. ‘Silly old sod.’ 


But Charlie was right. Kara wasn’t ready to open up to anyone else today, so was glad for the crashing diversion of Darren Dillon.


‘Forgot to charge my bloody phone, didn’t I?’ The lad came rushing down the metal backstairs of the flat above Dillon’s, which he shared with Billy, his non-identical twin.


‘How many times do I have to tell you that you should get an old-fashioned alarm clock like me and your dad,’ his mother nagged. ‘And why didn’t your brother wake you when he left? You’ve got an army of deliveries to do today.’


‘Too many questions when I’m not yet with it, Ma. And Billy did wake me, I just fell back to sleep.’


Darren ‘Daz’ Dillon had a shaved head like his father. He wore a tiny diamond stud in his left ear, which glinted brightly in the sun as he started to dart about getting boxes ready to load in his van. Preferring the pasty shop to the gym, his body shape was not as lithe or muscly as that of Billy. He was, however, just as smiley and amiable, and with his magnetic charm, a hit with the ladies, too.


‘All right, Moony?’ Daz called as Kara appeared, this time with a flat box of beautiful double-headed daffodils. She put them down on the cobbles in front of her and managed something that resembled a smile.


‘Leave her alone a minute, Daz,’ Pat said behind her teeth, as if she was holding a ventriloquist dummy rather than a tray of asparagus.


Darren was about to say he hadn’t understood a word of what his mother was saying, when Lydia, struggling to wedge the florist’s door open, clocked him talking to Kara. The vase she was carrying slipped through her hands and fell, smashing into a hundred pieces. Infuriated, and swearing loudly, she shouted across to Kara, ‘Stop dawdling and get yourself in here now and answer the bloody phone to that useless boyfriend of yours!’









   


Chapter 10


A few days later, Kara pushed open the wooden side gate, shut it carefully behind her and made her way up the garden path of Bee Cottage, the white-painted thatched dwelling where she had spent the first twenty-five years of her life. 


Despite it only being April, the air already smelled of summer to her. The lawn had been freshly mowed and several bees were flying around, busily doing their work amongst the bright tulips and pretty forget-me-nots in the lower flowerbeds. Chattering birdsong from the now fully leaf-laden trees would have been music to even the unhappiest of ears. Looking back down the hill, she could just make out the estuary teeming with Easter holidaymakers.


She knew exactly where her grandfather would be and there he was, at the allotment end of the garden, next to a pile of grass clippings, pouring a small amount of yellow liquid into a water container. She could hear the hypnotic buzz of more bees flying in and out of the hives at the back of the shed.


It had been a sad day when her loving and vivacious Granny Annie had died. Grandad Harry had suggested almost immediately that he move out of his bungalow and in with his son, stating that he could live out his retirement tending to the bees, chickens and the garden with its view of the sea. Though he never said it, Kara had been astute enough to realise that her selfless grandfather was not doing this for himself, but for her and Joe. Now that his father was living with him, Joe was much less lonely. And with the money that had been gifted to her from the sale of her grandparents’ cottage, she had put down a deposit on Number One, Ferry View Apartments. On top of all this, with her dad and grandad now keeping each other company, Kara didn’t have to feel guilty about wanting to move out and start to build her own life – even if it was just around the corner from their cottage. 


When she had turned the key to her new home, Kara had felt free for the first time in years. To be able to live in such a gorgeous location looking right over the water was a dream come true. It was to be a short-lived freedom, though. Aware that finances would be tight on her own, when Jago had insisted that he move straight in she had agreed, thinking he could share the bills. How wrong could you be! In hindsight, it had been far too early into their relationship. But as everyone knows, hindsight is a wonderful thing.
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Harry Moon was a stout man with an air of contentment that the acceptance of old age had brought along with it. 


‘Here she is, number two.’ The old man walked with a slight limp towards her and as he leaned down to kiss her forehead, the rim of his orange bucket hat brushed her cheek. Kara had never known him not to be wearing a hat or cap of some sort to cover his wispy white-haired head. His snowy beard was always trimmed to perfect precision.


‘You all right then, Grandad?’ she asked, kneeling to say hello to Henrietta and Daisy, the brown and white speckled chickens who were clucking and scratching contentedly in their long wire-mesh run. 


‘Of course I am,’ he said cheerily. ‘Now the sun’s out, I’m out. You know me – I couldn’t be happier. Chooks, bees, and lots of planting to do. Spring – it’s my favourite time of year in the garden.’ His deep Cornish accent enveloped her in love and familiarity.


‘What’s that?’ She pointed to the bottle in her grandad’s hand.


‘Apple cider vinegar. A bloody fox was prowling about last night. There was a right old commotion. I got up and came out here with my big torch to scare the little blighter away.’ He handed the bottle to Kara. ‘It seems to de-stress my girls.’ He smiled and looked right into his granddaughter’s emerald eyes. ‘Maybe you should try some.’ 


Kara looked away; she could feel her eyes filling up. 


‘Come to my office,’ he said gently, ‘and you can tell your old grandad all about it.’


Harry Moon let out a loud, ‘Oof!’ as he plonked himself down on the threadbare green armchair in his large shed. The open door offered a perfect view, back past the chickens and down the long, beautifully tended garden to the pretty cottage at the end. He turned off his portable radio, which was now blaring out the local news, took the vinegar from Kara and put it on the shelf next to him. Shifting to get comfortable, he looked with satisfaction at the purple flowering wisteria that covered the left side of the cottage. It was getting ready to fade now, but the beautifully scented old-fashioned pink climbing rose was already starting to take its place. The arch over the back doorway would soon be rampant with fragrant honeysuckle, a favourite of both Kara’s and the bees. All these blooms created an enduring track of the seasons and moments in life for the Moon family.


Kara took her usual place on the old red fold-up chair that her grandad had just placed outside for her. Despite the sun now going down in a blaze of glory, she was glad to be shaded by the little shed porch so as not to burn her pale skin.


‘Don’t mention anything to Dad, will you?’ she said. ‘You know I don’t like to worry him.’ 


‘Oh Kara, I do wish you’d stop this.’ Harry Moon took a breath. ‘Family is where life begins, and love never ends – and don’t you ever forget that.’


‘It’s just—’


Harry interrupted and went off on a tangent. ‘I was thinking back as I was checking the hives about why this Queen bee called Kara didn’t go to floristry college. What went wrong, my girl?’


Kara sighed. ‘That was years ago, Grandad. And I told you before, I would have been homesick.’


‘For a few weeks maybe, child.’


‘And I knew that Lydia would train me up, like she said she would.’


‘Train you on the job maybe, but she’s never paid for you to go to college and get a proper qualification, has she? She’s shrewd, that one. Got you right over a barrel.’ Harry took his hat off and placed it on the bench beside him. 


He was right. It had never been spoken about and Kara would never admit it to her father, but she had been so worried that he wouldn’t be able to cope living alone that when she had finished her A levels, she had turned down a place to study floristry at Bishop Burton College. Instead of moving the four hundred miles away and following her dream, she had stayed home in Hartmouth to keep an eye on him. Her grandad was right: despite Lydia making continued promises with regard to her studying for her BTEC in Floristry, it had never come to anything, so if Kara were to move on, she would only have the experience behind her and not the all-important qualification.


Harry, who was well aware of his granddaughter’s constant shielding of his son, shook his head and said softly, ‘He’s a big boy now, you know. He can take it. He would hate to think he was holding you back, love. And what happens when I’m dead and buried? You’ll have to talk to him then.’


‘Don’t say that,’ Kara mumbled, pushing her bottom lip out and reverting to her five-year-old self. In that moment she remembered all the times she had sat in exactly the same place over the years, rubbing ice on to her palm to ease a wasp sting she’d got from picking up half-rotten apples from the grass or hiding after one of the frequent rows she’d had with her mother whilst growing up. 


‘I’m eighty-three – and yes, I do feel like I’m firing on nearly all cylinders, but I’m also realistic.’


‘Nah, you’ll be like the Queen Mother, riding around the village on that old trike of yours until you’re at least a hundred and ten.’ Then, ‘Poo! Grandad, was that you?’


‘No, it bloody wasn’t, you cheeky mare.’ 


Kara noticed the scruffy little bundle on the dirty dog bed in the corner of the shed. ‘Oh Bert, how could I forget you? I didn’t even think to ask where he was – how awful is that! Too bloody wrapped up in my own woes.’ As though the ancient Jack Russell knew he was being talked about, he let out a contented sigh, then, continuing to snore, let off another vile whiff. Kara carried on ignoring the real issue and fanned the smelly air. ‘Well, he’s definitely firing on many cylinders by the stench of him.’ They both laughed, then a short silence followed whilst Harry waited for his obviously troubled granddaughter to speak her mind.


Eventually, taking a deep breath, the words simply flew out. ‘Jago’s been cheating on me and he’s spent the little money I did have saved.’


‘OK.’ Harry nodded matter-of-factly. ‘Is he still at the flat?’


‘No, I told him to leave.’


‘Did he go?’


‘Yes. He came the other night and got his stuff. The woman who he was … well, you know what …’


‘Banging, you mean?’


‘Grandad!’


‘The birds and bees are my forte, you know that.’ He laughed. ‘You youngsters. Your dad didn’t get here by a stork, you know. Now, go on.’


‘Well, the woman he was … banging … well, she doesn’t want him living with her.’


‘Someone’s got some sense, then.’


‘The Penhaligons’ daughter, can you believe that!’ Kara managed a stifled giggle.


‘Yes, I can. I read she’s a right old tart.’ 


Kara shook her head and smiled at her irreverent grandfather. ‘Jago pleaded for me to let him stay until he sorted himself out. I nearly wavered but found the strength from somewhere and said no.’


‘Halle-bloody-lujah.’ Harry shifted his fat backside again in his sagging chair. ‘He is a cad, that one, but whatever amount of telling, we have to see it for ourselves. How are you feeling about it though, love?’


‘I’m OK. I look back and don’t understand why I didn’t just have the sense to chuck him out before now.’ Kara sighed.


‘Well, you’ve done it now and that’s what matters.’ Kara felt herself welling up again as her grandad went on. ‘One of the few things I do remember from the reading at my wedding all those years ago, is that real love is patient and kind and it does not dishonour others. And I held that belief with your dear old gran till, sadly, death did us part.’


The wise old fellow cleared his throat then continued, ‘I do also believe that love comes in many guises and you did love Jago, in a way, and he you. But it wasn’t right. It wasn’t true. And I know that there is somebody out there who will be so much more in tune with my beautiful, kind, self-sacrificing granddaughter. Your gran used to say that there’s a lid for every pot, you know.’


Kara smiled at the memory of dear Granny Annie’s funny sayings. ‘I hope so.’


‘I know so. And by the sound of it, you’ve let the fool go with such dignity that he will look back with both regret and fondness for you.’


‘Drama is not my style.’


‘No, it’s not. Try not to let him back in though, Kerry.’


Kara said quietly, ‘No, I’ve done it this time.’


Her grandfather leaned forward and asked her straight out: ‘Do you need some money?’


‘My goodness no, that’s not why I’m here.’


‘Because I can help you out a little bit.’


‘I’m thirty-three, I need to stand on my own two feet, and I’ve been thinking about how I do just that. I’ve decided that although my place is small, I may get a lodger … maybe.’


‘Hmm … hmm …’ The old man stroked his beard in thought.


‘Hmm what, Grandad?’


‘Firstly, you’re still a youngster. What is it with the obsession with age these days? I see it in every newspaper or magazine. Well, all I have to say on the matter, Kerensa Anne Moon, thirty-three, from Hartmouth, is that age is just a number and that everyone’s time comes differently in life. The second hmm was: don’t do anything rash, my lovely. It’s only because me and your dad have separate living spaces that we’ve continued to live in peace and harmony. Think carefully about it. Go home tonight and imagine the scenario of sharing that little space of yours – especially a bathroom – with someone you don’t know.’


Pushing himself up from his armchair, he groaned. ‘Bloody seizing up, I am.’ He reached for the spectacles that were on a chain around his neck, looked down to check Bert was still breathing, then pulled out a book from under a mass of seed packets, scattering them on to the floor as he did so. He turned around and handed Kara a wedge of ten-pound notes. As she went to give them back, he pushed her hand away, then put his index finger to his lips and made a shushing noise. ‘Love always protects, too.’


‘But—’ Kara went to protest again.


‘It’s only a couple of hundred quid. I won it on the horses last week, but don’t tell your father that, either. You know he thinks I’m squandering his inheritance.’


Kara grinned at the preposterousness of his latter statement. ‘I love you, Grandad Harry, and thanks for always being there for me.’


He smiled, then patted his granddaughter gently on the hand. ‘That’s my job, isn’t it?’ 


At that moment, a barking Bert shot past them and started careering down the garden. 


‘He may be an old dog, but he’s got selective hearing on him, that one,’ Harry grinned.


‘Are we talking about you or Bert here?’ Kara laughed.


‘Oi, young ’un. You’re not too old for a clip round the ear.’ Kara linked arms with her grandfather. ‘That’ll be your dad coming in from work now.’


On reaching the back door, Harry lifted his stick to the clear evening sky. 


‘My dear Kerensa Anne, before you go, did I tell you that every soul is a flower blossoming in nature?’ He picked one of the large pink roses that had just come into full bloom on the side of the cottage and held it up. 


‘Agatha Christie,’ he said.


‘Sorry?’ Kara looked puzzled.


‘The name of this rose.’


‘Ah. In all these years I never knew that.’


Harry went off on another tangent. ‘Your gran. What a joy to behold that woman was.’ He handed the prickly stem to Kara, who put the bloom to her nose and breathed in its sweet aroma as her grandad added dreamily, ‘So vibrant, so brimming with life. Full-figured with soft pink cheeks, and she always smelled so beautiful to me, with or without her favourite scent on.’ He paused and ran his finger across the petals. ‘Just like this perfect rose.’ His voice quietened. ‘My Annie.’









   


Chapter 11


‘No Skye this morning, then?’ Kara greeted Star who was busy setting up her stall for the Saturday market.


‘A teenager up before midday? You’ve got to be joking. She was at the park last night with friends and a few too many bottles of cider. And all the while, here I was, Norma No-Mates, sitting up making these with some old crystals I found in my cupboard under the stairs.’ Steren started hanging some delicate silver chains looped with varying coloured crystals onto her star-shaped display stand.


‘They’re gorgeous – you are clever.’ Kara picked a blue-stoned one up and put it up against her neck.


‘Oh – and yes, I also found this,’ Star added nonchalantly, reaching down behind her. She handed Kara a pretty peach canvas with grey wording on it. ‘I want you to have it.’


‘What is it – a picture?’


‘Read it,’ Star said gently.


Kara started reading under her breath.


The Guest House


This being human is a guest house.
 Every morning a new arrival.


A joy, a depression, a meanness,
some momentary awareness comes
as an unexpected visitor.


Welcome and entertain them all!
 Even if they are a crowd of sorrows, 
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, 
still, treat each guest honourably. 
He may be clearing you out 
for some new delight.


The dark thought, the shame, the malice, 
meet them at the door laughing, 
and invite them in.


Be grateful for whatever comes, 
because each has been sent 
as a guide from beyond.


Rumi


Kara had tears in her eyes. ‘Wow! That is so true and so beautiful … are you sure I can have this? I bloody love it. It can fill the faded square that Jago’s Abbey Road picture left.’ 


Star smiled at her friend’s pleasure, saying, ‘Rumi is my favourite master of the spiritual world and yes, of course it’s for you.’ 


‘“Clearing me out for some new delight” … Let’s hope so!’ 


‘Kara, Kara! Can you come inside for a minute, please!’ The anything but delightful tones of Lydia Twist broke their moment.


‘Maybe not today though, eh?’ Star laughed.
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‘Kara Moon and Miss Bligh? To what do I owe this pleasure?’ Big Frank greeted the young ladies at the door of his café with his lopsided smile and soft Irish accent.


‘It’s Saturday evening, the sun is shining and I’ve missed you, of course,’ Star flirted, as did most of the women who frequented the charming Irishman’s establishment.


‘How was the market?’


‘Bloody busy, actually.’ Star yawned.


‘Yes, thought so, it’s only just quietened down in here. So, ladies, sorry but today you’ve got time for just one drink as my Monique is home from Paris tonight and I’m cooking her a special dinner.’


‘You spoil her,’ Kara teased.


‘She deserves to be spoilt. As do you, Kara Moon. Feeling better now?’


‘Yes – well, I will be. It’s early days.’ Kara knew no further explanation was needed. She added, ‘One each of your special cocktails will help.’


‘Grand, grand.’ Frank went behind the counter to make up the drinks. He plonked two tumblers of fizzing purple liquid with ice down in front of them. ‘Double blackcurrant cordial with tonic on the house.’ He winked. ‘Now, go outside and relax.’


Kara and Star walked outside to find a free bench amongst some of the other market traders and handful of visitors enjoying the early evening sunshine. The various annual holidays brought with them those with second homes and tourists alike; this, combined with today’s beautiful weather, ensured the estuary was alive with boats and, this evening, windsurfers. Kara could see the car ferry touching down at the Crowsbridge quayside. Sometimes she worried just how hard her dad worked. But on the upside, he enjoyed it and even though keeping busy was an excuse for him not to focus on anything else in his life, he didn’t seem unhappy. Or if he was, he never showed it. And with Billy being such a grafter, she knew that he would be taking as much of the strain as he could.


It certainly had been a successful market day. Lydia had managed at least two Mona Lisa-type smiles and was so pleased to see the money rolling in that she had even taken the time to prepare all the wedding flowers and buttonholes for the next day. They were all now nicely laid upstairs in the cool ready for Kara to load into the van and take over to Crowsbridge Hall early in the morning.


Kara put her new canvas containing the Rumi poem down on the bench beside her and patted it, saying, ‘Thanks again for this, mate, it’s so bloody poignant.’


Star took a big gulp of the strong gin cocktail and winced slightly. ‘I know.’


‘It’s weird,’ Kara went on, ‘but remember the bit about “violently sweeping your house”? Well, I know the words didn’t have anything to do with this, but the other night after Jago had gone, instead of moping around, I got the rubber gloves on and I sorted, tidied, bleached and scrubbed in a frenzy – and after it was done, I felt a sense of serenity and calm. I can’t explain it.’


‘I can,’ Star said knowingly. ‘Your body is your home. If your mind is chaotic, if you’re not treating yourself well, eating bad food, not exercising, not cleaning up after yourself, et cetera, then you won’t feel settled. By cleaning up your exterior space, you’ve also cleaned your inner rooms.’


Kara took a gulp of her gin. ‘That’s very deep, my friend.’


But whatever it meant, Number One, Ferry View Apartments was now spotless and every last bit of evidence of Jago Ellis had been removed – bar one thing … 


‘It was so busy today I didn’t even get the chance to ask how you’re feeling about everything now.’ Star rubbed on sun cream. It had been a constant annoyance to Kara over the years that Star wanted to keep her pale skin pale, whereas Kara with the inherited translucent and freckly skin wanted nothing more than a deep, rich tan.


‘I’m actually feeling surprisingly good. I miss having someone there for company, but I realise now that “someone” could be anyone. Jago was only ever half with me, when he was with me, if that makes sense. He’s a strange one, that man.’


‘Most of them are.’ Star kicked off her shoes and put her head back to the sun.


‘I actually spoke to Grandad Harry about getting a lodger the other night.’


‘That’s a great idea, Kar. But if you do go for it, I insist that we only interview tall, dark handsome men who are around thirty years old.’


The strength of the gin was already getting to both of them. Kara laughed out loud. ‘Yes, and someone who wants to procreate within the next five years and adores ginger women with rotund derrières.’


At that moment, Big Frank appeared at the table. ‘What’s the craic, ladies?’


‘I’m just setting Kara up with some potential suitors.’


‘Grand, grand. I’m locking up now, but you can sit here as long as you like. Just pop the glasses down behind the dustbins when you go, can you?’


He ruffled Kara’s messy ponytail.


‘Enjoy Monique,’ she shouted after him. Then sighed. ‘He’s one in a million, that bloke.’


‘Yes, he is. Quite the stud, too.’ Star had a vision of placing her tiny rosebud lips on his wide, full ones and committing herself to gay abandon in the café’s back kitchen.


‘I don’t look at him that way, he’s more like an uncle to me.’


Star took another sip of her drink. ‘He doesn’t realise quite how sexy he is, nor that he’s really spiritual. I can feel his aura.’ 


‘I bet you’d like to feel more than that.’ Kara even surprised herself with this comment. It was as if her true self and wit had been submersed for far too long. 


‘He’s a bit too good looking for me,’ Star carried on, ‘but those arms are a real turn-on.’ She giggled. ‘So, back to the serious stuff: are you really thinking about getting a lodger?’


‘It does seem a good idea in principle, but I only have one bathroom. And I’m a bit worried about the toilet business.’


‘Oh, Kara, we’re all human, just leave the window open and put a good air freshener in there. It depends what job they do, I guess. You’re up with the larks every morning except Sunday anyway. Someone who works nights may be the answer?’


‘Yes, yes. That’s a great idea. Now that Jago’s vinyl collection is out of the spare room it does look bigger, but whoever came in would have to take my room as it’s facing the sea. I could ask for more money then, maybe? I don’t know, it’s all new to me.’


Star then bashed her palm on her forehead. ‘I’ve got it – of course!’


‘Got what?’ Kara screwed up her face at her friend’s eureka moment.


‘It’s Rumi to the rescue: a Guest House! Rather than commit to a smelly lodger full-time, just offer your place as an Airbnb. You’re right on the water, you’re in a tourist town. You can pick and choose when people stay and you’ll make as much money doing that, if not more, as you’ll be charging on a daily basis rather than a set monthly rent.’


‘So that’s when people just book per night, like a hotel or bed and breakfast, right?’


‘You’ve got it, sister! I’m definitely going to do it when Skye flies the nest.’


‘But I wouldn’t be able to give them breakfast as I leave so early in the morning.’


‘You could leave cereal or bread to make toast out for them, or no …’ Star started flapping her arms around excitement. ‘I’ve got it – maybe do a deal with Big Frank and buy them a breakfast voucher for here? That would help him, too!’


‘Do you know what, Steren Bligh? You are not just a dumb blonde with a pale face. This is a genius idea!’


They clinked glasses and Kara suddenly grinned. ‘Guess what? There’s something else I did that was genius.’


‘Go on.’


‘You know how Jago used to love my home-made lasagne.’


‘Yes.’ Star had no idea what was coming.


‘Well, the night he came to collect his stuff, I defrosted one, mixed in some of the dirt I had used for James Bond’s litter tray that day and popped it in a Tupperware.’


‘Kara Moon! I can’t believe you did that.’


‘Well, I did,’ Kara replied triumphantly. ‘My last words to him were that I was letting him go “with love and a lasagne”.’







   


Chapter 12


Kara woke groggily to her alarm, stared at the ceiling, and sighed. She had never been much of a drinker and Big Frank’s ridiculously large gin measures on an empty stomach made you want to stay in bed for the rest of the next day. She turned her head on to a cold bit of pillow and let out a whining noise. There was no chance of a lie-in. She had flowers to deliver and not just any old flowers or any old venue, but wedding flowers to Crowsbridge Hall, home to ‘Adulterers United’.


James Bond had been sleeping soundly on her feet at the end of the bed but as soon as he saw her open eyes he ran up and started kneading her stomach in his usual demanding breakfast ritual. It was weird that, even if he were outside, he seemed to know exactly the moment she woke up and would come tearing through the cat flap and run upstairs to disturb her. He also had a very strange habit of dragging in random things through the cat flap. This morning, a coffee-cup lid from Frank’s. Last week, a bit of pink ribbon and a blue rabbit ear from a soft toy. She checked her watch and pushed him off gently. ‘In a minute, mister.’ His indignant miaow, followed by furious scratching, reminded her that she really must get him some flea stuff with the money that Grandad Harry had given her.


She was happy that freshly changed sheets and an injection of alcohol had made her feel comfy and relaxed enough to drop off to sleep last night without her usual fretful tossing and turning. Also, the idea of making some money by opening up her room to guests had momentarily taken away the anxiety of her finances.


This morning, she also felt strangely used to waking up alone. Probably because over the past few months Jago had so rarely even rolled over to cuddle her or touch her in any way. She had also discovered the joy of having a double bed to herself, stretching her legs and arms right across as if reasserting her dominion over it. She’d had one good sob on the night Jago had come home, tail between his legs, to try and schmooze his way back in, but she had done so much crying beforehand that she felt done with it now. She was also enjoying having her flat all to herself. No one stealing her space, time or money. If she didn’t want to clean or cook dinner, she didn’t have to. She could lounge around in her own mess and enjoy the peace. No more having to constantly listen to the Beatles or be clearing up dog ends from the balcony. Even James Bond seemed less skittish.


From now on she could please herself, do what she wanted when she wanted. There was no longer the worry of Jago coming home drunk, either. Sometimes he had been so awful to her that she would walk up and down the estuary promenade in the early hours, not returning until he had fallen into a drunken coma. He would always do this before a busy market day, too, which made sense now that she knew Friday was when he would have been shagging his lover! You’d have thought he would have been a happy drunk after that. ‘Selfish bastard!’ she said aloud. 


Running a market stall meant seriously early mornings, so it was bittersweet having to be up this early on a Sunday. At least it was Easter Monday tomorrow so she could have a lie-in. And to be fair, as Lydia had surprisingly made up the decorations and buttonholes, it wouldn’t take her long to load the van, then deliver the wedding flowers to Crowsbridge Hall. She would be back in time to enjoy the afternoon sun, and planned to stretch out on her small balcony like a lizard and doze off.


Looking around her, she realised how basically she had been living. The old IKEA metal bed she’d had since they had moved here eight years ago was all right, but the mattress could do with being replaced. The single pine wardrobe in the corner was marked with James Bond’s scratches. The chest of drawers, on which stood a small flat-screen TV and an unlit candle they had got from the market a couple of years ago, was still OK, but nothing special, just like the matching bedside tables. She hoped that her guests would be able to overlook these slight flaws as she would have to wait until she had enough funds to replace anything. 


What she would never tire of, and what was priceless, was the gorgeous view of the estuary below; when the old sash window was pushed right up, you could lie in bed and look out over it. If it was a good day, you could even feel the breeze and warmth of the sun on your face. Kara loved just as much when it was stormy and the howling wind and heavy rain buffeted against the window; at those times she would snuggle under the duvet feeling all cosy. Simple pleasures that Jago didn’t appreciate. Simple pleasures that she could now enjoy without interruption or complaint. 


She got up, pulled on joggers and a T-shirt, went to the bathroom, then through to the lounge.


‘Morning, Sid.’ The Painted Turtle was basking on his rock under the heat of his lamp. It had taken all her resolve to refuse when Jago pleaded with her to allow him to come back; so when he asked if she could mind the little creature until he sorted himself out, Kara didn’t have the heart or mental strength to say no. And as much as his biting was bloody annoying, she had to admit she really was quite fond of the pretty terrapin. Her sporadic spiteful thoughts of leaving the lid off the tank for James Bond to have a plaything had eased. She had even given Sid a new underwater hiding place: the blue pot – another part of her old life with Jago. She would have thrown it away during her cleaning mission, but then she remembered that Granny Annie had given it to her one Christmas with a mini-Poinsettia in it.


She threw the little reptile a couple of dried floating sticks of food, then after emptying a sachet of wet food into a whingeing James Bond’s bowl, she made herself a coffee and went and sat out on the balcony. She checked her watch: just time for a few minutes of glorious sunshine before going to the shop to collect the flowers and the van, then make the dreaded journey to the big house.


Tipping her head back, she shut her eyes – only to be immediately disturbed by the familiar whistle of Billy Dillon. Then his calling up from underneath her balcony with, ‘Kerensa, Kerensa, wherefore art thou, Kerensa?’ She looked down to see the handsome ferryman grinning up at her.


‘Shut your traps, the pair of you! It’s early on a Sunday morning!’ Cora Blunt shouted down from her balcony of the building four doors down as she lit her first cigarette of the day then erupted in a deafening round of coughing.


Billy put an out-of-sight middle finger up at a now laughing Kara who tried and failed miserably to whisper her reply over the racket.


‘You’ve got it the wrong way around. Juliet summons Romeo from above. And there’s little chance of that happening.’


‘It’s only a matter of time.’ Billy smirked. ‘Can I pop up for a second?’


‘I’m not dressed.’


‘Kerry Moon, you really do leave me open for innuendo.’


‘Get a room!’ Cara Blunt shouted hoarsely then disappeared inside.


The buzzer sounded and Kara went back inside to press the button to release the ground-floor entrance. Opening the flat door, she could hear Billy’s footsteps running up the stairs.


‘Coffee? I’m just making myself another one.’ Her back was to him; he took in her firm round bottom and womanly thighs housed in her grey jogging bottoms.


‘Yes, please. Three sugars, milky.’


‘I know that.’ Kara turned around, scratching at her hair, which was stuck up in the air and tumbling messily over her shoulders. 


Trying hard not to stare at her braless breasts, Billy kept his gaze at eye level. ‘I hear Dickhead’s gone, but surely he didn’t take your hairbrush with him?’


Kara checked herself in the mirror to the right of the balcony door, wiped away a remnant of black mascara and pushed her locks behind her ears. ‘Leave me alone,’ she instructed him. ‘I’ve just got up and I’m a bit hung-over. Are you not working the ferry today, then?’


‘No, I’ve just been briefing Daz. He’s agreed to run the float for me every Sunday from now on. He only works three days on the market anyway, lazy bastard. He won’t go in the tug, like I can, but your old man is cool about that as it’s early finish day.’


‘Good for you. Maybe if Daz likes it, you can both give Dad a day off sometimes. It does worry me, the hours he works.’ Kara went through to the kitchen to make their drinks. Billy followed.


‘Your dad’s sound, Kerry.’ He started eyeing up his surroundings and the impressive view. ‘Nice up ’ere, innit.’


‘I forget you haven’t been up here before. Saying that, not many people have. I’m only just learning how few people liked my ex.’ The word ‘ex’ didn’t slip easily off her tongue yet.


For once Billy thought before he spoke. ‘I didn’t mean to be flippant then about – you know – you being on your own now. And nobody told me. I saw him leaving with all his stuff, so kind of assumed it was over.’


‘It’s all right. I don’t really want to talk about it.’


‘Blimey, that’s a bit deep.’ Billy had swiftly diverted to reading the Guest House canvas, which now had pride of place above the terrapin tank. Sid was happily basking under his lamp.


‘Ah. Here’s old Sid. He’s so cool.’


‘A bit like you. He has his moments.’ 


Billy was annoyed to feel his face reddening at Kara’s lukewarm compliment. ‘I guess you’re wondering why I’m here?’


‘Yes. Please do tell me and break the suspense.’ Kara carried the steaming mugs of coffee out on to the balcony. She indicated with her head for Billy to sit on the bench next to her.


‘Well, it was Star, actually. I saw her yesterday. She said you’ve got to go to the Cornwall Trust place today and deliver some flowers, and she suggested you might need a hand. She can’t help as she’ll be busy working – reckons business will be good as it’s a Bank Holiday.’


It was for that very reason that, as much as Kara would have loved Star’s help, she hadn’t asked her. Bless her kind heart for suggesting that Billy might, and how sweet of him to do this for her on his precious day off.


Kara took a sip of her coffee, then looked into the handsome face of the young ferryman, considering his offer. If nothing else, they’d get the job done in double time and Billy would at least be an entertaining diversion.


‘Well, Kerry Moon? Do you want me or not?’ He winked and it was Kara who felt herself slightly reddening this time.


‘Always.’ She laughed, then, ‘Come on, let’s drink these and get it over with.’









   


Chapter 13


Harry Moon was just rinsing his mug at the kitchen sink, when a yawning Joe appeared.


‘Morning, son. Kettle’s just boiled,’ the old fella said.


‘You off out, Da?’


‘Yes, just going for a ride with Bert to Duck Pond Park and getting my paper on the way back.’


The scruffy Jack Russell, curled up in a ball, lifted an ear at the mention of his name, then promptly put it down again with a whimper. He was sixteen now and still working on being the oldest Jack Russell to have ever lived. At this great age he felt he deserved his privileges, so being pulled behind Harry’s trike on a lead at zero miles an hour wasn’t his idea of fun. He much preferred it when he could sit in a basket on the front and pop his paws over and see what was going on.


‘You worry me, you know, charging about on that trike of yours.’


‘Hardly charging.’ The old man laughed loudly. ‘And if it was a superbike I was on, you’d have a right to be concerned. More worrying is you working seven days a week without so much as a break. You’re sixty-one, not twenty-one now, lad.’


‘I like working.’


‘You don’t like stopping, you mean. I’m not daft.’


‘I don’t want to discuss it, Dad.’ Joe put the kettle on and took a mug from the cupboard.


‘Why don’t you try dating again, son? You never know, you might meet a nice woman, rather than having to put up with an old codger like me all the time.’


Joe poured boiling water on to his teabag. ‘I’m content as I am.’


‘What about Celia Dunsford who works at the paper shop? She seems lovely. And her husband’s been gone at least two years now. She’s probably a bit lonely without someone too.’


Joe made a face. ‘Dad! Give me some credit. She must be at least seventy and it looks like she’s growing a beard.’


Harry laughed. ‘Well, that could be a conversation starter, at least.’


‘I’m actually quite pleased you’re going out on your trike now. Bugger off.’ Joe flicked his hand at his dad as if to shoo him away, but smiled. ‘I’ll see you tonight. I’m hoping our Kerry might pop in for a roast dinner.’


‘How lovely we have her to ourselves for a bit now.’ Harry pulled Bert’s lead from the coat rack in the hallway.


‘Yes – at last. I thought she was never going to get rid of that bastard.’







   


Chapter 14


‘Stop being a back-seat driver!’ Kara shouted at Billy as they drove off the ferry and headed for Crowsbridge Hall.


‘I’m next to you, if you hadn’t noticed,’ he replied drily. ‘In the death seat.’


‘Ha ha – funny.’


‘Someone’s a bit tetchy today, isn’t she?’ Billy realised he’d gone too far when he looked at a now silent Kara and noticed a lone tear falling down her left cheek.


‘Oh God, Kerry. I’m sorry, I was joking with you. What’s up, Doll?’


‘I’m just hung-over, that’s all.’


‘If I cried every time I had a few too many beers, I’d be sobbing every weekend.’


A hint of a smile crossed Kara’s face.


‘That’s better. I’m so insensitive, I keep forgetting you’ve just split from your fella.’


‘I’ve been fine, but … look, the real reason Star suggested you came with me is that my Jago is currently shagging the Penhaligons’ daughter and I just can’t bear the thought of bumping into her or worse still, both of them, so the plan is for us to get in and out of there as quickly as humanly possible.’


‘Oh … my … God. Well, our Rachel certainly does like a bit of rough. I know Darren’s no stranger to her “hunting lodge”.’


Kara gasped. ‘No! No wonder she didn’t want Jago moving in with her.’


‘Yeah, the dirty slapper probably has a rota of bad boys.’


‘You haven’t, you know … have you?’ Kara’s voice dropped an octave.


Billy’s face was a picture. ‘No, I bloody haven’t. I’m actually quite selective in my choice of women.’ He paused and his voice softened. ‘As you well know.’ 


‘You’re such a joker,’ Kara said dismissively, winding down her window. ‘Phew! The air con in this van is so rubbish.’


‘So, do you know where Jago is living then?’ Billy asked. ‘I haven’t seen him about.’


‘He told me he’s with his mum in Crowsbridge. He’ll hate it as she’s such a clean freak. That’s the reason I’m still stuck with the care of Sid Vicious. Mrs Ellis wouldn’t have him in the house.’ 


Kara drove in silence for a bit, until Billy put his hand gently on her knee.


‘OK, so tell me what I need to do when we get there. You can just stay in the van, if you want.’


‘I’ll have to go in or Twisty will kill me. I’m meeting the events manager in the reception in the main room. The car park is right next to where Rachel lives, so I’m probably better being out of the van. If you can just help me carry everything in, it’ll save me some trips.’


‘OK, well, just show me what you need me to carry, and I’ll make sure we are in and out of there in no time.’


They pulled up in the car park near to the main entrance to the Oak Room, where the wedding was taking place within Crowsbridge Hall. There were a couple of other vans there: the DJ by the look of it, and an events theming company. 


Kara opened the back doors of the van and was just about to start handing out the ornate metal birdcages full of gypsophila to Billy, when she put her hand to her forehead and said, ‘Shit!’


‘What’s up?’ 


She rummaged around in the van. ‘Yes! I did put them in. Here, can you put one in each of the birdcages, please? Just tuck them in the middle.’ Kara handed Billy a few stems with the sweetest-smelling little bell-shaped white flowers on them. ‘They mustn’t show.’


Billy stood by the side of her and did as he was told. ‘I don’t get it,’ he said. ‘Why are they hidden? They’re lovely.’


‘The bride didn’t ask for this, but I always like to add a little something to all of our special orders. Lydia loves using gypsophila as it’s so cheap, and as it’s a wedding, prices are always inflated so she’ll make a bomb on it, anyway.’


‘Ah, so she doesn’t know you’re putting these in?’ He held up one of the stems.


‘You’ve got it. It’s Lily of the Valley, the scent is SO gorgeous, I love it and it’s perfect as they are having an unscented flower in the cages.’


‘You’re so sweet.’ Billy smiled.


‘And let me tell you more, Billy Dillon.’ Kara giggled. ‘The smell is only part of why I do it. Grandad Harry told me the other day that every flower is a soul blossoming in nature. Now that is sweet! I didn’t know that, but what I do know is that every flower has a meaning.’ She stopped to put the last stem of fragrant Lily of the Valley to her nose, before tucking it into the miniature birdcage. ‘And this one represents Pure Love. Perfect for newlyweds, don’t you think?’ She wiped her hands down the side of her jeans. ‘Right, let’s do this.’ 


She gathered up some of the birdcages. Then she turned, and it was as if she had stumbled into the most awful slow-motion movie she hadn’t even auditioned for, because who should be walking across the car park but the two people she especially didn’t want to bump into? And they were heading right in their direction.


‘It’s OK,’ Billy soothed, immediately recognising the Beatles-style haircut of Jago Ellis. ‘I’ll handle this.’ 


It was as if the cowardly Jago had heard him, as at that moment he stopped walking, leaving Rachel Penhaligon to carry on marching with gusto towards the white Passion Flowers van and a now shaking Kara. 


‘Be calm, be calm.’ Kara said to herself, doubting that the heiress would recognise her in the pink Passion Flowers uniform. And even if she did, Kara wasn’t the one in the wrong! She whispered to Billy, ‘Honestly, don’t say anything, it’s cool.’


‘Oh hi.’ The skinny Rachel sounded as if she had a punnet of Charlie Dillon’s plums in her mouth. ‘You must be the florist’s assistant. Tara in events said you were coming.’ But Kara wasn’t listening. Instead, she was staring at the neat little tattoo of a bluebird that was very apparent on the top of one of her pert little breasts. A bolt of anger shot through her whole body. A tattoo. She had a tattoo! 


‘Just pop them in the main door like a good girl, will you. Tara is waiting for you.’


Kara, now breathing like someone in the throes of childbirth, just replied with a faint, ‘Sure.’ She stared over at Jago. Knowing the cheater’s body language so well, she could sense his dropped-shouldered relief when his lover Rachel started to walk back towards him with not a hint of drama in sight. Kara could also quite plainly see that he was not looking at his new fancy piece, but was instead staring right back at her.


Putting what she was carrying down on to the ground and without any word of warning, she clumsily pulled Billy towards her and started to kiss him. A kiss so long and passionate that it would have made the cut in any Hollywood blockbuster movie.


‘How bloody unprofessional – but they do work for Passion Flowers, I suppose.’ Rachel’s guffaw and plummy voice could be heard a mile off. 


And whilst a shocked Jago tried to compute exactly what he was seeing and feeling, a breathless and very turned-on Billy Dillon thought he had died and gone to heaven.









   


Chapter 15


‘You did what?’ Star stopped looking at the new delivery of vases that had just come into Passion Flowers.


‘I kissed Billy. Only because I was SO angry that after all the times Jago would go on at me about tramp stamps and how he hated them – and there was Randy Rachel with a perfect little bluebird tattoo on her perfect little titty.’


‘I thought he liked big boobs,’ Star stated innocently.


‘He’s a man, Star, he likes boobs, period.’


‘So what happened then?’


Kara said in a rush, ‘Billy got excited, by the feel of things. And Star, this is the thing: so did I, a bit, and I don’t know if it’s because I haven’t had any sexual contact for so long or whether I do fancy him. Anyway, he’s only twenty-five, far too young for me.’ 


‘And … breathe,’ Star said calmly as Kara carried on putting flowers into the birthday bouquet she was working on. 


‘I’ve never looked at Billy in that way before,’ Kara went on. ‘I like him, we get on so well, but …’


‘He is kind of cute though, Kar.’


Kara bit her lip. ‘No. What I need now is a bit of space, not more dramas.’


‘And I guess throughout all this carry-on, Jago the shallow shark did nothing?’


‘Not at the time, no. Saying that, I was far more engrossed than I should have been. He did actually text for the first time since we split to ask if Sid was OK. His weird way of showing it bothered him. I know him so well. He’s such a cock.’ Kara sniffed. ‘I just ignored it.’


‘Good girl! So, wasn’t it awkward with Billy on the way back from Crowsbridge?’


‘No, I just told him straight I was using him to get back at Jago.’


‘What’s happening to you?’ Star laughed. ‘Saying that, eight years is not that big a gap, Kar.’


‘Don’t even go there. I think it is if the woman is older and wants to have children. It could get very tricky.’


‘Bloody hell, mate, you’ve just kissed the bloke and now you want his babies,’ Star joked.


‘You know what I mean,’ Kara tutted. 


‘Well, they do say that to get over one bloke you need to get under another.’


At that moment, Star’s daughter came into the shop. ‘Hey, Auntie Kara.’


‘Hey, Skye.’


Skye Bligh was almost the same height as her mum, and with her beautiful straight white-blond hair and baby blue eyes, the spitting image of her, too. As Star had given birth to her when she was just sixteen, the teen and Kara, her mum’s best friend, had also developed a natural and close bond over the years.


‘Mum, there’s a man in the shop who wants to book one of your crystal gridding-session things and I can’t find the prices.’ 


‘I’m coming now.’ Star headed towards the door.


‘One sec.’ Kara stopped them in their tracks. ‘I know what I meant to ask: could you help me with my Airbnb advert sometime soon, please, Star? I need to start getting some money in and want to make sure it’s really appealing.’


‘Sure, sure. Pop in later and I’ll let you know when’s good.’


The shop bell signalled Star and Skye’s departure.


Kara carried on placing some ferns into the pink and white birthday bouquet she had been creating, then stood back to admire her work. She knew she was a proficient florist, even if she said so herself, with a natural eye for colours, shapes and design. Some of the hoteliers on her delivery round who booked weekly flowers quite often pulled her aside and said they much preferred her arrangements to Lydia’s. Deciding that the bouquet needed an extra touch, she hunted through the metal flower buckets and was relieved to find a couple of bunches of pink-and-white, April-flowering sweet peas. She carefully removed one fragrant stem and concealed it within the birthday bouquet, since sweet peas were the birth flower for the month of April. It gave her a little buzz knowing that she had added her own special touch without subjecting the purchaser to the Lydia-Twist Added Tax. Star had also just dropped in a tiny fragment of Rock Crystal, one of the April birthstones, which Kara had hidden inside one of the white lilies. Perfect.


At that moment, Lydia appeared from the flat upstairs and clocked the stunning pink and white bouquet on the workbench. 


‘Lovely job, great colour mix.’


Kara felt faint. A compliment from Old Twisty Knickers? 


Expecting a well-endowed stallion to follow her uptight boss down the stairs at any moment, Kara just about managed a whispered, ‘Thank you.’









   


Chapter 16


‘Wheee!’ Grandad Harry deliberately made the handlebars of his trike wobble as he came to an abrupt halt on the drive outside Bee Cottage, just missing Kara in the process. Bert, with tongue out and paws resting over the front of the basket, looked like he was smiling.


Kara laughed and chided him, ‘Grandad, be careful.’


‘Being careful doesn’t make for a fun life, young ’un. We’ve had a lovely time, haven’t we, Bert?’ He slowly hoisted his large frame off the trike and parked it under the covered area to the right of the drive.


‘Where have you been?’


‘Just to Duck Pond Park and we go to a class up at the church hall for a couple of hours on a Tuesday, don’t we, my boy?’ He lifted the Jack Russell from the basket and put him gently down over the other side of the gate.


‘A class?’ Kara screwed her face up.


‘Come on in. I need to get the dinner on, or we’ll be eating at midnight. Why don’t you stay and eat with us?’


‘I’ve just come from the market and I need to feed James Bond.’


‘He’s an animal, duck, he’ll be all right for a couple of hours and I’ve got a bit of mackerel you can take home for him.’


[image: Image]


Henrietta and Daisy came running up to Kara as she opened the door of their run and threw some cabbage leaves on to the grass for them to peck at. Their incessant ‘tuk-tuks’ denoted their pleasure at both fresh food and another balmy evening for them to scratch around in. Harry was pottering about in his shed. Back inside, vegetables had been prepared and a ham hock pie was cooking in the oven.


‘Would you mind changing their water too, please, Kerry, my love? And pop a bit more of that apple cider vinegar in. When it’s warm, that stuff encourages them to drink, evidently.’


‘It probably tastes like real cider, that’s why.’ Kara filled the water container then joined her grandad in the shed. She picked up some sticky labels that were on the side: Harry’s Honeysuckle Honey. ‘I can’t wait for a new batch,’ she said. ‘I used up my last jar on my toast just this morning.’


‘Me too,’ Harry agreed. ‘I’ve already had an order from Alicia at the market. It’ll be a few weeks yet, though. It’s all looking good, mind. I’ve checked the frames all the way through; the queens are there, and the bees are healthy.’


‘It certainly looks like they’re bringing the pollen in,’ Kara said, pointing to the flowerbeds that had a few yellow-and-black striped visitors buzzing around them.


‘Yes, we will get some lovely honey in this summer, I think.’ Harry turned his kettle off at the wall and checked to see if Bert was still breathing in his basket behind him.


Kara picked up some felt-tip pens off the shelf and went to open them. 


‘Not those, duck, they are for my queens.’


‘I didn’t know they could write,’ Kara humoured him. Then, ‘What are they for?’ She’d never really taken much time to understand the whole beekeeping process.


‘I have to mark the queens behind the ear with a felt-tip pen every year.’


‘No way! So, is there more than one queen, then? I didn’t know that either.’


‘We have three hives, so yes, three queens, one in each hive. It amazed me too, when I started researching it all, back in the day.’ The old man plonked his bulky frame down in his armchair. ‘Let me tell you quickly. You never know, you might want to look after some yourself one day. Open up your chair, duck.’ He pointed to the one remaining red fold-up chair in the corner of the shed. The others had been taken to the ferry long before.


Kara suddenly went into a regular brief daydream of hers, in which she was living in a rose-covered cottage with a handsome and loving husband. Children and pets were running around her feet as she tended to her own bees and flowers. The beautiful smell of home-made bread escaped from the imaginary Aga and she felt as if she had not a care in the world. 


Grandad Harry’s voice startled her back into the present moment. ‘So, young ’un, let me explain. There are five queen bee-marking colours that follow an internationally recognised colour sequence depending on the last number of the year that the queen was introduced. Since queens do not live more than five years, the colour code starts over in the sixth year.’


‘That’s mad!’


Grandad Harry went on. ‘The pens are coloured white, yellow, red, green and blue, so a common mnemonic used by us beekeepers to remember the colours is, “Will You Raise Good Bees?”’


‘Oh my God, I love that!’ Kara repeated the mantra a couple of times.


‘Each colour represents the number the year ends in; blue is for the year ending in a zero or a five for example.’


‘Wow, you learn something new every day. Talking of learning, what class have you been going to at the church hall, then?’


Grandad Harry struck a Superman pose with his arms. ‘Just call me the silver surfer. I, Granddaughter, have been learning how to use a computer.’


‘Really?’ That was the last thing she had expected to hear.


‘Don’t sound so surprised. There’s life in this old dog yet. I even have my own email account, hmm … what is my email dress now?’ He paused, and she didn’t have the heart to correct him with the word address. 


‘Yes, I remember now: harrybgood@bmail.com. I am also getting a new mobile phone, which will enable me to not only text but to do that face video thing using something called What’s Up.’


‘WhatsApp, Grandad.’


‘Nothing’s up, duck.’ 


Kara smiled and gave up as the old man continued, ‘So, no more of that sister of yours saying she’s called me on the home phone, when she quite clearly hasn’t.’


‘That’s brilliant.’ Kara beamed.


‘I’ll be giving that Bill Gates a run for his money soon.’ Harry’s belly moved up and down as he laughed. It was infectious. When Kara managed to stop herself, she put a hand on his squidgy knee. ‘I’m proud of you, Grandad, I really am.’


‘The thing is, Kerry, there was another reason I’ve done this, and I do need your help now.’


‘Go on.’ Kara was intrigued.


‘You see, I want to use your father’s laptop to set up one of those dating things.’


‘O … K …’ Kara dragged out both letters to stop what she really wanted to say coming out wrongly.


‘Your face.’ Harry laughed again. ‘Not for me, I can only just about ride that blinking trike without falling off.’


‘Grandad!’ 


‘No, seriously now. It’s for your dad. I worry about him, Kerry. It’s time he forgot about bloody Doryty and got himself a decent lady. I can’t bear the thought of him rattling around here on his own when I’m gone.’


Kara took a sharp intake of breath. Even the mention of her mother’s name rattled her. She had sparse memories of that fateful holiday. It was as if her brain had allowed her to forget it. She then thought about her father. In the twenty years since Doryty had left, he had never been on so much as a date. Instead he had initially put all his focus into bringing her up as best he could, whilst still ensuring that the ferry crossing kept its magnificent reputation. And when she did eventually fly the nest, he continued doggedly working his way through life, without so much as a thought for what might make him happy.


‘I don’t know if this is a good idea, Grandad,’ she said doubtfully. ‘I mean, how are you proposing to persuade him to do it?’


‘I’m not. I’d like you to upload a photo of him – I was thinking the one when we are all sat outside Frank’s on your birthday. He looks happy in that one. I’m not sure how it works but can we put up a few words about him and then just see what happens?’


‘So, make up a dating profile for him, you mean?’


‘Profile? Hmm. That’s what they call it, is it? But you’ve got it, little lady.’


‘And how are we going to get him to meet someone if they agree to go on a date with him? Hmmm. I’m not sure about this.’


‘The most precious thing in this life is uncertainty, young Kerry. Imagine if we knew what was going to happen in advance? We’d never get out of bed.’


‘OK, OK.’ Kara checked her watch. ‘Dad will be home soon. Let’s go inside and finish getting the dinner ready. I’ll pop in tomorrow after work and we’ll see what we can do.’


‘Good girl.’ Harry eased himself slowly out of his armchair.


Kara handed him his stick. ‘I’m so happy to be a part of you.’


‘Hmm. Depends which part. I’d skip the dodgy right knee, if I were you.’ 







   


Chapter 17


Star put her legs up on the rails of the balcony at Kara’s flat and sipped from a large glass of chilled white wine. 


‘Your new boyfriend is looking up here,’ she said. ‘He’s probably peering up your dress.’ 


Kara came to the doorway and tried to remain out of sight of the ferry. ‘Billy’s just a mate and I don’t want to hear anything else on the matter, OK?’ 


‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks.’ 


‘Don’t you go all Shakespeare on me. Billy was calling up at the balcony last time he was here.’


‘See? It’s all written, Kar. I can feel it, you know me. Little bit of the old white witch coming out today.’ Star put her legs back down to ground level. ‘Have you spoken to him since Snog Gate?’ She blew noisy kisses into the air.


Kara remained serious. ‘To be honest, I’ve avoided him, but I will talk to him. And talking of writing, come on, let’s get this guest advert done.’


Star softened. ‘You know I’m just joking with you. How are you feeling? It is still early days, I know.’


‘I kind of miss Jago, if I’m honest, but then I think it may just be the company I’m missing. Eight years is a long time not to be alone.’


‘I hear you. I guess I’m never alone as Skye has always been with me. And I vowed that unless I met someone who would fit in around both of our lives, I would never invite them in. So, in a funny way, she allows me to be alone, as in partner-free, without me even questioning it. And being a free spirit suits me. Well, it does at the moment, anyway.’ Star took another drink of wine. ‘Did any of that make sense?’ 


Without waiting for an answer, she carried on, ‘My crystal sessions quite often turn into counselling sessions. I hear so many people telling me their partners are holding them back. But no one can force someone to do anything. You are in charge now, Kara. You are free to be who you want to be and do whatever you want to do.’


Kara looked wistful. ‘Sometimes I don’t even know who I am any more.’ She looked out across the water and, on noticing the ferry heading back to Crowsbridge, joined Star on the white metal bench. Seagulls were noisily cawing overhead and the estuary was alive with yachts and pleasure boats enjoying the Easter holiday break. The strong easterly breeze had encouraged a few windsurfers out to make the most of the early evening sunshine. A couple of kayakers were also heading towards the quay. The sound of chattering children could be heard from outside the ice-cream kiosk at Frank’s and cars were already pulling up on the road below for the return ferry journey across the water. ‘But what I do know is that I want to be able to do more than just work, eat, sleep, repeat.’


James Bond appeared and started weaving in and out of their legs, emitting loud, lawnmower-sounding purrs.


‘So, let’s get you to that place, Kara Moon. Come on.’ With a delighted James Bond jumping up on the now empty bench and stretching his long, thin body along it, they made their way inside to the small table and two chairs where Kara had set up the laptop. 


‘Did you decide on yours or the spare room for your guests?’ Star asked.


‘Definitely mine. I’m going to move all my clothes and personal stuff into the spare room. I can use it as a dressing room now he’s gone. So, when a guest does book, all I need to do is change the bedding in my room, as it will be clutter-free.’ Kara paused. ‘That’s a thought – I’ll get some new duvet sets and towels. I can use some of the two hundred quid Grandad Harry gave me for that. Shit, and tomorrow I need to get flea stuff for mad cat.’


After an hour of faffing and tidying, plumping pillows and straightening the duvet, standing on chairs to get the best camera angles of the harbour and several copy rewrites, an Airbnb listing for Number One, Ferry View Apartments was born.


Kara uploaded photos of the pretty Victorian block, Frank’s and the estuary harbour, plus her now spotless bedroom and bathroom and a view from the big bay window in the lounge. She also reluctantly agreed on Star’s insistence that including a host photo would make the listing more personal and would help to attract clientele. A nightly price of sixty pounds including breakfast was deemed by both to be acceptable.


Kara began to read aloud to make sure it all made sense before going live.


Location: Ferry View Apartments is situated overlooking the lively Hartmouth Estuary amidst the stunning backdrop of the Cornish coastline. Hartmouth is a thriving market town famed for its bustling Ferry Lane Market and narrow cobbled streets. It is a haven for yachtsmen and visiting tourists alike, offering fine restaurants, a bespoke floristry centre and a world-renowned crystal shop. The historic ferry crosses the River Hart regularly to Crowsbridge, where you will find the impressive Cornish Trust property, Crowsbridge Hall.


They both then laughed. ‘Loving our bit of free advertising there,’ Star added.


Kara agreed. ‘Let’s add our websites on there too. If they get removed, so be it.’ She cleared her throat and carried on reading at speed.


The space: Your room is on the 1st floor of this charming sea-facing apartment block. As you enter the room you are greeted by a stunning 180-degree view of the Hartmouth Estuary through a large sash window. The size of the room is very comfortable and it houses a king-size bed.


Bathroom: Directly opposite your room is a spacious toilet and bathroom, which is shared with the host, who will rarely be present at the two-bedroom property.


Notes: Must not be allergic to cats or reptiles.


‘Me not being there isn’t wholly a lie as I intend to go to Bee Cottage to shower, et cetera, when they are here,’ Kara stated, ‘although I’ll have to come in to feed Sid and James Bond, and to give them a bit of attention.’


‘It’s sounding great. Go on,’ Star urged.


Breakfast: Cereal, bread, milk, tea and coffee will be available, as well as one voucher per day for Frank’s, the popular American-style diner just a five-minute walk from the apartment, where you can sample one of their magnificent traditional Cornish breakfasts.


‘Ooh, it’s sounding so good I might book it myself.’ Star laughed, standing up from one of the uncomfortable wooden dining chairs and stretching out her back. ‘Right, I’d better get going, Skye will be wondering where I am.’


The intercom buzzer rang.


‘Maybe it’s your first guest already,’ Star joked.


The distinctive London accent of Billy Dillon rang through the flat.


‘Kerry, it’s me.’


‘Shall I remind him to put the toilet seat down if he stays over?’ Star winked and headed off down the stairs.


[image: Image]


‘Billy Dillon.’ Kara formally greeted the handsome ferryman in the doorway of her apartment, slightly nervously.


‘How’s it going, Kerensa Moon?’


Kara bit her lip. ‘Before you say anything else, look … about the other day.’


‘I thought we’d covered that already?’


‘It’s just. I didn’t want to—’


‘Lead me on?’ Billy interrupted. 


Kara nodded. 


‘It’s fine,’ he shrugged. ‘I wait years for a date, get snogged within an inch of my life and then discarded like an old rag. It’s fine, really.’ Kara had to double-check to see if he was joking. For a second, he had sounded serious but his smirk gave it away. ‘I’ll be your handsome decoy any day, darling, don’t you worry.’


‘Come in.’ Kara shut the door behind him.


‘So, has the toad been in touch since, then?’


‘Only to ask how Sid was.’


Billy laughed. ‘That bloke is such a twat.’ He paused. ‘And if he’d rather be with a posh stick insect with no tits over you, then let him, it’s his loss.’


Kara smiled, absent-mindedly taking out her headband and shaking her head so that her long auburn waves settled around her shoulders. 


‘Whoa, girl, what are you doing to me now?’


‘Will you stop it! You know you could have a choice of much younger girls with swishier hair and much slimmer thighs.’


‘Maybe I could.’ Billy waited. ‘If I wanted to.’


Kara rolled her eyes, hoping he couldn’t see the faint blush making its way up her cheeks. ‘Anyway, what can I do you for?’ She rustled around in her handbag for her lip balm.


‘It was just that your dad mentioned you were opening up your flat to guests and I wondered if you needed any help shifting anything or whatever.’


‘Aw.’ Kara made a tutting noise. ‘I probably will do, but not now as I need to get a move on as, talking of Dad, I’m meeting him and Grandad in the Ferryboat in a minute.’


‘OK, well, you know where I am.’


‘That I do, and Billy, thank you. That’s really sweet of you.’


Billy put his finger lightly on Kara’s nose. ‘Sweet? Moi?’ He winked. ‘I think you hold the monopoly on that one.’







   


Chapter 18


Pearlette Baptiste was sweating as she rushed in through the front door of the Victorian semi-detached house she shared with her much younger sister, brother-in-law and their two children in Penrigan. Thinking she mustn’t forget to throw her uniform in the washing machine, she tore up the stairs, nearly knocking her twelve-year-old nephew over on the landing in the process.


‘Auntie Pearl, what’s the hurry?’ 


‘I’m so sorry, my little darling. Did you have a good day?’


‘There’s no school, so of course I did.’ The lad sloped back into his bedroom to play on his computer game. 


Pearl heard the bath running and the deep voice of her brother-in-law doing his usual Pavarotti impressions, oblivious to the world around him, and sighed. Oh, to feel that free and easy again, she thought.


There were of course many advantages to living with her sister and family, but having a house with just one bathroom wasn’t one of them. She checked her watch and berated herself for not having had a shower at the hospital where she’d just finished her shift. Pearl had been a staff nurse for thirty years, but had only been working at Penrigan General for the past six months. Previously she’d worked in the busy Accident & Emergency department of a south-east London hospital, where stabbings rather than tractor injuries were the norm. But whatever the injury, compassion for her patients was always the same and, despite it still being a stressful and extremely draining job at times, there was nothing in the world she would rather do. And with her due to turn sixty later in the year, moving out of London and enjoying the slower pace of living in such a beautiful area of the country was also helping her to rebuild her life … after the accident.
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