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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.’ 


Frank 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.
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