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  ‘I know nothing with any certainty, but the sight of the stars makes me dream.’




  VINCENT VAN GOGH
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  Chapter One




  Seren




  It’s still dark as I carefully pick my way down the sandy steps to the beach, the narrow beam from my torch the only guide for my feet. The rush of waves against rocks is deafening, and it’s cold – the kind of cold that sneaks in between the layers of your clothing and seeps into your bones. My hands sting where they hold the torch and the small red tin bucket I’ve had ever since I was a kid. I should probably wear gloves this early in the year; the Cornish early spring wind is unforgiving against my skin. But I like the wildness, the rawness of it.




  This is my special place and I adore it all year round.




  Walking down to an empty beach before the sun is even up feels like the biggest adventure. And even though I make the journey almost every morning before work, I’m still thrilled by it. For a short time the beach belongs to me, before the surfers and dog-walkers and fellow beach-combers wake and venture down onto the clotted-cream sand. I am queen of all I survey – even if right now that mostly consists of shadow and silhouette, with the faintest line of paler blue at the horizon breaking over the ink-black waves.




  But I haven’t just come here to admire the view. I’m hunting for magic.




  There are three special beaches where the treasure I’m seeking can be found. Two of them are close to my home in St Ives, but this one – Gwithian Beach – lies at the opposite end of St Ives Bay. I can see it if I sit on the harbour wall, the tall tower of Godrevy Lighthouse marking its location at the end of the sweeping bay far in the distance. But the journey here – and the impossibly early start it requires – is absolutely worth it for what I find on this beach.




  Seaglass.




  Tiny pieces of multicoloured glass, worn smooth by waves and time, that are hidden among the shingle, seaweed and driftwood strewn across the sandy beaches. Ethereal, like snowy-white, palest pinks, turquoise and mint; or striking – startling cyan, dragon-green and brown – they are impossible to resist picking up. When my dad first showed me them, almost a lifetime ago, I thought mermaids had scattered treasure between the rocks for us to find. I still think it’s spellbinding – and now I collect the pieces in my red tin bucket for the jewellery I make in my spare time. One day it will be my business, and I will conjure my own magic from the pieces of sea-treasure I’ve found on the beach. But my dream is on hold for now, so this is the best I can do.




  I think I’m alone on Gwithian Beach. But my torch beam catches something lying on the sand that challenges my assumption. At first I think I’ve found a particularly rich vein of seaglass, but as the light follows the line of glass pieces I see it’s forming a shape.




  Behind me, far out on the horizon, the first rays of sunlight begin to shine, and in the strengthening pink-gold light that slowly washes up the beach, I see the whole shape. It’s a star – almost complete. Its fifth point is missing. I look up to scan the brightening beach, trying to see if the person who left this shape is still around. But Gwithian Beach is deserted.




  It’s beautiful. As I look closer I can see the care with which the starmaker has placed each tiny piece of seaglass. Why didn’t they finish it? It seems strange to go to so much trouble and then leave it incomplete. Maybe they ran out of time here, or were disturbed. Or maybe . . . I can hardly believe I’m even thinking this, but what if they left it unfinished for someone else to take up the challenge?




  What if they left it for me?




  I look down into my bucket at the handfuls of glinting, sea-smoothed gems I’ve collected this morning and feel a smile break across my skin. It’s too much of an invitation to ignore. I can’t thank the maker of this gorgeous star, but maybe I can show my appreciation with my own treasure.




  In the earliest light of the dawn, I kneel in the damp sand and carefully place my own line of seaglass pieces to make the final point . . .




  Doing this takes almost all the time I’d allowed myself to be here – my stolen hours before I have to return to the day and all the competing voices vying for my attention. It’s emptied my bucket too, the finds I’d intended for my bracelets all nestled in the sand completing the star. But it’s worth it. When I stand to admire my handiwork, my heart feels close to exploding. I don’t even feel the bitter March cold any more. For a moment, here on the golden-light-kissed beach with the sparkling seaglass star, all is right with the world. Nothing can touch me and no fears darken my day. For the first time in weeks, I just breathe. And suddenly, I don’t feel so alone – as though the person who left the star for me to discover is a friend I haven’t met yet.




  I take one last look at the star down on the beach as I walk back to my car, still amazed by the gift of finding it. And I smile all the way back to St Ives . . .










  Chapter Two




  Jack




  If she ignores me one more time, I’m going to lose it.




  Never underestimate the sheer bloody-mindedness of a seven-year-old on a school morning. Especially when she has a maths test and the beach is calling. ‘Nessie Dixon, come on, please,’ I say – again. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve repeated myself since I woke today.




  My daughter continues her improvised interpretative dance piece around her small bedroom, pyjama top swinging around her neck like a superhero cape – as far as she’s got in changing for school – and one trouser leg rolled up to the knee, which is the overnight fate of every pair of pyjama bottoms she’s worn since the age of two. It would be endearing if I didn’t have less than an hour to get her washed, dressed, fed and delivered to the small village school five miles away.




  Mornings like these are the only time I wish Tash were here. My wife could do that thing with her voice where all games cease and order is restored. In the seven months since she died I’ve failed to master it. Sometimes it was just an ‘Erm . . .’ in that tone. Remarkable. There are so many things I don’t miss about Tash, mostly the yelling – but her ‘erm’ ability is a gap I’ve yet to fill.




  ‘Daaa-deee,’ Nessie says, in that singsong way that makes me want to hug and yell at her simultaneously. ‘It’s your turn now.’




  ‘No, ladybug, it’s your turn to get ready for school.’ I daren’t look at my watch. I know it’ll be bad news. ‘Come on. Please?’




  Nessie stops twirling and gives me a stare that could refreeze polar ice caps. ‘You’re no fun,’ she states, hands on hips.




  I’m inclined to agree.




  On the way, Nessie chatters about the million-and-one things she has to do after school today. I half-expect to hear her mention ‘taking over the world’ as one of them.




  ‘And can we go down to the beach again tonight? After tea?’




  Like I could stop her if I even wanted to. ‘Sure. If you eat all your tea.’




  ‘I will. We need to finish the star.’




  The star? For a moment the rush of the morning school run, plus the list of everything I have to do today, fogs my brain, and it takes me a while to work out what she means. Then I remember. Last night on the beach we collected a handful of seaglass. The storm in the early hours had raked a harvest of sea-worn treasure further up the beach than usual. Nessie and I enjoyed a happy half-hour of beachcombing, and then I suggested we make a shape in the sand with our haul. Behind the rocks, just up from the line of high tide. Nessie chose a star. So we set to work.




  Unfortunately, our artistic ambition was hampered by our seaglass-gathering skills, so the star only had four of its five points. Nessie wanted to find more glass, but by then it was getting too dark to see, so I said we should leave it. Perhaps if I’d brought an extra jumper for her or insisted we wear coats we could’ve stayed longer. But it was freezing, and the last thing Ness needs is another cold. Not with her asthma.




  I hated leading her away from our unfinished magnum opus. It’s times like that I find hardest being a dad – when you have to be the grown-up and be sensible. I always feel a little like I’m betraying our true nature. Nessie understood, of course. But I still secretly hated it.




  ‘It will still be there, won’t it, Dad?’




  ‘I don’t see why not. There aren’t many people on the beach this time of year.’




  ‘I’m going to find the biggest bits and fill in the middle of the star, too.’




  ‘We might not find as much as you think, Ness . . .’




  ‘Er, we will. Because we are Super Mega Awesome Seaglass Finders.’




  In that case, Nessie, we definitely will.




  We make the school gates with three minutes to spare and I’m granted a swift air-kiss before she dashes off. Then, as she always does, Nessie stops in the middle of the playground, turns back and races into my arms for a huge hug.




  ‘Secret sign,’ she murmurs into my shoulder.




  ‘Secret sign,’ I reply, wanting to squeeze her forever.




  Two and a half minutes to the bell. But I’ll forgive her the thirty seconds we lost.










  Chapter Three




  Seren




  It’s quiet in the shop today. But then, most days it is.




  I look around MacArthur’s and feel the all-too-familiar sinking of my heart. So much of Dad is tied up in this place, and while I’ve repainted the walls and rearranged the furniture, it still feels like his fingerprints are everywhere. I expect him to walk in at any moment, frown and move a display table three inches to the right. Or dust something. Or grab my hand and perform an impromptu jig. Dad was a dreamer, and his tiny art and craft gallery in its tiny courtyard just off Fore Street was the business he’d always dreamed of.




  But it was never meant to be my business. Nevertheless, here I am. It passed to Mum three months ago when Dad died, and she had no idea how to run it, so she asked me. The business is mine in every sense except the yearly rent, which Mum pays from Dad’s now dwindling savings account, the tiny amount left in his business account long since used up. I’m determined to make the shop completely self-sufficient before we try to sell it on.




  It’s hard work. Long days that often stretch into long nights trying to make the accounts a little less horrific. Through it all, those tiny scraps of light-catching treasure I’ve discovered on my beachcombs each morning help me stay on the right side of terrified. Because after the shop stuff is done, that’s the time my real passion can take over.




  I take a small drawstring bag from the back pocket of my jeans and start laying out the seaglass pieces on the driftwood counter. Pale green, peridot, smoky grey and cobalt blue – a line of treasure that will soon be looped together with silver wire. It calms my mind, settles my soul.




  Until the front door whips open like a gale has blown into the courtyard, the tiny brass bell above the door almost flying clean off its bracket.




  ‘I brought you coffee. Large one, with an extra shot. You look like you need it.’




  My best friend Aggie breezes into the shop like a strong southwesterly, making my only customer turn in surprise. She’s on her break from the small coffee hut she owns just above Porthgwidden Beach, but she would appear to be in a hurry regardless of whether she was working or not. I love this blustery force of nature. When Agatha Keats arrives in your life, you know things are about to get interesting.




  ‘Hey, you. How’s business?’




  ‘Brisk,’ she grins, leaning against the counter and handing me a large takeaway cup of what I know is the best coffee in St Ives. ‘But good. You?’




  The only customer I’ve seen all morning has gone, the brass bell still swinging over the door in his wake. ‘Could be better.’




  ‘It’s a blip, Ser.’




  ‘Long blip.’




  ‘It’ll pass. It’s early in the season – not even Easter yet. Whole town’s been quiet lately.’




  ‘Except for your place.’




  Aggie’s silver charm bracelets jingle as she dismisses this. ‘I serve legal addictive stimulants for a very reasonable price. People will forget me once their coffee’s drunk. You provide art that lasts forever. You can’t rush that.’




  ‘I’d settle for the best coffee in town.’




  ‘Which is why I brought you one.’ She pats the white lid of the coffee cup. ‘So it’s not all bad, is it, bird?’




  I have to smile. ‘Maybe not.’




  ‘No maybe about it. Drink up.’ She looks down at the seaglass shapes. ‘This your latest one?’




  ‘Might be. Like it?’




  She gives me a look like I’ve just asked if the sea is made of syrup. ‘Like it? I love it! It’s gorgeous. Just like you.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  ‘You’re welcome.’ She fiddles with the price label on the display of carved wooden shell-shaped keyrings on the counter. I have learned over the years that Aggie’s fiddles always precede something she’s embarrassed about.




  She’s inspecting the shells for a long time this morning, so I decide to rescue her. ‘So why did you really come to see me?’




  She doesn’t even try to feign injury. ‘Can’t hide anything from you, can I?’




  ‘No, you can’t. Out with it.’




  ‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen Kieran today?’




  I haven’t. Which is odd, as Kieran Macklin is usually my first visitor of the morning. He’s also the Third Amigo to Aggie and me, ever since our last year of secondary school. Whatever happens in life, and no matter where we’ve found ourselves, our bond remains solid as rock. Kieran’s a photographer, known internationally for his gorgeous images of southwest Cornwall and locally for being the best source of gossip; but to us he’ll always be the cheeky chap who crashed our drama club’s Christmas party blind drunk and quoting Shakespeare badly. And although he has a legion of devoted fans who follow his work on Instagram and Facebook, Ag and I like to think we were the first Macklinites. ‘Did he say he was over this way today?’




  ‘Should be. He’s doing a wall art commission for that new bar on Market Place – supposed to be overseeing its installation all week.’




  ‘He could be there already?’




  ‘Nope. I just passed it. No sign of life.’




  ‘Have you called him?’




  The charm bracelets jangle as she runs a hand through her bright red and bottle-blonde-streaked hair. ‘Haven’t had time. Busy-busy, you know.’




  Aggie Keats acting strangely is not unusual, but it feels like she’s being too dismissive this morning. ‘If I see him, I’ll tell him you were asking.’




  ‘Right.’ She’s picking at a thread on her coat cuff now, and suddenly seems to have shrunk in height. This is not like her at all.




  ‘Aggie?’




  There’s a long pause – and then the bomb drops. ‘Kieran and me – we had a – thing – last night.’




  ‘You and Kieran?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘What sort of a thing? A kiss thing? A something-more thing?’




  She shuts her eyes as if the truth might escape from her lashes. ‘A kiss thing. And a going-back-to-his thing. And a several times during the night thing . . .’




  ‘Wow. Okay.’ Kieran and Aggie are my oldest, dearest friends, and while there’s always been a lot of inappropriate flirting between them, I’d assumed it was just what they did. This is a huge development – and I can’t hide my shock.




  ‘Yes. I know, don’t give me that look!’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘He kissed me. Right out the blue. We’d been on the balcony at Fred’s, you know, like always; Buds and vapes and talking bollocks . . . And then – honestly, Ser, I don’t know what happened. He just leaned in, then I was kissing him back, then I was back at his . . .’ Her forehead drops to the counter and she groans. ‘I don’t know what I was thinkin’.’




  ‘My life . . .’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘When did you leave?’




  ‘In the early hours. He was still sleepin’.’




  ‘Did you leave a note?’ I stare at her. ‘Text him at least?’




  ‘I just dashed to work. There wasn’t time – I didn’t know what to say . . .’




  ‘Oh, Ag.’




  ‘I’m a fool, aren’t I? And now he hates me.’




  ‘He doesn’t hate you. Maybe he’s just lying low.’




  ‘Avoiding me.’




  ‘Possibly. Was he – were you drunk?’




  ‘That’s the worst bit. Stone cold sober, both of us.’ There’s a flush of red above her eyebrows when she raises her head. ‘He said he loved me.’




  ‘Wow.’




  ‘I know. I just don’t know what to do with that. We’ve been friends all this time and he never said a word before. Has he ever told you about it?’




  ‘No, nothing. Oh Ag. How do you feel?’




  ‘I don’t know. Confused. Frustrated. Terrified I just lost a friend.’




  ‘But you must have felt the same last night?’




  ‘I did. I think I did. What if I took advantage? Just got swept up in the suddenness and left my brain at the bar?’ She’s pacing now, trying to make it look like she’s browsing the shop. It isn’t convincing.




  ‘Don’t worry. He might be shocked by it all like you are. He’s probably gone off with his camera somewhere to clear his head.’




  ‘Sophie and Martin are workin’ today and they think I’m nuts. I’ve been a proper cloud-cadet all mornin’. I took an early lunch just to give the poor kids a break.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’m sorry to put it all on you, bird.’




  ‘I’m glad you did. You can always talk to me.’ I spread my hands wide to the emptiness of my shop. ‘I mean, what else would I be doing?’




  She narrows her eyes. ‘You all right, Ser?’




  ‘I’m fine. Why?’




  ‘Somethin’s different about you today. You had your hair done?’




  ‘No. How am I different?’




  Aggie shrugs. ‘I dunno. Glowy. I haven’t seen you lookin’ glowy for months.’




  I do feel brighter today. Finding the star on the beach this morning has made everything else feel easier, as if I’ve found a pocket of optimism I’d lost. I almost tell Aggie about the star. But I don’t think I’m ready to share it with anyone yet. It’s novel to have something that just belongs to me for a change, and it’s probably a one-off; one of life’s serendipities that sparkle up at you just when you need them.




  All the same, as I’ve been working on my new bracelet this morning I’ve been wondering about it. I usually alternate between the beaches I visit, but I’ve already decided that tomorrow I will go back to Gwithian Beach. It’s the furthest away from St Ives and will mean a painfully early start. But I want to see if the star is still there. Just for me. To keep the magic a little longer . . .










  Chapter Four




  Jack




  ‘I’m sorry, Jack.’




  I stare at the well-dressed, middle-aged man who, until thirty seconds ago, was my best customer. I’ve done regular building jobs for Charlie Smith for the last five years and was counting on his help again.




  ‘Are you sure? I can do anything, you know. Gardening, handyman stuff . . .’




  Charlie shifts position as though an awkward burden balances on his shoulders. ‘I wish I could, mate. But the estate’s hit financial problems and I’m having to lay off staff.’




  And you’re not even staff, his expression says. It’s the truth: Charlie offered me a job a few years back, but contracts were easier to come by then and I thought I could do it on my own. Back when it wasn’t just my wage keeping a roof over our heads. Things must be bad at the Tremorra Estate if Charlie’s making staff redundancies. Most of the people who work across the historic house and its land have been there for years. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t know.’




  ‘It’s tough for everyone right now. If I can streamline here we might be in a better position in six months, but nobody really knows.’ His smile is kind, but a closed door. ‘Listen, if I hear of anyone looking, you’ll be the first name I give them, okay? I’m afraid that’s the best I can do.’




  My heart is in my boots as I drive away. I’d banked on Charlie having work for me. Early spring is traditionally the time he asks me to repair and rebuild bits of the crumbling estate, before the summer season fills his holiday cottages and books out the hall for expensive weddings. He’s usually good for three or four weeks’ work at least.




  I could kick myself. I was so confident of this job that I haven’t actively sought to fill my diary for the coming month. Now I have no work, and others will have snapped up any jobs going for the next few months. It’s my own stupid fault.




  As my aged Volvo bumps along the rutted country lane leading from Tremorra, a bright orange light begins to flash angrily on the dashboard. Great. Another mistake. The drive out here is a bit of a trek but I thought it was worth it. Now I’m low on fuel, I have hardly any money in my account and I’m miles away from the nearest garage. Can today get any better?




  I reach Hayle on vapours and fervent prayer, fill up as much as I dare and wait in the garage kiosk queue, flicking my credit card nervously between my fingers. I’d promised myself not to put anything else on the plastic; the amount I owe is too scary to think about. But I have to make sure I have money for Nessie’s food and the cranky old electric meter that eats 50p pieces, so I daren’t touch what’s left in my account. As the cashier turns the card machine to me, I swallow my fear and put my faith in the gods of Visa to rescue me . . .




  When my wife died, I thought it would be easy to carry on. Well, not easy, but possible. I hadn’t banked on the financial mess she would leave behind, or the challenge of being a sole parent. If I had a salaried job it would be easier, but running my own business and trying to keep everything ticking over for Ness is so hard. I don’t know what will happen if I can’t find work. I’m not ruling out finding a job – or several jobs – to make ends meet. Dreams are the first thing you have to trade when reality kicks you.




  The thing is, I want to believe I can make it work. I can do it, I just have to up my game. I won’t let Nessie down. I’m all she has.




  By the time I’ve collected Ness from school and we’re driving home, I’ve promised myself I won’t be defeated by this situation. Despite everything life has chucked our way over the past seven months, Nessie is as full of life and joy as ever. Being by the beach has only magnified her happiness. I know she misses her mum, but the freedom and space she feels in our current home have gone a long way to comfort her. My mate Jeb suggested we move into the small wooden chalet on the edge of his caravan park overlooking Gwithian Beach last November, when our house was repossessed. It was out of season and quiet, he said, so we wouldn’t be in the way of paying guests. To be honest, I didn’t expect it to be as good as it’s proved to be. What it lacks in design and furnishings it more than makes up for in character and Ness adores it. Now spring has arrived, I’m getting nervous. It’s still early and Jeb’s unlikely to need it back yet, but when the summer comes, who knows? He’s a great mate and hasn’t said anything yet, so I’m making a point of not mentioning it. Or thinking about it. Or worrying . . . Nessie is in a good place now, and I have to protect that. I just need to work out how on earth I can do it.




  It’s blustery when we get down to the beach after Nessie’s changed out of her school uniform. We haven’t waited for tea, my daughter being too excited to consider eating yet. She isn’t the only one desperate to get down on the sand tonight. I need the wildness of it this evening, the wind blasting away all the other rubbish in my head. Out here, as the waves crash onto the beach and the last of the sea birds call on the night, I can believe that the day’s problems are being washed away. I wish it were that easy. If only I could write it all down in the sand and wake tomorrow to find the ocean has smoothed away every worry, every concern, leaving nothing but a perfectly smooth, wide open shore.




  Nessie is skipping ahead, the wind gusting her long dark hair in dancing ribbons high above her head. She loves the wildness of this place too, and when I remember to be thankful for the good stuff, this is one of the blessings I count. In our previous home she was cooped up in small, boxy rooms with only a postage stamp of a garden to run in. Here, while we don’t have much in the way of space in the chalet, her backyard is the vastness of Gwithian Beach. Part of me wishes we could be here without the shadow of money ever darkening our steps: just being happy and wild and free. But that’s an illusion. Like going on holiday and believing you could move there permanently. In real life, it doesn’t happen. Reality finds you, no matter how idyllic your surroundings. Unless I can secure our future, everything is uncertain.




  I hate that. I hate that so much of this is out of my control. I like to be the one with solutions. But now it’s all on me, and I’m floundering.




  ‘Daaa-aaad!’




  Nessie is over by the rocks near the weathered wooden steps that lead back up to Jeb’s caravan park, waving like crazy. I jog over but I’m clearly not fast enough: by the time I arrive she is cross-armed and despairing of her old dad.




  ‘I said hurry,’ she admonishes me.




  I can’t help but smile. ‘Sorry. What is it?’




  Her smile seems to illuminate the growing dusk shadows beneath the rocks. ‘Look! The mermaids came back!’




  She’s pointing at the star we left half-made yesterday.




  Somebody has finished it.




  I feel a shiver of excitement as I see its perfectly complete shape, a glistening white quartz pebble at its heart. All the concerns of the day finally blow away, as we crouch down to look at the mermaids’ handiwork.




  The mermaids. Another Jack Dixon story come back to bite me . . .




  Since we’ve been in Jeb’s chalet, I’ve made a point of bringing Nessie to the beach after school. When the evenings get lighter we’ll come down later, but for now we dash straight to the sand as soon as we get back. Nessie was still in her school uniform yesterday, and it was heavy with damp sand within minutes of reaching the beach.




  ‘Let’s do something different today,’ she’d yelled over the sound of the waves.




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘Let’s make a star! Out of the glass stuff! A big one!’




  I had shown her seaglass on our first night at the beach, something I remember from school trips as a kid. Back then it was magical – I wanted Ness to experience that, too.




  ‘It can’t be too big,’ I’d called back, looking at the darkening sky and the thin strips of sunset painting the underside of clouds across the bay. ‘It’ll be dark soon.’




  Almost an hour later, with the torch from my iPhone our only working light, I’d finally persuaded Nessie that we should finish.




  ‘But it isn’t ready yet,’ she protested, strands of damp hair blowing across her face.




  ‘We can see if it’s here tomorrow.’




  Her big eyes mooned mournfully up at me. ‘But what if it isn’t?’




  ‘We’ll make another one. A bigger one.’ She still wasn’t convinced as I coaxed her away from the seaglass star, so for want of something else to say, I added, ‘Who knows? Maybe the mermaids will see it and finish it for you.’




  Ness has been obsessed with mermaids since she met the real St Ives Mermaid – a local lady who swims with a mermaid tail – at a friend’s birthday swimming party. Mentioning mermaids last night was a throwaway line, just something to distract Ness long enough to get her off the beach and home. But now, as we look at the completed star, I know exactly what she’s thinking.




  ‘It’s the mermaids, Dad! They finished the star! Like you said . . .’




  I don’t know who did this, but I want to hug them. My little girl’s eyes are bright in the evening light, enormous with delight. She is the most Nessie I’ve ever seen her be. And that is more of a gift than I could ever wish for.




  ‘Wow, Ness,’ I say, pulling her onto my knee as we gaze at the star together. ‘You were right. The mermaids did come back.’ Her hair smells of the sea as she snuggles into me.




  ‘I knew they would. They know we’re here now, Dad.’ She pats my hand and a tiny wrinkle appears over the bridge of her nose. ‘And – even if they aren’t mermaids, even if it’s someone else, we’ll call them mermaids for now. Okay?’




  It’s such a hesitant, grown-up thing to say and I wish she didn’t have to be on the cusp of reality. She’s seven but soon she’ll be eight – already kids in her class are starting to define what is and isn’t acceptable to believe in. Pretty soon I’ll get the Christmas question, which I’m dreading. I want to tell her magic is real and the worries of real life are transient, because that’s what I wish was the truth. I hate that part of being her dad is preparing her for losing her dreams. ‘For now we’ll call them mermaids,’ I say, giving her a squeeze. ‘And for as long as you want to.’










  Chapter Five




  Seren




  It’s still dark when I leave home and head down the worn stone steps to the quiet street. There’s a low grumble beside me, and I look down to see my dog Molly puffing along a few paces behind. She lifts her head and observes me with doggy puzzlement, her thick tail wagging despite her obvious misgivings. I don’t always take her with me on my beachcombing walks, but this morning her soft head and huge eyes whipped up from her basket in the kitchen as soon as I passed. In Molly’s world, that’s volunteering.




  ‘You can go back if it’s too early,’ I offer; but my dog has just caught the scent of salt on the air, and is now waddling ahead to our small garage where my car is waiting, just down the street.




  It’s strange, the smell of the sea. It sneaks up on you when you least expect it. Being so close to the ocean means it’s easy to forget during the week. I think you become accustomed to it, like the picturesque harbour and the quaint streets. But turn a certain corner in town and it suddenly, magnificently reminds you it’s there. I love that whoosh of salt and breeze straight from the waves. It’s the best wake-up call – and has soothed more than a few hangovers, too, in my life. I’m not hung over this morning, but my head is aching from too much thinking and not enough sleep.




  I wasn’t going to go to Gwithian again this week – before I found the star yesterday. There are other beaches, much closer to home, that yield as much if not more seaglass. The harbour arches in St Ives can be treasure troves in the right conditions, for example, and they are a mere five minutes’ walk from my house. But I’ve been thinking about the star on Gwithian Beach since I completed it, and I need to know if it was the only one.




  I have no real reason to suppose there are any more, but the child in me wants to believe there might be. Maybe I just want to relive the thrill of finding it yesterday. Its discovery made my whole day better.




  ‘Magic is everywhere, Seren, if you look hard enough for it.’




  Dad believed that if you really wanted to see magic, you’d find it.




  I want to believe it too, now more than ever.




  The cold wind hits me when I arrive at the small car park by Gwithian Beach, the door of my ageing Fiat 500 buffeted by a blast of icy, salt-tang breeze that almost blows it shut again. In the back seat, on her tatty blue-and-red-check travel rug, Molly cowers into the upholstery.




  ‘Come on, lady,’ I grin, reaching across the seat to coax her out of the car’s warmth. ‘It’ll be lovely when we get down there.’




  Reluctantly, she huffs her way out onto the grass and sand of the car park and leans heavily against my legs, as much to find shelter from the bracing conditions as to show affection. I love her for even being here.




  It’s dark on the beach and a little warmer, too. I’m wearing the head-torch that I bought for evening cycling but have found much more useful for early-morning beachcombing. As we slowly follow its beam over the shadowy sand, I try to remember the exact location of the star I discovered yesterday. The beach looks so different in the pre-dawn conditions; and anyway, the excitement of finding the seaglass shape all but obliterated my memory of where it was. The first two spots I head for are empty, and I retrace my steps as Molly grumbles beside me. And then my torchlight falls on a cluster of rocks I think are familiar. I scramble over them and stop in my tracks.




  The star has vanished.




  But something else is in its place.




  A new star, its glass shard lines glimmering in the torch beam. And one of its points is missing . . .




  The construction of the new star is almost identical to yesterday’s. Did they find the star I finished? Or had the sea or other beach visitors claimed it before the starmaker returned?




  I want to believe they saw the first star completed and created a new one to see if I’d accept the invitation. It’s a tiny gesture that feels enormous – as if the new star is an outstretched hand. Dare I take it?




  I don’t even have to answer my own question.




  The game is on . . .




  By the time I have completed the star, adding a mini-star of opaque and bright white seaglass in the centre, dawn has begun to break on the horizon. As the sun emerges, Gwithian becomes a palette of yellow and grey against black rocks and the shadowy grey-white tower of the lighthouse. It takes my breath away.




  For a precious moment, Dad is standing next to me, the sand collecting in tiny comical piles on the scuffed toes of his old trainers. ‘If today can produce a sunrise like that,’ I imagine him say, breathing out the words as if he’s savouring each one, ‘just imagine what it can do for the rest of the day . . .’




  Just imagine . . .




  I hear the familiar flack-flack-flack as Molly shakes her damp coat dry. She licks her lips and blinks expectantly up at me.




  ‘Okay, lady, let’s go,’ I say, reluctantly leaving my memory of Dad at the edge of the surf. My heart is racing, despite what waits for me back in St Ives. Today I found magic. That’s all that matters.










  Chapter Six




  Jack




  Work may be thin on the ground, but at least Jeb always has something to occupy me in the caravan park. He inherited it from his uncle years ago in quite a run-down state and has worked hard to modernise the static caravans, park shop and communal areas like the bar and the pool. But it’s a task that never ends: as soon as one bit is brought up to scratch, another thing crumbles.




  One of the walls enclosing the car park has seen better days, so he’s asked me to rebuild the top section. In truth, I think he’s got wind of my lack of work and has found something to keep me busy. He doesn’t need to – he’s already letting us live in his chalet rent-free – but today I’m glad of his generosity. Rebuilding this wall is earning me another seventy quid, which will go a long way towards keeping us warm and fed.




  At two p.m. I’m halfway up the ladder with a load of bricks when my mobile rings. In a move somewhere between sliding and falling with style, I manage to get to the bottom and answer in time.




  ‘Mr Dixon? It’s Gloria Masters from St Piran’s Primary. I’m afraid we’ve had a – situation – with Nessie . . .’




  I’m at the school within twenty minutes. I can’t remember how fast I drove, only how grateful I am to the startled tractor driver coming the other way for pulling up onto the grass verge to let me pass and not swearing at me. Now I’m sitting in reception, I can’t even remember if I locked my car. None of it matters: Nessie needs me.




  I’ve been dreading something like this happening since Tash died. Ness is normally so upbeat, so happy, but grief has the potential to ambush that. I’m running through the possibilities in my mind now, dismissing them in time with the relentless tick-tick of the clock over the window-shielded reception desk.




  Did she miss a test?




  No, we’ve been doing our best to keep on top of test schedules and the school have kindly texted me reminders. And doing well in all of her tests is a point of pride for Nessie.




  Has she cheeked a teacher?




  I’m not as certain of this one. Of course, it depends on your definition of ‘cheek’. Some might call it being cheeky. I would argue it’s one of Nessie’s most endearing features. But she’s a good kid: she wouldn’t set out to be cheeky on purpose.




  I don’t think she would.




  At least, I hope she wouldn’t . . .




  Did she get in a fight?




  No, not Nessie. She just isn’t the sort to use physical violence. I dismiss this possibility immediately. Not my Ness . . .




  ‘Mr Dixon – Jack – thank you for coming in so quickly.’ Gloria Masters gives me that smile from the doorway of her office. I’ve had a truckload of that smile from everyone I’ve met since Tash died. In Nessie’s head teacher’s case, it’s a little more worrying. Is she feeling bad that I lost my wife, or bad that I lost my wife and now my little girl is in trouble?




  ‘Where’s Ness?’ I ask before I’m even seated at her desk.




  ‘She’s with her teacher. She’ll be along in a moment. I just wanted to have a word with you first.’




  Uh-oh . . .




  I nod dumbly back, wondering how many trying-not-to-be-scared parents have occupied my seat before.




  ‘Nessie is a lovely girl, Mr Dixon. Very popular. Helpful and positive. Her fellow students and teachers are very fond of her . . .’




  I agree with all of this, but none of it is making me feel easier about what might be coming next.




  ‘Which is why I’m most concerned by her behaviour today.’




  There it is. My heart drops to the floor.




  ‘What happened?’




  Gloria sighs. ‘Your daughter was involved in a disagreement at lunchtime that became physical.’




  I can feel every nerve in my body twisting on edge. ‘Physical? How physical?’




  ‘She kicked one of her classmates.’




  ‘Excuse me? No. Not Ness.’




  ‘I’m afraid so. Caused quite a bruise. Now, I’ve explained to the other child’s parents that the situation is being dealt with.’ She narrows her eyes and looks down the long sweep of her nose at me. ‘So I am relying upon you, Mr Dixon, to address this issue with your daughter. I trust that we will not be seeing a repeat of this behaviour?’




  ‘Of course not,’ I say, more out of a need to get out of there than a genuine desire to comply. My mind is whirring. Why would Nessie kick anyone? She’s the most happy-go-lucky, non-confrontational kid I know. Something must have happened to make her react like that.




  The weasel-faced school secretary ushers Nessie in, and I resist the urge to sweep her up in my arms and take her away from it all. I need to know what happened if I have any hope of dealing with it.




  ‘Nessie, I’ve called your father here to help us get to the bottom of what happened today,’ Mrs Masters says, eyeballing me.




  That’s my cue. I kneel beside Nessie and try to get her to look at me.




  ‘Nessie – Ness – I’m not going to shout at you,’ I say, hoping to heaven that I won’t. ‘What happened?’




  She is sullen; the spark extinguished from her core, her body slumped. ‘I kicked Brandon Travers.’




  Oh, man . . .




  ‘Ness, you know better than that.’ I can feel the eyes of the head teacher on me, and wish I didn’t feel it was me under her judgement rather than my daughter. ‘We never hit or kick anyone.’




  ‘He deserved it,’ she says, her chin high – and my late wife is instantly staring me down, daring me to argue back.




  ‘Ness . . .’




  ‘But he did, Dad. He said, “Nessie’s got a dead mum.” And he kept on saying it, even when I told him to stop. So I kicked him really hard. Then he stopped.’




  In that moment, I’m immensely proud of my little girl. Physical violence aside, her reasons have become noble. How dare any child be allowed to emotionally kick a grieving schoolmate? Charged with righteous indignation, I look up at Mrs Masters and Weasel Features, who have fallen suspiciously silent.




  ‘Were you aware of this?’ I ask, my even tone masking thick accusation.




  ‘The reason is beside the point . . .’ Mrs Masters begins, but the squeak in her voice registers a direct hit.




  ‘I disagree. Ness didn’t lash out unprovoked. She was defending herself.’




  ‘Brandon Travers has the bruise . . . His parents . . .’




  I pull myself up to my full height, which thankfully is just enough to stare down at her. ‘And do his parents condone his harassment of a recently bereaved child?’ I let my stare travel slowly from head teacher to secretary, their reddening faces a reward. ‘Perhaps if they understood the full details of this incident, they might take up the matter with their son.’




  ‘Mr Dixon, Nessie needs to apologise . . .’




  ‘And she will.’ I glare at my daughter, who has just stuck out her bottom lip at me, ready for another battle. ‘As soon as Brandon has apologised for his remarks.’




  As we walk back to the car, heads uniformly high, I bump my arm against Nessie’s. ‘I think that went well.’




  ‘I’m not sorry, Dad.’




  ‘I know. But you need to say it, ladybird. However much you think he deserved it.’




  ‘It sucks.’




  I stop walking and stare at my daughter. ‘Where on earth did you learn that?’




  She shrugs. ‘Uncle Jeb says it all the time.’




  ‘Well – he shouldn’t.’




  ‘That’s not the worst thing he says.’




  ‘Ness . . .’




  She’s remorseless as she clambers into the back seat and fastens her belt. ‘It isn’t. Last week he said bummer . . .’




  As we drive out of the school car park I make a note to chat to Jeb about his language. I’ve heard the full extent of his flowery vocabulary – the last thing I need is Ness repeating that at school.




  She’s quiet on the way home but still races to change into jeans, a thick hoodie and red-and-white spotted wellies to go to the beach. As we clamber down the wooden steps from the caravan park, I’m praying our mystery starmaker has been busy again. Nessie needs magic after the day she’s had.




  The wind drops the moment we’re on the sand, and I can hear the thud of my heart in my head as I follow Ness. Please let it be there, I plead with Gwithian Beach. Even if it’s the last one . . .




  She’s far ahead of me now, skirting the rocks and splashing through patches of seawater pooling in the rippled sand. I see her slowing – looking down – and then . . .




  ‘Dad!’




  Thank you, whoever you are. For Nessie. And for me.










  Chapter Seven




  Seren




  There’s a buzz in town today. I feel it as I’m walking to Warren’s Bakery to pick up scones for a meeting with a supplier this afternoon. People smile at me as we pass; some offer a pat on the back or an encouraging word. It’s surreal, but I’m bolstered by it.




  The first of what will be four crucial public meetings for St Ives takes place tonight. It’s time for the town to decide what happens to a building entrusted to its care. These meetings mark the culmination of a campaign my dad began, ten years ago. Except the person leading it this evening will be me. Dad’s sudden death three months ago changed everything in my life; not just because I lost someone I loved so much and inherited the business he left behind, but also because it meant I became the leader of a campaign to preserve our heritage.




  ‘You go get that bleddy Bill Brotherson, girl,’ the lady from the Cath Kidston shop says. ‘Send him packin’ back to Plymouth!’




  ‘Thanks,’ I say, my heart bumping over Fore Street’s cobbles.




  ‘He hasn’t a leg to stand on,’ the guy in Warren’s Bakery grins as he hands me a bag of still-warm scones. ‘We’ll stop his fun, won’t we? And those are on the house, Seren. Your dad’ll be cheering you on from the hereafter tonight.’




  I’m not a leader. Or even a public speaker. But when Dad died the committee told me I was their only choice for the job. I’ve researched the topic and I have my notes prepared – backed up by the years of campaigning Dad did before. So, while I’m incredibly nervous about the meeting tonight, I have no intention of backing out. We’re trying to save a building of incredible importance to St Ives, and we’re facing a developer who wants to tear it down. People like Bill Brotherson only want to destroy our history to make money for themselves; Dad wanted to preserve it for the future, for everyone. I know whose side I’m on.




  But before I face that battle, another one awaits.




  The supplier I’m meeting is late, which doesn’t bode well. Recently MacArthur’s has been losing artists who have had stock with us for years. Dad collected people – he was passionate about local artists and craftspeople, and he wanted to bring their work to a wider audience. The problem now is that our customer base has shrunk, and our artists are getting nervy. Some people have just withdrawn their stock, while others have been havering for a while.




  Faye Jesson-Lee is one of Dad’s longest-standing suppliers, but she’s become increasingly distant since we lost him. When she finally arrives I’ve been staring at the scones for twenty minutes, wishing I hadn’t bothered.




  ‘I need my stock,’ she says as soon as the door closes behind her. Talk about cutting to the chase . . .




  ‘Can we discuss this? At least stay for a drink?’ What I want to do is tell her she is rude, and remind her how my dad supported her work when none of the other galleries in St Ives would even consider it. But Dad would have tried to solve the problem first, so I’ll do the same.




  She wrinkles her nose and eventually deigns to sit. ‘This doesn’t mean I’ve changed my mind.’




  Undaunted, I pour tea and hand her a scone she hasn’t asked for. I’m determined to make her realise the impact of what she’s doing, not let her grab her things and run. ‘I’d just like to see if we can come to a better arrangement. You’ve been part of MacArthur’s for many years, and Dad was always very fond of your work – I’d like to honour that if I can.’




  Faye looks like she’s just been slapped. ‘I’m not saying I’m not grateful, Seren. Your father was most kind. But I can’t keep my work where it isn’t selling. And there are other galleries in the town who offer better rates.’




  I’ve heard this before. It’s not difficult for those businesses to offer a better deal when they aren’t heavily in debt. They can also drop artists and craftspeople on a whim because demand is so great. I wonder if Faye has heard the same horror stories about them that I have. ‘Of course you’re free to take your work anywhere. We’ve never asked for exclusivity.’




  ‘Everyone knows your shop is in trouble.’




  ‘We’re not . . .’




  ‘That’s not the word in the art community. Your father was kind to many people. But frankly, his business should have passed with him. It’s obvious you can’t save it, any more than he could. I’m sorry, Seren, but if the shop closes I don’t want it taking my work with it.’ She puts her plate on the counter, the scone on it untouched.




  In similar conversations I’ve had lately, this would be the point at which I’d start begging. But now I think about making the star on the beach this morning – of how I felt completely at peace with myself – and I just don’t want to bow to anyone any more. Mum won’t be happy, but if our artists want to leave, I’m not going to stand in their way. If they have so little faith in the shop my father built, and so little hope in my ability to save it, then I don’t want them to be part of it any more.




  ‘Fine. I’ll fetch the paintings for you,’ I say, rising from my seat. I turn my back on her shocked expression and start lifting her abstract canvasses off the wall, stacking them up on the counter. Then I fetch the five paintings we have in the stockroom and add them to the pile. Ignoring the gaping hole in the main display, where now only dust outlines remain of Faye Jesson-Lee’s work, I fold my arms and wait, head high, as she scrabbles to pick them all up.




  ‘And there’s the money you owe me for sales,’ she rushes, her cheeks flushing.




  ‘I’m sorry, we haven’t sold any of your paintings for months,’ I reply, the steel in my voice an unfamiliar sound. ‘You have your full inventory.’




  No more. I won’t be held over a barrel by anyone. Let them leave.




  ‘Well, really, I . . .’




  ‘Let me get the door for you.’ I swing it open and stand, sentry-like, determined to see this woman off the premises. ‘Goodbye, Faye.’




  I don’t move, don’t flinch until she has hurried out of the shop, taking her paintings with her. Let her go. I’m done with pleading for people to stay. It’s surprisingly easy to stand my ground, righteous indignation firing through my body. Only when I am certain she has gone do I slam the door and yell out my frustration, the echoes of it left ringing in the glass sculptures by the window.




  By the time I get to St Ives Guildhall for the meeting, I’m more than ready for a fight. Even so, when I meet Aggie outside, my nerves are making an unwelcome return.




  ‘Ready for this?’ she asks.




  ‘As I’ll ever be. Is there a good crowd?’ I try to peer around her to see inside the hall.




  Aggie blows her last puff of vape smoke, and nods. ‘Pretty big. Hearing Bill Brotherson was going to be here was the decider for a lot of people, I reckon.’




  ‘Has he arrived yet?’




  ‘Just. Cerrie’s making him tea and trying her best to be nice.’




  Of all the people on the Save the Parsonage committee, I’m glad my friend Cerrie Austin was the one to greet the developer. While I know she dislikes him, her nature is impeccably fair. Perhaps it’s because she sees the child in everyone and responds to that with her teacher’s approach. It’s a devastatingly effective approach, too: I’ve seen her reduce bolshie adults to doe-eyed kids in minutes.




  Inside, the committee and residents are mingling around the refreshment table, but already I can see the divide. It’s in the way people stand, the surreptitious glances across the room, an unspoken sorting into ‘us’ and ‘them’. I don’t know whether to be heartened by this or a little scared. Most people I know don’t want the Rectory Fields development to happen, but there are other people in St Ives who believe it would be good for the economy. As a shop owner, maybe I should be one of them.




  But the parsonage was once home to Elinor Carne – a parson’s wife, and one of the great unsung heroes of British astronomy. And although she’s a stranger to many now, her memory all but gone, this incredible woman has been part of my life for the best part of ten years.




  Dad was a keen amateur astronomer – hence my name, Seren, which is Welsh for ‘star’. He built his own observatory, affectionately known as the Shedservatory, in our back garden when I was born, so I grew up learning to stargaze with him. The stars and the sea: a perfect combination that stole Dad’s heart first, and then mine.




  When Dad was working in Grandpa’s pub, before I was born and before MacArthur’s existed, he’d heard local stories of the vicar’s wife who’d identified a star; but until a decade ago, he had never found any information about her. Then an elderly lady from Carbis Bay got in contact to share a bundle of journals she’d been left by her mother. Elinor Carne had been her great-great-aunt, and the books had been kept safe in their family for years. This lady was now the last surviving member of the Carne family. She’d heard of Dad’s interest, and wanted to pass them on.




  Reading Elinor’s journals, Dad found out that she’d discovered a star long before the official sighting was recorded. So he had it verified with the British Astronomical Association, and then he began campaigning to have her recognised for her contribution to astronomy. It took him the best part of ten years, and there is still work to be done.




  I remember the first time he opened the journals – at our kitchen table after dinner, each cloth-bound volume spilling out its contents across the knotted oak. Elinor’s handwriting was elegant and controlled, the words adorning each page like miniature works of art. Her line drawings of the night sky, which she’d observed from a small observatory she’d built in the parsonage garden, were things of beauty. I remember sitting with Mum as Dad read each entry – and the sense of reverence as Elinor Carne’s passion was given voice again, so many years after her death.




  And it sounds improbable, but I felt as if she were speaking to me. She was a woman with enormous dreams, caught in a time and a position that demanded she deny them. Her discoveries should have placed her in the esteemed company of the great astronomers: William and Caroline Herschel, Mary Somerville, Isaac Newton and Pierre-Simon Laplace. But the scientific community ignored her because she was a woman and a lowly parson’s wife. So instead she dedicated her life to the tiny rural parish in the hills above St Ives, supporting her husband and gazing at the skies whenever she could.




  I think of Elinor now, as I walk into the packed hall. She pursued her dream in the only way she was able, but the discoveries and observations she made were far beyond anything she was expected by society to achieve.




  I see Cerrie still talking to Bill Brotherson at the far end of the hall. If he sees the evil looks being aimed at him from the committee, he isn’t acknowledging them. But then, he doesn’t think he’s doing anything wrong. It’s easy to absolve your conscience when you believe you have a God-given right to do whatever you want.




  He’s here because he has to gain permission from the people of the town before any development can go ahead. The land on which the parsonage stands is under a moral covenant to belong to the people of St Ives for perpetuity – the town doesn’t own the land, but it has a casting vote in what happens with it. Dad made this discovery when he requested the original land registry plans. Without this knowledge, Elinor’s home and what remains of her original observatory could have been lost years ago. I’m so proud of Dad for that – it’s a gift he has left to his beloved St Ives in order to protect the legacy of its most important resident.




  Bill Brotherson doesn’t care about Elinor Carne’s legacy, or about my dad’s work to preserve her memory and bring her the recognition she deserves. I’ve seen the property developments he’s bankrolled across the southwest. He is no respecter of history; his horrible, box-like monstrosities strip beautiful buildings of their soul and repackage their heritage as crass selling points. All he cares about is maximising profit, not the devastation he leaves in his wake.




  He’s a bloated, over-tanned and under-exercised lump of a man with a ridiculous cavalier-style beard and an assumed swagger that makes him appear constantly constipated. When he talks he has a permanent sneer, as if he is surrounded by an unpleasant odour. It would be comical, if he weren’t so successful. Or powerful.




  ‘Ah, Mr Brotherson; have you met Seren MacArthur?’ Cerrie says, waving at me. I can sense her relief from across the room.




  Brotherson nods. ‘Miss MacArthur.’




  ‘Mr Brotherson.’




  He doesn’t offer a handshake, and I wouldn’t accept one anyway.




  ‘You know, we could save everyone a whole heap of time if you and I could just reach an agreement over this.’




  ‘It’s not my decision to make. The covenant concerns the whole of the town.’




  He nods again, but I notice a small flicker at the corner of one eye. Good. My dad wasn’t a pushover, and I won’t be either.




  Lou Helmsworth is tapping on a mug with a teaspoon at the front of the room, and the crowd begins to hush.




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for bein’ here,’ he smiles. ‘If you would like to take your seats, we’ll make a start.’




  The rows of brown plastic chairs begin to fill with people I’ve known my entire life. Familiar faces, neighbours, fellow business owners, former schoolmates – the great and the good of St Ives have convened for this meeting. I don’t know how many will support Bill Brotherson, but right now it feels like the odds are in our favour.




  I take my place at the row of trestle tables arranged on the small stage at the front of the hall, and watch as the developer wrestles himself into a seat at the opposite end. Lou sits in the middle, purportedly to act as a mediator, although I know full well he supports me.




  Part of me wonders how I ended up as the spearhead of this campaign. I was always in favour of stopping the development, but it came as a shock when the committee voted me as leader after Dad died. It was simultaneously lovely and terrifying: honouring his memory, but putting me completely out of my comfort zone. I can give all the arguments in the world for why the development shouldn’t go ahead; but saying them in front of the entire town and calling myself a campaign leader scares the living daylights out of me. I’ve always been more comfortable behind the scenes – that’s one reason I worked as a graphic designer before the company that employed me folded last year. I could create beautiful campaigns with only occasional meetings with clients – never entire halls full of people. Gazing out at the assembled audience now, I wish myself back at Grafyx – and wonder again what would have happened if I’d accepted a job with my former colleague there, before Dad died. Had I done that, I’d be in Falmouth now, a world away from the expectant eyes of St Ives residents . . .




  Lou is thanking everyone for coming and laying out ground rules for the forthcoming debate. There are five public meetings planned. It’s supposed to allow everyone a chance to have their say. So tonight’s meeting will be both sides presenting opening statements of their case to the town, the next will be a detailed presentation of the two proposals for the site, the third a chance for both sides to answer questions, and the fourth will be the final debate. The last meeting will be when St Ives votes. Lou’s planned a week without one in between the third and fourth meetings to allow both sides as much time as possible for campaigning. He thinks it’s a foregone conclusion already; I’m aware we need to work as if it isn’t. We don’t know how the town will vote, and people can change their minds at the eleventh hour. Whatever happens, I think this plan is fair. Everyone wants what’s best for the town: this way, no rash decisions can be made. Time to think, time to talk. It’s what Dad would have wanted, too.




  Bill Brotherson speaks first, with Lou unveiling a large card-mounted artists’ impression of the completed development while he talks. It’s mostly glass and stone – impressive, if you like buildings that completely ignore their former lives. It wouldn’t look out of place in London’s Docklands, or on a swanky beachside estate like Sandbanks in Dorset. But on the hill above St Ives? I can’t imagine it blending into the environment. Sympathetic development is not a term Bill Brotherson understands. This one looks a little less monstrous than his previous developments, I’ll give him that. But the only nod to the parsonage’s past or Elinor Carne’s former observatory seems to be one line of coving stones salvaged from the east aspect. To anyone unfamiliar with the old building, these few stones wouldn’t mean a thing.




  The audience is being kind, for now at least, but I don’t see many smiles directed at the millionaire developer as he gives his marketing spiel.




  ‘Of course we will be sympathetic to the past,’ he says, that half-smile of his flashing for a millisecond. ‘Rectory Fields will have a section known as the Elinor Carne Wing.’




  ‘That’s big of ya,’ says a voice from the crowd. And then I feel it – the deep rumble of dissent sounding around the room, like a storm approaching across the sea. It’s small, but it’s growing.




  And Bill Brotherson has no idea of the tempest heading his way.




  ‘Why not go all out, Bill? Name a parking space after her, an’ all!’ calls another voice, and a peppering of laughs follow.




  ‘We are currently in talks with the council to formally name the approach road to the property “Elinor Carne Way”.’ Brotherson grins, thinking he has done well.




  Oh dear . . .




  ‘While you destroy everything she worked for?’




  ‘What gives you the right to do that?’




  ‘What’s next? You giving all your swanky buyers Elinor Carne T-shirts to wear when they move in?’




  He bats the heckles away like summer midges. ‘We have consulted widely, and we are one hundred per cent convinced that our plans are the most appropriate for the area . . .’




  ‘How widely?’ Another resident stands in the hall.




  Bill Brotherson’s mouth flaps like a goldfish out of its bowl, and for the first time tonight I can see him flailing. ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘Two interns and a digger driver, I’ll bet!’




  ‘Aye, an’ the post-boy if he’s lucky!’




  Raucous laughter breaks out like the first cracks of thunder, and there it is: rebellion rising in the heart of St Ives.




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please—’ Lou is standing now, slapping his hand on the trestle table to summon order. I see ripples in my water glass and it feels like a portent of approaching danger. ‘Let’s just listen to what Mr Brotherson came here to tell us. There will be an opportunity for questions and debate next time . . .’




  ‘People like him don’t care about what we think.’ I recognise the woman pointing her finger at the developer. Sharon has run Wax-a-Daisy candle shop, a few doors down from MacArthur’s, for the past ten years. She’s one of the nicest people I know, but I’ve never seen her this angry before. She points at Bill Brotherson, who is staring back, clearly thrown by the hostility. ‘You just waltz in, build your pig-ugly little buildings and hightail it out. Does he care what he leaves behind? Or what is lost?’




  And then more people are shouting, more fingers jabbing towards the stage – and I can feel the floor shaking as chairs are pushed back and feet hit the floor . . .
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Love finds you.. . .






