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      Clockmaker’s Cottage, Puffin Island St Swithin’s Day – 15 July 1965

      There was an old saying everyone on Puffin Island knew, though whether they believed it was another matter.

      
        
        
        If it rains on St Swithin’s Day,

        It will rain for forty days more.

        If St Swithin’s Day be fair and bright,

        Forty days will bring delight.

      

      

      

      It was one of those bits of folklore passed down without anyone quite remembering where it had started, only that it mattered. Farmers watched the sky more closely on the fifteenth of July, fishermen muttered about it under their breath, and if rain appeared that morning, people noticed.

      That year, St Swithin’s Day arrived and brought warm summer rain. It pattered against the windows of Clockmaker’s Cottage, blurring the view of the garden. Agatha Vale, seated at her writing desk in the parlour, gave her ink bottle a shake. It was completely empty.

      ‘Of course,’ she muttered to herself, rising from the desk. ‘Everything runs out eventually.’

      Except the rain. That, apparently, was limitless today.

      It had been falling for hours now, light at first, then huge, heavy drops; the type of rain that would soak you to the skin within seconds. She’d watched the causeway vanish mid-afternoon, swallowed by the rising tide, and if the rain carried on, she knew the island would be sealed off from the mainland for a matter of days.

      She refilled the ink from the store in the cupboard under the stairs, then lingered there a moment longer than necessary, listening to the tick and whir of her husband’s clocks. There must’ve been at least fifty of them in the cottage now, on shelves, on mantels, and on hooks hammered into odd corners. Some were made of polished walnut, some brass, and one was even shaped like a cathedral and completely bonkers. All handmade. All alive in their own mechanical way.

      And all whispering different times.

      Walter claimed it was on purpose.

      ‘They each mark something different, Aggie,’ he’d say, twiddling a cog like some romantic watchmaker out of a novel. ‘One tells Greenwich Mean, one tells lunar, and one – if you listen properly – knows your heart.’

      For the past twenty-four hours, her heart had been ticking nothing but guilt.

      Her hand hovered for a moment as the events from earlier replayed in her mind. The row between Walter and Horace had been the worst one ever. It had been dreadful. Final. Words had been spoken that couldn’t be taken back. Today had shaken everything, and now it felt as though something had been broken that wouldn’t ever mend.

      Agatha’s gaze drifted to the desk drawer on the right. Inside was the large leather-bound commission ledger. She hesitated for a moment before going over and pulling it out, opening it to the summer entries. It was her job to record everything and keep the accounts up to date. She flipped through the numbered commissions – forty-six in total so far. She dipped her pen in the refreshed ink then started a new line.

      
        
        Commission #47 – Stolen watch component – classified. Lost value: £12,000 / check A.V.

      

      

      She closed the ledger and slid it back into the drawer, her hands shaking. That money was gone forever.

      If only clocks could be turned back a second or two. If only mistakes could be undone.

      The grandfather clock began to chime and she listened to it ring thirteen times; an eccentricity that was apparently just part of its personality. Walter called it ‘rebellion against time itself’. Agatha understood the concept of rebellion far more intimately than she would like to admit. She knew that one small decision, made in a rush, could echo far further and longer than expected. It was funny how lies – neat little things at first – could stretch themselves out until they filled every corner of every room you entered.

      A knock landed on the open door, causing Agatha to turn with a start. Walter was back. He’d been walking in the rain.

      He leaned against the frame, his expression unreadable except for that faint furrow he always wore when trying to pretend he hadn’t been worrying.

      ‘We only have this money to last to the end of the month.’ He placed the weekly cash float on her desk. She’d use it to take care of their bills and food. ‘There could have been so much more if…’

      Agatha knew exactly what he was thinking. He was still wondering what had happened – and how. He blamed Horace, and Horace blamed him. Walter didn’t say another word though, and disappeared to hang up his sodden coat.

      Agatha could do nothing but let it all be. She couldn’t change things now. She knew the scandal might one day come to light, and for that she was sorry, but she also knew that secrets keep time, too, and hers was ticking ever louder as her clock began to run out.

      She heard Walter call from the kitchen, ‘I’ve made tea. While I was out, I saw signs all over the island warning that, with the tide so high and all this rain, the causeway may close for a few days. They’re advising any visitors who don’t want to be stranded to leave by tomorrow afternoon at the latest.’ She cast a glance behind her, making sure Walter was still in the kitchen, then she locked the desk and slid the key into a shadowed gap between the floorboards. She then placed a pair of shoes over it, the gap and the secret it carried vanishing from sight.

      There was always the chance that one day after her death her desk might be sold and someone would stumble across her diary, the letters, and the ledger, dust them off and finally discover the truth tucked between the pages. Until then, her secret would stay safely hidden, waiting for the right moment and the right person.

      Agatha had always believed that time had a sense of humour, and so if those pages ever did end up in someone else’s hands, she hoped it would be someone who believed in second chances; someone who understood love in all its messy shapes; someone kind enough to see her heart in the choices she’d made.
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      St Swithin’s Day – 15 July, present day

      Pippa Bell had imagined her wedding day a thousand different ways, usually involving a clock tower, cherry blossoms, and the faint chime of something historic and significant in the background. She had never, not once, pictured waking up on her wedding day with a knot of dread wedged under her ribs like a jammed cog.

      ‘You’re being weird,’ Rose said, narrowing her eyes from across the dressing table. ‘You always get chatty when you’re nervous. This is different. This is unnervingly quiet.’

      Rose had been Pippa’s best friend since primary school, their bond ignited the day Pippa showed up at Show and Tell with a broken carriage clock and tried, very seriously, to explain how escapements worked, while the rest of the class slumped over their desks, wishing for home time. Rose had been the one person to show interest in the carriage clock, and her smile had buoyed Pippa even as the energy in the classroom drained.

      Most seven-year-olds collected stickers or dolls. Pippa had collected clock keys. Real ones, usually small, metal, and heavy for their size. She liked how they felt in her hand, and the fact that each one was different. Some were shiny, some scratched, some slightly bent. She didn’t know where most of them belonged, only that they were made to turn something and make it work.

      During rainy lunchtimes, she could usually be found with her nose buried in her dad’s clock magazines, smuggled into her school bag like top-secret documents. She loved ticking mechanisms, impossible problems, and the big, beautiful ‘why’ behind how things worked.

      Rose, on the other hand, was loud and fearless, drawn to games with simple rules and instant victories, and yet she’d been utterly captivated by that stubborn little clock that refused to tick, and the way Pippa simply refused to give up on it.

      They were chalk and cheese, but that first shared moment of curiosity over gears and springs scattered across a classroom desk sparked something lasting: a friendship forged in clockwork chaos, destined to tick on for years to come.

      Even through secondary school, when Rose got into eyeliner and attitude, whereas Pippa joined the local horology club, they stuck together like clock hands on the same spindle. When it came time for university, they went their separate ways – Pippa to study historical restoration (with a heavy bias towards timepieces), and Rose to tackle law like it was a personal battle – but they never lost touch. Weekly phone calls turned into more frequent crisis calls, voice notes, then celebratory drinks whenever they could get together, and shared commiserations through heartbreaks, dodgy landlords, and existential wobbles. Pippa had once said that Rose was like a quartz battery in her life – steady, reliable, and annoyingly precise – and now here she was, on the morning of Pippa’s wedding, armed with chocolate, a spare pair of Spanx, and a raised eyebrow that said, ‘I know you better than you know yourself.’

      Pippa blinked at her reflection. Her hair was curled into soft vintage waves, her makeup had been declared ‘flawless’ by a very expensive stranger named Naomi, and her satin wedding dress with its hidden layers of tulle, chosen in a haze of indecision and prosecco, hung on the door like it knew this wasn’t going to be her happy ever after.

      ‘I’m just … thinking,’ Pippa replied, trying to sound like someone whose life was perfectly on track and not someone with an alarming heart rate and a rising urge to flee the country.

      Rose, wearing a lilac bridesmaid’s dress and armed with a lipstick the shade of righteous support, perched beside her.

      ‘About Rob?’

      ‘No. Yes. No.’ Pippa fiddled with her earlobe. ‘Sort of. I don’t know. I just keep thinking about clocks.’

      Rose gave her a look. ‘Of course you do. You think about clocks like other people think about lunch. It’s your thing.’

      ‘I wanted to get married at the Royal Observatory in Greenwich, under the iconic Shepherd Gate Clock,’ Pippa mumbled. ‘It’s the birthplace of timekeeping as we know it. It would’ve been romantic. Symbolic. He said no.’

      There was a pause as Rose began applying glue to a set of false eyelashes. ‘Pip. If you’re freaking out, this is your window. I’ll lock that door, turn off your phone, and tell everyone you’ve changed your mind.’

      Before Pippa could respond, Rose accidentally glued a false eyelash to her own elbow.

      ‘Right,’ Rose said, fanning her one eye that actually did have the false eyelash in place while inspecting her arm in the mirror. ‘They’re on. Just not necessarily in the right location.’

      Pippa laughed, twisting the corner of her dressing gown. ‘I don’t think I can do this.’

      Rose blinked. Or tried to – her left eye was a bit … sticky. ‘Do what? Get married, or help me with this eyelash?’

      ‘Either.’

      Rose sank onto the bed, scattering a tray of pastel macarons someone had thoughtfully delivered that they’d entirely forgotten to eat.

      ‘Every bride panics,’ Rose said firmly. ‘It’s part of the process. Veil. Vows. Vomit.’

      Pippa didn’t answer. Mostly because she was genuinely considering the vomit part. Not from nerves, but because deep down she knew she shouldn’t be wearing this dress. Or this ring. Or marrying this man.

      ‘You don’t have to go through with this,’ added Rose, full of reassurance.

      Rob was lovely. He was kind and practical. A man with excellent dental hygiene and a hatred of themed parties. But he didn’t get her. Not really. He thought her passion for antique clocks was ‘quirky’, which was code for ‘annoying but tolerable’. He didn’t understand why she cried during horology documentaries. He thought her dream of getting married under the famous clock tower was ‘silly’, and every time she mentioned her favourite clockmakers – the Vale Brothers – his eyes would roll.

      ‘We are getting married in the UK. The weather isn’t guaranteed in July and no guests will want to be standing outside in the inevitable rain with umbrellas. It’s daft and an extra stress,’ he’d said when she’d suggested it.

      So they weren’t getting married under a clock tower. Instead, they were getting married in a beige hotel ballroom with a beige carpet and no doubt beige biscuits being served to the waiting guests in the foyer.

      Pippa stood and padded to the window, arms wrapped tightly around herself. Outside, the rain hammered down in wild sheets, just as Rob had predicted. Inside, her thoughts were no calmer than the storm, swirling and crashing just as fiercely on this dismal day.

      Rose came to stand beside her, pulling her robe tighter. ‘Is it just nerves?’

      Pippa hesitated, then nodded.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the Bentley glided along the country lanes, its glossy black frame cutting through the steady July rain. Satin ribbons trailed from the bonnet, damp and fluttering, their shine dulled beneath a low, grey sky. Inside, Pippa sat rigidly in the back seat, her dress spilling all around her as she looked out the window. The hotel loomed nearer. It wasn’t the venue she’d wanted, and she couldn’t shake that from her mind.

      ‘Are you okay?’ her father asked gently, taking her hand in his and giving it a squeeze. George Bell wasn’t a man prone to speeches, but he had a sentimental side and the sight of his only daughter in a wedding dress had left him watery-eyed and very proud.

      ‘I think so,’ Pippa said, although her stomach quivered like an antique clock about to strike the hour.

      ‘I have something for you,’ said George, reaching into his pocket with a nervous kind of reverence. ‘Something old. This was your grandfather’s gift to your grandmother on their honeymoon. They gave it to me on my wedding day, and I gave it to your mum just after we married. It’s been passed down through the family, and I know she would want you to have it today. I’m also sorry your grandfather wasn’t well enough to leave the care home today.’ He passed her a small, square box. Pippa blinked back tears and her heart gave a painful thump at the thought of her mum.

      She opened the lid slowly. Inside, nestled in velvet, was a delicate pocket watch.

      ‘Now, you know how much I love clocks, but this one has always been a mystery. It’s never worked and we were always planning to get it restored, but your mum just liked looking at it and wasn’t in a rush to send it away for repair. She said it was too precious to take out with her, so it didn’t matter whether it was working or not. It was a thing of beauty … just like your mum, and just like you.’ He smiled softly, eyes shining. ‘Maybe it’s something you can look at after the wedding?’

      ‘It’s beautiful. I’m sure I can get it working again.’

      ‘Your mum would be proud of you,’ her dad said, clearing his throat.

      Pippa had been twenty-two when her mum died. Caroline Bell had been her daughter’s anchor: witty, warm, and wonderfully eccentric; the kind of woman who wore perfume to bed and read poetry out loud while making toast. She was the one who’d first nurtured Pippa’s love of clocks, taking her to antiques fairs and flea markets, slipping her old watch parts to tinker with as a child, and giving her a delicate gold watch with the message Time is what you make it etched inside for her eighteenth birthday.

      Caroline was diagnosed with a rare form of ovarian cancer just a few months after Pippa finished Cambridge University. It was aggressive, and by the time they found it, there were few treatment options. Pippa moved back home immediately and spent the next six months by her mum’s side, reading to her, caring for her, watching her fade in ways she wasn’t prepared for.

      Near the end, when the days had long since blurred into one another, Caroline had asked Pippa to lie beside her on the bed.

      ‘I need to tell you something before it’s too late.’

      Pippa tried to smile but she had to muster up every bit of strength not to let the tears roll.

      ‘I want you to always remember how much I love you, and how proud I am of you. Please keep my memory alive. Any grandchildren that pop up in the future – I want to be a part of their life.’

      Pippa swallowed, despite the lump in her throat, and couldn’t stop the tears. ‘They will know everything about you and how much I love you, I promise.’

      ‘There’s also something else.’ Caroline reached for her hand, squeezing it gently. ‘I need you to listen to me.’ She took a breath as Pippa looked into her eyes. ‘Promise me something.’

      ‘Anything.’

      ‘Don’t lose yourself.’ She said it slowly, clearly. ‘Not for anyone. Not for comfort. Not because it feels easier.’

      Pippa nodded, tears slipping silently down her face.

      ‘And don’t settle,’ Caroline went on. ‘I mean it. Not for a life that’s just fine. Not for a man who doesn’t really see you.’

      Pippa swallowed. ‘I won’t.’

      Caroline smiled faintly. ‘If you ever find love the way I found it with your dad – really find it – then that will be something very special. But don’t go looking for it just to tick a box. When it happens, you’ll know it’s right because it will feel right.’

      She squeezed Pippa’s hand again. ‘And if you ever get married…’

      Pippa laughed softly. ‘You’re giving me marriage advice now?’

      ‘Yes,’ Caroline said, ‘because I won’t be there to do it later.’ She paused. ‘If you marry someone, he should worship everything about you. Not tolerate you, not manage you – worship you. He should love everything about you and – most importantly – he should listen to you.’

      Pippa broke then, burying her face against her mum’s shoulder. Caroline stroked her hair slowly, lovingly.

      Caroline whispered, ‘Remember all those things.’

      ‘I promise.’

      Caroline passed away peacefully on a rainy afternoon in early autumn, with Pippa beside her, holding her hand and listening to the faint ticking of the old carriage clock on the mantelpiece. Just before she slipped away, Caroline whispered, ‘Never wait for the perfect time. Just live. Always do what’s in your heart.’

      Pippa couldn’t help but think about those conversations right now. Couldn’t help but hear her mum’s voice in her ear telling her not to settle – not in life, and especially not in love.

      ‘I know. I’ll miss her today,’ Pippa replied, fiddling with the watch on her wrist.

      As the car door opened, the rain found its way in immediately. George helped his daughter out of the car, and she stood and stared at the hotel. It was big, grey and more than a bit meh. Not ugly, exactly, but definitely more ‘conference on carpet adhesives’ than ‘dream wedding extravaganza’. Still, she was here now and there were ribbons on the railings. Rob was probably already sweating in his rented waistcoat standing at the makeshift altar. No going back. Probably.

      She took her dad’s arm and they walked through the automatic doors into the foyer. A woman with a clipboard beamed at Pippa like she was signing for a parcel, then waved them towards the function room.

      Rose had already arrived. She’d left in the car before them and was waiting outside the room. She gave Pippa a hug. ‘You ready?’

      ‘I think so.’

      The woman with the clipboard caught the organist’s attention and gave him a thumbs-up before slipping into one of the chairs at the back of the room.

      Then, it started. The first bars of ‘Clocks’ by Coldplay.

      Pippa’s whole face lit up. This was it. Her song. Not their song. Not Rob’s choice. Hers. She might not be getting married under a grand old clock tower, but she was walking in to Coldplay; that had been non-negotiable.

      Her dad laughed beside her. ‘Only you! Honestly, what a brilliant choice.’

      Inside, people turned. There was a pause, then someone, probably her cousin Josh, started singing along.

      A ripple of laughter followed. A few others joined in. Someone clapped. Someone else mimicked playing the piano with their hands. It was probably totally inappropriate, and it was definitely completely unserious, but Pippa loved it. She stood a little taller, took a breath, then smiled like she meant it, even as her mum’s words whirled around her mind in a loop.

      If you marry someone, he should worship everything about you.

      The music swelled (in a slightly wobbly, organ-like way), and in she went, into the cranberry-carpeted chaos of a wedding that she still wasn’t even sure she could go through with. Her heart was pounding, and then she saw it: a photograph of her mum that had been placed on a table near the altar, allowing Caroline to watch over the proceedings.

      Rows of faces were looking at Pippa, the expressions hopeful, the smiles beaming, her nearest and dearest completely oblivious to the feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach.

      There were lots of oohs and aahs as they glanced over her dress, and she smiled at her Auntie Elsie (who preferred dogs to humans), who had told her bluntly only last night, ‘If you have even an ounce of doubt, don’t do it. Run. Seriously. Everyone will forgive you … eventually.’

      She had been joking, of course, and Pippa had laughed it off. But as her shoes clicked softly down the aisle, each step syncing perfectly with the beat of the song, she counted the rhythm of her nerves, just as she always did. One-two-three-four, one-two-three-four…

      There, at the end of the aisle, stood Rob. Her fiancé – her almost-husband. Their eyes met and he smiled politely before rolling his eyes. It was barely perceptible. A flicker. A blink-and-miss-it-eye-roll at the music choice. She knew that look. She’d seen it when she’d tried to explain escapements and pendulums, when she’d dragged him to horology conventions, when she’d once stayed up until three a.m. reassembling a French carriage clock on the dining table.

      This song? his expression said. Really?

      Something inside her snapped like a spring wound too tight.

      The rain through the window blurred and the song echoed in her head along with her mum’s words.

      Time. Her old companion, her constant. Her joy.

      She was about to give it to someone who didn’t understand any of it.

      Pippa looked down at the gift her father had just given her: the pocket watch she’d pinned on her dress. It didn’t tick. Time was standing still.

      ‘Do you take…’

      She didn’t.

      She stepped back.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered, looking Rob straight in the eyes.

      His eyebrows shot up. ‘Pippa?’

      ‘I can’t do this.’

      Then she turned.

      Gasps rippled like shockwaves down the pews as her veil fluttered and her dress rustled and she, Pippa Bell – horologist, people-pleaser, bride – ran.

      Louder gasps trailed behind her like confetti.

      A stunned doorman offered a confused ‘Everything all right?’ as she passed him at the hotel entrance.

      ‘Wrong time,’ she shouted, lifting her dress. ‘Wrong person.’

      The clock on the church tower struck twelve.

      She didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Pippa was sitting cross-legged on Rose’s sofa, still in the dress, eating Wotsits and crying intermittently into a novelty mug that said Tea First, Panic Later.

      ‘Well,’ Rose said, cracking open a second bottle of prosecco. ‘That was dramatic.’

      ‘I’m a monster,’ Pippa moaned.

      ‘You’re not. You did the right thing for you … eventually.’

      ‘Everyone hates me.’

      ‘Don’t kid yourself. Everyone secretly loves a runaway bride.’ Rose grinned, trying to lighten the mood.

      ‘I have no plan, no future, and a wedding buffet that’s no doubt going stale.’

      ‘Of course you have a future. You have your very own business restoring clocks, and let’s not forget you have me!’ declared Rose. ‘Even though I’m moving soon with Ethan’s job, I’ll always be just on the end of the phone, and we’ll make sure we put dates in the diary to see each other.’

      ‘We’d better.’ Pippa paused. ‘Why did I leave it until the last second?’

      ‘The last second is better than getting married.’

      Pippa glanced at her phone. It was switched to silent mode, but she could see numerous notifications for missed calls and text messages lighting up the screen.

      ‘What am I going to do?’

      ‘Absolutely nothing.’

      ‘We both know I’m going to be the talk of the town.’

      ‘Oh, let them talk. There will inevitably be something new for them to talk about by tomorrow. By the way, you’re more than welcome to stay here and lie low for a while.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Or you could disappear on the honeymoon?’

      ‘It wasn’t my scene or my choice.’

      Rob had booked a week at a luxury golf resort in Portugal, complete with ‘his and hers’ spa treatments and a couple’s golf lesson scheduled for eight a.m. on day one. Pippa didn’t even own golf shoes, nor did she want to. The idea of spending seven sun-drenched days pretending to be interested in swing technique while Rob monologued about his handicap filled her with existential dread.

      She’d suggested Rome or Vienna. Somewhere with heart, history, and a respectable standard of pastry. Somewhere she could lose herself in a side street, wander into a clock museum, and marvel at eighteenth-century timepieces. But Rob had wrinkled his nose and said Vienna was ‘a bit old-fashioned, babe’, which, looking back, should have been another neon-lit red flag she ran from. Preferably with a cuckoo clock under one arm and her dignity under the other.

      ‘It’s a shame you missed out on that clock convention thingy,’ said Rose, finishing off her packet of Wotsits. ‘Didn’t you say this year’s one was being held somewhere out of the ordinary?’

      Pippa sighed. ‘Puffin Island.’

      ‘That’s a real place?’

      ‘Yes, it’s off the Northumberland coast. It’s all cliff paths and sea air and very limited WiFi. Heaven.’

      It was also, more importantly, the birthplace of horological legends.

      Instead of spending her week surrounded by golf carts and people named Alastair and Penelope, she could’ve been at the main event of the horology calendar. The annual Clockmakers’ Convention was like Glastonbury, but for time nerds. People travelled from all over the world to attend lectures, trade rare pieces, showcase antique pocket watches, and argue passionately about escapement mechanisms over warm conference coffee and biscuits shaped like clock faces.

      This year, there was a special talk being given by Horace Vale, who was in his late eighties and something of a living legend. ‘Horace Vale’s speaking,’ she went on, her eyes lighting up despite the trauma she was currently going through. ‘I’ve been fascinated by his work for years.’

      ‘You were obsessed with the Vale Brothers even at primary school.’

      ‘Their partnership dissolved decades before then, but I was still obsessed with their designs. They were two geniuses. They started out making clocks together in a renovated barn on Puffin Island Farm, which belonged to the parents of Agatha Turner – she later married Walter Vale – and they were on the cusp of greatness, the most famous partnership British horology had ever seen. Then … BAM! Something happened, and they never spoke again.’

      ‘Oooh,’ said Rose, now completely invested. ‘What happened?’

      ‘No one knows. It’s rumoured they fell out spectacularly. Walter stayed on Puffin Island, where he lived with Agatha, and Horace moved to London. It appears they never met or spoke again, and now Walter’s dead and Horace is basically the Dumbledore of clocks. And…’

      ‘And?’

      Pippa smiled. ‘There’s a rumour, total clock-geek hearsay, that Horace is going to talk about the rift, though I can’t see it. Either way, people are buzzing.’

      ‘And you’re not going why?’

      ‘Because I was supposed to be getting a massage in Portugal while Rob practised his swing.’ Pippa rolled her eyes.

      ‘You’ve definitely taken the more exciting option,’ Rose said, grinning. ‘There’s nothing stopping you going now.’

      ‘I probably need to stay here and face the music.’

      ‘Do you? If this was me, I’d keep running. Chase down the mystery of two feuding brothers.’

      Pippa raised her mug of Prosecco like a toast. ‘Honestly, it sounds like self-care,’ she laughed.

      ‘You’re free now. No husband. No honeymoon. Just you, a suitcase, and a bunch of old men in waistcoats arguing over pendulums.’

      ‘You make it sound irresistible.’

      ‘You’ve done the dramatic church exit; you might as well go full romcom and escape to a windswept island.’

      ‘There is no way there would be a spare cottage or B&B room to rent at this late stage. The convention starts tomorrow morning.’

      ‘We can have a look. I may be stating the obvious, but this would be the ideal opportunity to gather your thoughts before you have to face anyone. Here, use my phone as I’m sure you don’t want to go anywhere near yours.’

      Pippa took the phone and tapped ‘Puffin Island clock convention accommodation’ into Google. She scrolled, her expression increasingly grim.

      ‘Told you. The pub on Puffin Island is fully booked. So is the B&B. One hotel in Sea’s End – the nearest town – has a single room, but it’s a box above a fishmonger with a shared bathroom, which is … not my vibe.’

      ‘What about Airbnb?’

      ‘Even worse. Someone’s trying to rent out their garden shed for £250 a night and it’s got a composting toilet. I have limits, Rose.’

      Rose reached over and refreshed the page. ‘Just humour me. Try again.’

      With a long-suffering sigh, Pippa tapped in a fresh search. Then something caught her eye.

      ‘Oh my…’

      ‘What?’ Rose leaned in. ‘Why do you sound like you’re about to combust?’

      Pippa handed over the phone so Rose could read what she’d found.

      
        
        WIN A STAY AT CLOCKMAKER’S COTTAGE

        Calling all Puffin Island Horology Convention attendees…

        Set your watches and take your chance to turn back time with a two-night stay at the historic Clockmaker’s Cottage, tucked away on Puffin Island and surrounded by ticking treasures, sea air, and centuries of craftsmanship.

      

        

      
        Every ticket purchased is automatically entered into the Clockmaker’s Draw Lottery where one careful turn of the key could unlock something special.

      

        

      
        Entry closes at 3.00 p.m. on 15th July.

        Winners announced by email at 3.30 p.m.

      

      

      Pippa’s eyes widened as she realised something. ‘Clockmaker’s Cottage… I’m sure that’s Walter Vale’s cottage! I’ve researched it in the past but … it can’t be.’

      ‘It’s the home of one of the actual brothers and it’s available? This weekend?’

      ‘Not quite,’ said Pippa, her eyes scanning the words quickly as she read the small print. ‘The Horology Committee have teamed up with Horace Vale, who apparently still owns the property, to offer this exclusive one-off opportunity. A couple of convention attendees can win the chance to stay in the cottage during the event. Anyone who buys a ticket online is automatically entered into a draw for the stay … and the entry window closes in’—she checked her watch—‘five minutes.’

      ‘Five minutes?’ Rose exclaimed. ‘Get yourself a ticket! Take a chance. Are there any left?’

      Pippa’s fingers flew across the keyboard. ‘Yes! Come on … come on…’ Tapping furiously, she was all fingers and thumbs as her heart was racing so fast. She hurried back to the tiny registration box that was buried at the bottom of the page and typed her name and her email. She cursed under her breath as she mistyped the address, watching the countdown tick lower. Three minutes. Two minutes. Finally, with thirty seconds to spare, she finished filling in her details and hit ‘enter’. The page spun… The screen stalled…

      ‘No, no, no! Don’t freeze on me now!’

      ‘Have you got a ticket?’ pressed Rose.

      Pippa stared at the screen. It flashed … then went blank for a second…

      ‘Yes!’ she exclaimed as the confirmation page loaded. ‘Ticket purchased! So sorry, just used your Apple Pay – I’ll pay you back. They’ll notify the winner in … thirty minutes, by email. They’re leaving this right to the wire, given the convention starts tomorrow, aren’t they?’

      ‘It’s more exciting if it’s a last-minute opportunity.’

      ‘Very last-minute. Just imagine if I won! If I don’t, I’ve got a ticket for a convention with nowhere to stay, but worse things have happened today.’ She handed back Rose’s phone as her own phone’s screen lit up again.

      Reluctantly, she picked it up. Her notifications were stacking up. Rob. His family. Bridesmaids. Friends. Even the caterer, for heaven’s sake. Everyone wanted a piece of her, but the only person she wanted to speak to was her dad. With a shaky hand, she rang him. She felt dreadful and guilty. She hadn’t even warned him! She’d just run and no doubt left him fending off questions.

      It rang twice, and she almost lost her nerve, but then his voice came on the line, warm and steady as ever. ‘Pip? Are you okay?’

      She swallowed. ‘No,’ she croaked. ‘I mean, yes. I mean, I don’t know. Dad, I’m so sorry.’

      There was a second of silence that made her heart pound. Then he asked, ever so gently, ‘Sorry? What on earth for?’

      ‘For today. For humiliating you. For running out on Rob. For leaving everyone sitting there in their wedding hats wondering what went wrong. I’ve ruined everything. All I could think about was what Mum said and⁠—’

      ‘Stop right there,’ her father said firmly. ‘You haven’t ruined anything, do you hear me? You haven’t let anyone down. You’ve been true to yourself, Pip. That’s the bravest thing a person can do.’

      The tears came hot and fast, and she let them roll. ‘But I saw your face, Dad. You looked so proud when you walked me down the aisle and then … then I bolted. Who does that?’

      ‘A woman who realised in time that she wanted something different,’ he said without hesitation. ‘Sweetheart, walking you down that aisle was one of the proudest moments of my life, and nothing can take that away. But I’d rather you walked away today than walked into a marriage that wasn’t right for you.’

      She pressed the heel of her hand to her eye. ‘I just feel like such a coward.’

      ‘You’re the opposite. It takes courage to stop a runaway train, and listen … your mum would agree. You have to do what’s right for you, Pip. Always.’

      The knot in her chest loosened as his words settled over her.

      ‘I will always love you no matter what, and there’s nothing you can do that wouldn’t make me proud.’

      ‘I love you, too,’ said Pippa, overwhelmed with love for her father.

      ‘What’s the plan now? Are you going to stay with Rose?’

      ‘I was going to, but I’ve actually just got a ticket to the Clockmakers’ Convention on Puffin Island, so if I can find accommodation…’

      ‘I’ve got everything crossed.’

      ‘And…’ She hesitated, suddenly almost giddy. ‘There’s this raffle thing, Dad. I’ve just entered a competition. I know it’s unlikely, but if I’m lucky and win, I could end up staying in the actual Clockmaker’s Cottage. Like … the famous one. I’ll keep you updated.’

      ‘Sounds to me like you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be,’ he said reassuringly.

      By the time she hung up, Pippa’s cheeks were blotchy and her nose was pink, but her heart felt a little lighter.

      ‘You okay?’ asked Rose.

      ‘All the better for speaking to Dad.’

      ‘That’s good. So now we’re email-watching. Not long to go.’

      Pippa held the phone between them and refreshed her inbox. Nothing. Refreshed again. Still nothing.

      Refresh. Refresh. ‘Another couple of minutes to go.’

      Ding. Pippa gasped, then sagged. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your car warranty is about to expire!’

      Refresh. Refresh.

      Ding. Pippa’s eyes lit up, then dimmed. ‘Lose two stone in two weeks with seaweed tea.’

      ‘What the hell is seaweed tea?’

      ‘No idea, but it sounds grim.’

      Pippa refreshed again.

      They sat in silence, waiting.

      Refresh. Refresh. Nothing.

      Then…

      Ding!

      Her heart rocketed to her throat. One new message.

      The subject line glared in bold black letters: Congratulations! You’ve Won a Stay at Clockmaker’s Cottage!

      Pippa’s jaw dropped. ‘No. Way!’

      Rose squealed, grabbing her arm. ‘Open it! Open it! It was meant to be!’

      Hands shaking, Pippa clicked on the email.

      
        
        From: The Horology Committee

        Subject: Congratulations! You’ve Won a Stay at

        Clockmaker’s Cottage!

      

      
        

      

      
        Dear Ms Bell,

      

      
        In association with Mr Horace Vale, the Horology Committee is delighted to inform you that your entry has been selected as one of the winning tickets in this year’s exclusive accommodation lottery. We are therefore delighted to invite you to enjoy a complimentary stay for the duration of the Puffin Island Horology Clockmakers’ Convention at the historic Clockmaker’s Cottage, once home to Walter and Horace Vale.

        

        Your prize includes:

        - Three nights’ accommodation at Clockmaker’s Cottage (check-in Friday, check-out Monday).

        - Exclusive access to all parts of the cottage not usually open to the public.

        - A complimentary meal at The Sea Glass Restaurant with a special guest.

        

        Keys to the property are located in the lock box to the left of the front door.

        

        Access code: 0210.

        

        We look forward to welcoming you to Puffin Island and hope you enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime experience.

        

      

      
        Warm regards,

        The Horology Committee

      

      

      Pippa stared at the screen, completely in shock. ‘I … won. I actually won! I’m going to stay at Clockmaker’s Cottage.’

      Rose clutched her by the shoulders, shaking her. ‘What the …! People don’t just win things like this! This is fate. Actual fate!’

      Pippa’s mouth was dry, her pulse a drum in her ears. ‘Oh my God. My life is a romcom!’

      Rose was looking at the email. ‘I think you may have company.’ She tapped the screen. ‘It says “one” of the winners.’

      Pippa reread the email and saw that Rose was correct. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘This is just what I need.’

      Rose looked out of the window. ‘The question is, how are you going to get there?’

      Rain battered the glass, wind driving it sideways in relentless sheets. It was St Swithin’s Day, and the weather seemed determined to prove the legend right. The news had already reported flooded roads, fallen branches, and chaos everywhere.

      ‘The convention starts in the morning,’ said Rose, ‘which means you’ve only got tonight. Honestly? I’m not liking your chances.’

      Pippa glanced back at her phone and opened the train app. ‘You’re right. All the later trains have been cancelled due to flooding and debris on the line.’ She scrolled, her heart racing. ‘Except…’ Her head flew up. ‘There’s one leaving at four p.m. Thirty minutes! I don’t even have time to go home and pack. I’ll miss it!’

      Rose stood up and went into full survival mode. ‘You’ll have to take some of my clothes. I’ll get my suitcase.’

      ‘I haven’t even got time to get changed.’

      ‘Then go like that,’ shouted Rose from the bedroom, pulling her suitcase from the top of the wardrobe.

      ‘In my wedding dress?’

      ‘Honestly? Iconic! But change your shoes. There’s a pair of trainers by the front door.’

      Pippa hurried into the hallway then stared at her reflection in the mirror hanging on the wall by the front door. Her mascara was slightly smudged, veil askew, bouquet abandoned on the foot of the stairs. ‘Well … I’m kind of already dressed for a dramatic flight, aren’t I?’ She laughed, jamming her feet into the trainers while Rose packed some clothes then wrestled the suitcase from the bedroom into the hallway, along with a rucksack that dangled precariously from her other arm.

      ‘Take snacks and a coat!’ Rose commanded, suddenly all military efficiency.

      Pippa lunged for the kitchen counter, snatched a cereal bar and a banana, and shrugged into Rose’s enormous parka. The hem of her wedding dress ballooned beneath it, making her look like a yeti. She tried to zip it but gave up when the teeth refused to cooperate over the meringue-shaped layers.

      Rose flung the suitcase upright. ‘Right. Go, go, go!’ she ordered, grabbing the car keys. ‘We have no time to waste.’

      They hurtled out of the front door and into the rain-lashed street like two women in a heist film, only instead of balaclavas, one of them was tangled in a bustle of tulle and a crooked veil which she cast aside.

      A neighbour’s terrier went berserk, barking from the arm of a chair in the house opposite, as if alerting the entire street to some scandal unfolding outside. Across the road, a man crouched beside his car, swearing quietly at a flat tyre. When he spotted them he straightened up and gawped. ‘Afternoon wedding or evening escape?’ he called.

      ‘Bit of both!’ Pippa yelled back.

      Rose bundled the suitcase onto the back seat and slid behind the wheel – Pippa was already in the passenger seat – then switched on the engine. The car coughed, spluttered, then grudgingly roared to life.

      ‘Please don’t crash,’ Pippa muttered, clutching the rucksack on her knee like a comfort blanket.

      Rose gunned the accelerator, the tyres skidding on the slick tarmac. ‘Relax, I’m basically Lewis Hamilton.’

      ‘You stalled three times on your driving test.’

      ‘And still passed!’ Rose retorted triumphantly, sending the windscreen wipers into overdrive.

      The roads were treacherous, slick with rain and strewn with puddles that reflected the flashing glow of headlights. Storm winds rattled the trees and sent leaves skittering across the tarmac. It wasn’t the kind of weather Pippa would usually venture out in, but needs must. Every roundabout was a white-knuckle turn. Every red light felt like a negotiation between momentum and Rose’s brakes.

      ‘Okay, if we skid, just scream,’ Rose said, leaning forward in her seat and squinting through the windscreen at the lashing rain.

      Pippa gnawed on the cereal bar as if it could double as a stress ball. Her phone buzzed in her lap with another message from Rob, followed by one from her aunt who lived in Devon. She shoved it back into her coat pocket. She couldn’t deal with any of them now.

      ‘Think positive thoughts,’ Rose sang as they fishtailed slightly around a bend.

      ‘Positive thought: I’m going to die in a Ford Fiesta, and the headline will read “Runaway Bride Ploughed Off Road”.’

      ‘Catchy,’ Rose said, eyes fixed ahead. ‘But maybe let’s workshop that later.’

      By the time the train station came into sight, Pippa’s nerves were stretched tighter than the elastic in her garter. The digital clock above the entrance ticked forward with merciless efficiency.

      ‘One minute!’ Rose gasped, swerving into a space with a dramatic handbrake turn that absolutely no one but her would have called ‘controlled’.

      They bolted across the car park, dragging the suitcase through puddles, the once romantic waves of Pippa’s hair reduced to a soppy mess. A group of teenagers loitering by the ticket machine whooped as though they were watching the best episode of a soap opera they’d ever seen.

      ‘Good luck, missus!’ one of them shouted, filming the whole scene on his phone.

      Pippa would no doubt be a meme by morning: Runaway Bride vs. Train Timetable.

      The tannoy announced, ‘The four p.m. to Sea’s End is now arriving at platform two.’

      ‘Oh God, that’s mine!’ Pippa cried.

      The train nosed into the station. Commuters shuffled into place, casting Pippa wide-eyed looks, and it was no wonder. It probably looked as though Miss Havisham herself had decided to take public transport.

      Rose shoved the suitcase towards her. ‘Go, Pip! I love you!’

      ‘Thank you! I love you too!’ Pippa shrieked, pelting down the platform, her trainers splashing in every puddle.

      The guard’s whistle pierced the air.

      ‘No, no, no!’ She flung herself forward, arm outstretched like some slapstick action heroine.

      A stranger caught her elbow and heaved her up the final step. The doors whooshed shut behind her.

      Still standing on the platform, Rose pumped her fist in triumph. ‘She made it!’

      Pippa stored her suitcase in the luggage rack and then collapsed into the nearest seat, her chest heaving and laughter bubbling up despite the panic. She had done it. She had actually done it. She’d left the wedding, survived Rose’s driving, outrun the storm, and caught the train by the skin of her teeth. For the first time all day, she felt the faintest spark of exhilaration. The adventure had officially begun. A weekend of clocks was exactly what she needed.

      Puffin Island, here I come!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      After three hours, the train wheezed into Sea’s End station with a final, dramatic sigh, as if even it was exhausted by the journey. Pippa grabbed her suitcase from the rack, slung the rucksack onto her back, and stepped out of the carriage … only to immediately question every life choice that had led her here.

      Rain.

      Everywhere.

      Thick, wind-driven, utterly unapologetic rain. This was the sort that soaked straight through her wedding dress and made it cling to her calves. She stood on the platform, rain misting around her, hair already frizzing, trainers already soaked through.

      A handful of hardy travellers hurried towards the tiny station exit, collars turned up, hoods pulled tight, waterproofs glistening under the platform lights.

      ‘Brilliant,’ she muttered, hauling both herself and the suitcase towards the road.

      A small sign by the station read: Welcome to Sea’s End – Gateway to Puffin Island.

      But there was no gateway. Just puddles, wind, and a slick, shining road, with nothing much else in sight.

      She pulled out her phone and opened the Uber app. There were no cars available. Then she tried the local taxi number she’d saved earlier … which went straight to voicemail.

      Pippa glanced up and down the narrow lane. A single streetlight flickered in the rain. The wind whipped in from the coast and somewhere in the distance, gulls squawked.

      ‘Oh, come on,’ she mumbled to herself. Then it hit her. Puffin Island was accessible only by a narrow strip of
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