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      Five years ago we waited for you through a long rainy August. The morning you were born the sun came out – and it’s been shining ever since.

       

      For Eric, with love xx
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        Stargazey Cottage, St Aidan, Cornwall

        Glass eyes and party walls

        Wednesday

      

      

      ‘So this is it – Stargazey Cottage, St Aidan!’

      We made it! What’s more, the larger-than-life pottery Stargazey pie that fascinated Ella and me all those years ago as kids is still firmly stuck to the doorstep.

      I stoop and put my fingers out to touch the fish heads poking out of the pastry crust. The shiver slithering down my back is exactly the same feeling I had when we used to race up the hill for the thrill of being horrified by those glassy fish-eye stares the last time we were here together, the summer I was seven. Ella was two years older and like a gazelle, so it was a given she got here first every time.

      Ella’s family lived next door to ours, and as kids in a Highland village Ella and I were inseparable. My family was just my dad, my brother and me – I was so young when my mum died I can’t remember her ever being there. I mostly know her as someone with a face just like mine, who smiles out from the TV screen on the family videos with a toddler who was me, and Ned, who was always bigger.

      But Ella’s mum, Merry, was always there to help Dad out, especially when he struggled with the girlie stuff, which he always did. I also got to go on holiday with Ella and her mum and dad, because as well as Ella and me loving it, it gave Dad a break. The year I was seven was the last time we came to Cornwall. After that we went to Suffolk or Wales, then Merry got a taste for Spain and later Greece.

      But some things stick in your head forever. The fish-head shivers and clay-baked pie at Stargazey Cottage are right up there along with the time I fell off the donkey on Santorini as a teenager and my boobs popped out of my bikini top.

      This time round in Cornwall, twenty-five years after the first, Ella and I left her sleek car and my less smart van by the harbour and wound our way up the narrow, cobbled street side by side. And this time we were here for a lot more than just a holiday. As a Cornish devotee, Ella would have been happy to rush past the familiar geranium-filled window-boxes with tumbling lobelia, bushy from a summer’s growth. But I was stopping to point at each new brightly painted cottage door, gasping when gaps between the buildings opened to reveal glimpses over the dark slate cascade of rooftops that tumbled down to deep turquoise flashes of the sea far below. Nodding as we dragged in deep breaths of salty air and silently agreed, this is a great move we’re making here.

      Ella’s legs are still miles longer than mine, but my lung capacity has been boosted because I spent most of my twenties in the Alps. She’s also been here enough times to know each cobble by heart. St Aidan wasn’t a random choice to move to either; we’re here because the bustling village is set against a backdrop of picturesque idyll. In the end, excitement overtook her, and she hurried me up the last hundred yards to the bend in the narrow road and the rental cottage we’re about to move into.

      As I straighten up again, she’s still getting her breath back, and gazing at the random stone facade with its small-paned sash windows repeating either side of the front door and the tangle of clematis over the name plate. ‘It’s exactly as it was when I was here in January.’ There’s a beat of silence when she must be thinking back to the last holiday she had with Taylor, shortly before they separated. Then she pulls herself together, and a smile spreads across her face. ‘We’re so lucky they chose us as tenants, Gwen.’

      ‘It really was meant to be.’ I grin back at her. It’s the first time she’s been without a frown in ages. And I know recently I’ve headed abroad in autumn, but she’s helped me so much in the last four years since I lost my brother, Ned. If I can be here to help her kick-start her brand-new life, it’s the least I can do in return.

      In reality, us landing the lease on this cottage was less about serendipity and more about Ella’s dogged determination. Moving to a Cornish village by the sea had been Ella and her ex, Taylor’s, dream for ages.

      As best friends who’d been together since the first week at uni, they seemed so solid as a couple. They were the ones who’d done the grown-up stuff when the rest of us were still messing about. I mean, I’m thirty-two, and since I moved on from being a perennial chalet host, I still don’t properly know what I want to be yet. They’d married, moved around, done up houses, had successful careers for so long that Taylor had even moved on to a new one. They’d been to Cornwall so often their holiday-let bookings rolled from one year to the next. Pretty much all they had left to do was to have kids and get some monogrammed towels saying ‘The Simpson-Ramsays’.

      And then Taylor fell in love with the Head of Sport at the school where he was doing his probationary teaching year, and Ella’s whole world imploded.

      Ella’s an interior designer, and as she picked up the pieces of her life her London-based office landed a contract with a developer building luxury holiday homes in the Southwest. This was the opportunity she’d been longing for – a job she could walk into, for the firm she already worked for – and she was galvanised to make the move to Cornwall. With Cornish rents going through the ceiling, the living options weren’t looking great for a single person, but she didn’t give up. She spent more time on the St Aidan Facebook page than the residents so when the rental ad for Stargazey Cottage popped up one afternoon, she jumped on it within seconds of it appearing.

      
        
        Trenowden, Trenowden and Trenowden Solicitors, Harbourside, St Aidan.

      

      

      
        
        On behalf of an esteemed but absent client, we are offering the tenancy of:

      

        

      
        Stargazey Cottage, Whelk Row, St Aidan

      

        

      
        (Sound but slightly tired, 3 bedrooms, would benefit from TLC)

      

        

      
        Prospective tenants should be willing to carry out minor renovations and redecoration while in residence. A suitable sum has been allocated to pay for work and materials. A below-market rental figure will reflect the practical contribution the tenants will be making to improve the property.

      

        

      
        Would suit friends sharing or a couple, DIY/handy-person skills an advantage.

      

        

      
        Full-time residents only please.

      

        

      
        On successful completion of the works, the tenancy will be re-offered at the same rate should the tenants wish to extend.

      

        

      
        Please apply in the first instance to George Trenowden.

      

      

      Talk about good luck! If they’d written their ideal tenant description, it would be Ella down to a T. Not only is she an interior designer; she and Taylor have renovated so many homes together she can do it in her sleep. She had to be the perfect choice. Knowing the cottage so well too, she was already a jump ahead of the opposition.

      Two seconds after she spotted the ad, Ella was on the phone to me at my temporary job at a summer language school near Brighton, which was officially in housekeeping but basically consisted of ferrying kids to and from the airport. I was actually on the M25 heading towards Heathrow when she suggested we join forces and I move to Cornwall with her. I’m flexible about where I go so long as there aren’t any mountains, so by the time I reached the Arrivals Hall, I was 100 per cent on board, and Ella swung into action.

      She fired off those first phone calls and emails so fast we assumed Stargazey Cottage had to be ours. But with a deal this good, there wasn’t just a lot of interest – there was a stampede.

      We ended up sending dossiers and having a series of Zoom interviews which were then viewed by a committee. I mostly left the talking to Ella and hoped no one would realise what a rookie I was. We thought Ella’s local work confirmation would be our golden card, but that still wasn’t enough so we moved onto blind blags and wild claims, always trying to second-guess what they were looking for, so we could go one better than the opposition.

      We never knew exactly what swung it for us. Like all the tensest interviews, we both had brain freeze after every one, so we’re hazy about what promises we actually made. But when we’ve just signed the lease for a cottage as close to our hearts as this one, in one of Cornwall’s prettiest villages, with the promise of a forever tenancy, we’re not going to look back.

      And the rest – as they say – is history. Ella is all set to start her new job and I’m hoping to find some temporary work now I’m here. Obviously for me, with my perennially itchy feet, the move is less of a whole-lifetime commitment than it is for Ella. But I won’t be moving on until the cottage is done and Ella’s completely rooted; by then I’ll have set her on her way to her brand-new future.

      I shiver again as a gust of September wind whips down the lane, and slices through my T-shirt. It feels a good twenty degrees cooler than the endless summer Ella described to me that day as Heathrow’s Terminal Three loomed into view, but I’m not about to grumble.

      Since I lost my brother in a mountain accident, I’ve learned the trick is to only talk about good things. And lately, Ella has embraced that tactic too. Let’s face it, no one wants to hear about internationally renowned relatives getting buried in freak avalanches or husbands breaking your heart and going off to live the life that should have been yours with someone else. So we’re the happy women; to look at us, there’s no clue that we have anything other than perfect lives.

      Ella dips into her bag, pulls out the key we just picked up from George Trenowden at the solicitors’ office by the harbour and grins at me again. ‘Selfie to capture the moment?’

      We flick back our almost matching blonde hair, lean into the door and beam at my phone like life couldn’t be better. ‘Got it!’

      She wriggles the key in the lock, but the door moves before she turns it. ‘How sweet, they left it open for us. That’s the kind of village this is, no one locks their doors. Honestly, you’re going to love it here, Gwen. Come on in, I can’t wait to see inside.’

      I’m with her on that. Taking the tenancy without an official viewing in the flesh wasn’t ideal but the solicitors’ involvement reassured us it was above board, and I knew the house enough from the outside to know we’d love it. There are times in life when you have to take a gamble, because if you didn’t, you’d regret it forever. Even so, as I follow the swish of Ella’s smooth blonde hair into the hall I’m holding my breath, and have my fingers tightly crossed.

      ‘Oka-a-a-a-a-y…’ Ella’s hesitant tone is unsettling.

      The room we’re in is wide, and bright enough to make me blink. I’m guessing the pile of plasterboards and the bare wires hanging from the ceiling are a surprise we weren’t expecting.

      The vibe’s definitely building-site rather than the tired cottage we’ve been promised, but the up-side is staring me in the face. ‘Look at that view!’ The gigantic floor-to-ceiling windows still have their manufacturer’s tape on and open straight out onto the vista of the ocean in the distance. ‘If you lean out far enough, you’d almost feel the sea spray splashing up off the rocks down below.’ I’m exaggerating, as usual, but whatever. If it’s this size downstairs, repeated on three floors, I’m also thinking that’s a whole lot of decorating to do. It’s not as if I’ve done any before.

      Ella’s eyes are brightening as she assesses the space. ‘It’s been extended since I was here, but we can definitely work with this.’ She pushes through the next door into a wide room with a double bed that’s already made up and a pile of books on a crate. ‘It’s amazing what people leave behind.’

      I drop into the tub chair in the corner of the room and peer over the side. ‘It’s a complete welcome pack. There’s even a mug and a kettle!’ As I wrap my arms around me, I’m wishing my cardi was here rather than in the parking area with the rest of the luggage.

      Ella’s one of those people who notices every nuance, and she’s straight onto my goosebumps. ‘Are you cold?’ She’s also a problem solver, and she doesn’t hold back when it comes to telling people what to do. A second later she’s shaking out a neatly folded hoodie from a stack by the bed. ‘Take one of these then we’ll look at the rest. Some places you get complimentary bath robes, at Stargazey Cottage it’s over-sized outerwear. They’re probably left over from when it was a holiday rental.’

      As I pull it over my head, I’m breathing in the delicious scent of fabric conditioner. Instantly warmer, I stare down at the logo and grin because you have to love the bullshit signage you get on clothing. ‘Team GB Sailing? That’s as fabulously inappropriate for me as my Harvard University one.’ Much to Ned and Dad’s dismay, growing up I was as uncoordinated and wimpy as they were athletic and brave. And I’ve never been anywhere near America or higher education.

      Ella laughs. ‘We should probably get our own team sweatshirts to wear around the village.’

      I’m not entirely keeping up with her. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Star Sisters Styling – so exclusive we aren’t even on Instagram. I might have mentioned it in our pitch.’ She looks a lot less sheepish than she should.

      I let out a groan. ‘Let’s hope no one finds out I can’t design to save my life.’

      She half closes one eye. ‘You have a lot more talent than you know, you just haven’t discovered it yet. Until you do, I’m happy to provide the expertise for both of us.’

      Ella’s always been great at wriggling to get her own way, while I’m the one who watches in shock with my jaw on the floor. On reflection though, well done to Ella, because the space will be great when Merry comes to stay, which could be more often than not once she’s back from her autumn in Spain.

      Ella flops back onto the bed and spreads out her arms. ‘Don’t stress. We’re here now and we’ve landed ourselves a humdinger of a house. This bed is like a dream; the rest will all fall into place too.’

      Right on cue as she says the word ‘fall’, there’s a clatter from the main room. Even for Ella, that’s too good to have arranged herself. We’re exchanging puzzled glances when a guy saunters into view in the doorway.

      ‘Ladies. Good afternoon.’

      I try to ignore it, but his voice is so low those three tiny words have brought my goosebumps back.

      Ella props herself up on her elbows, but to my surprise I’m the one who jumps in. ‘Actually, first things first – we’re women, not ladies.’ This is usually Ella’s line, due to her spending so much time on building sites. I can only think I’ve rushed in with it myself because I’m so taken aback by this guy crashing in looking so entitled. I hate reacting to guys at all because it makes me feel weak and powerless. And if I’m even more honest, it’s not something I do, because when I lost Ned, my insides froze and the numbness hasn’t ever gone away.

      Our first visitor appears to be amazing to look at, which is not something I’d ever bother to pick up on either. Since my last relationship fizzled out it’s been easier on my own. Obviously I’ve heard people dish out the ‘drop dead gorgeous’ label, and I never really knew what they meant before. But when I look more closely, backlit by the sun, this guy’s like a composite of all the men I’ve ever swooned over in pictures – except that those Vogue models and rock stars always had a negative, like their mouth being too straight or their jaw being a bit weak, whereas right now I can’t see anything I’d change about this one. He’s so damned perfect it’s actually making me feel a bit sick.

      Working in customer slash domestic service, I’m used to handling unexpected situations. ‘We aren’t local, we’ve literally just walked into our brand-new place, so you’ll have to bear with us.’ Unless he has a good explanation for why he’s just strolled into our welcome-pack room like he owns the place, this is going to be really embarrassing for him. Even so, I harden my tone, because I’m not prepared to let anyone derail Ella’s arrival. ‘Can we help you?’

      I’m taking in long, strong legs covered in denims even more faded than mine, dark, messy hair and hazel eyes that are gleaming with challenge.

      If Ella’s ordered us a ‘welcome to our new home’ strip-o-gram it’s over the top even for her. In any case, Dial-a-Naked-Man-Islington probably don’t stretch as far as Cornwall. On the other hand, if he’s brought us some of those bake boxes she’s always sending me links for off the St Aidan Facebook page, I might need to put the kettle on.

      When I look again his hands are rough in a rugged kind of way, but they’re definitely empty, so that dashes my brownie hopes straightaway.

      He’s also rude enough to be leaning a shoulder against the wall. ‘What’s this about your new place?’

      There’s a little bit more involuntary melting on my part, then I come to my senses with a jolt. It’s the twenty-first century! Women don’t fancy the pants off men or objectify any more. Liquefying into a little pool on the floor is so uncool; I need to woman up. ‘Watch your metal buttons on the wall, please! That plaster looks new, and we’d rather not have chunks taken out of it.’

      The guy jumps to attention, steps away from the wall, then turns to me again. ‘Do you have a house name – for your new address?’

      So maybe he is a delivery driver after all. I’m hating that my stomach flipped when he rounded on me so suddenly there, but he can’t catch me out with this. ‘Absolutely. Stargazey Cottage.’

      The furrows in his forehead disappear. ‘I’m not local either, I’ve hardly even visited the property I own here. But I know enough to guess what’s happened.’

      Ella rolls her eyes at me; it’s a pet hate we share. Living in a Scottish village since we were kids, we’ve seen the cottages picked off one by one by incomers who turned them into holiday homes, then rarely came, and priced the locals out of existence. I have nothing but derision for guys like him, and I’m not afraid to call him out on it.

      Just to prove what little effect he’s having on me, I’ll pass on that thought. ‘Absentee home owners kill communities, I hope you appreciate that.’

      He shakes his head and turns back to me. ‘I’ll definitely bear that in mind. But first let’s clear up where we actually are.’

      I’m so certain of this, I allow myself an ironic smile. ‘Apart from the fact that you’re standing in our future living room, I’m not sure how that’s going to help.’

      He gives a little cough. ‘From where I’m standing, the problem is you being in my temporary bedroom, not the other way around.’ He sounds horribly sure of himself. ‘Just to make things clear, this isn’t Stargazey Cottage.’

      Ella sits up abruptly. ‘What the actual eff?’

      I’m not giving up on Ella’s dream without a fight. ‘We’ve been visiting this place for over twenty-five years, so believe me, we know! We’ve just let ourselves in.’ As Ella shakes the keys at him, I remember we didn’t, because the door was open. But I’m not showing weakness now. ‘The Stargazey pie on the porch might be the giveaway!’

      The guy winces. ‘I’m really sorry about the confusion. And I’m really sorry to disappoint you. But this is Stargazey House. And it’s definitely mine.’ He pauses to let it sink in. ‘Stargazey Cottage is the next door along, up the hill.’

      I open my mouth because my stomach feels like it left my body. But I force myself to speak. ‘So you’re telling us we’re currently not lounging on the bed at ours – we’re actually a hundred per cent at yours?’

      He nods. ‘An easy mistake to make; it could’ve happened to any of us.’

      It absolutely wouldn’t, this is totally our stuff-up. And whereas Ella moves on from her mistakes, mine haunt me forever. A blunder this big will keep me awake at night literally until I die. ‘In that case, we’ll move to the other side of the wall and leave you to get on with your day.’ And I know he said he’s hardly here, but even if he’s the worst absentee owner in the world, I’m dying all over again remembering he’ll be our neighbour.

      I don’t often boss Ella around, but this time I’m on my feet. ‘Come on, Ells, time to go.’

      She’s way taller than me, but as she gets up off the bed, I manage to spin her round and propel her through the space-with-so-much-potential that was almost our living room. Even her wriggliest counter-arguments aren’t going to change this. I get her all the way to the front door, and I’m a nanosecond away from shoving her onto the street, when she digs in her heels and turns around.

      I hiss at her. ‘Truly, don’t argue. We have to pass his door every time we go down to the village.’

      She nods frantically and hisses back. ‘All the more reason to return the sweatshirt we borrowed before we leave.’

      I let out a sigh and die all over again before I turn back to the guy. ‘So, not only have I accidentally misappropriated your top, but in my hurry to go I’m now about to steal it.’

      He waves his hand. ‘No worries, I’d hate you to be cold. Drop it back some other time.’

      Like I’d ever be able to face him again to do that. I’d actually rather freeze. ‘Best do it now.’

      I grab the hem, peel it off, and hold it out to him, just wanting to get this over as soon as I can. But instead of leaping forward to get it, he’s standing rigid, his mouth open, as if he’s about to say something, but nothing’s coming out.

      Ella coughs. ‘Gwen, your T-shirt. You’ve taken it off with…’

      When I look down, sure enough, I’m standing there in my jeans and bra, and my T-shirt is fully embedded in the hoodie hanging from my hand.

      ‘I’ve got this.’ Ella grabs the bundle and starts to free my T-shirt. Which in some ways is a worst-case scenario, because it leaves me standing like a contestant in a beauty pageant, wobbling my shoulders and waggling my boobs and bare midriff at Mr Drop Dead Gorgeous like there’s no tomorrow.

      Every embarrassment in my life to this point pales to nothing.

      If only I’d worn my sports bra – I know I’m not sporty, but I still own one. Instead, due to a last-minute rush to catch up on laundry before we left, I’m standing here in my skimpy, see-through lacy number that leaves zilch to the imagination, bought light-years ago when I once had the semblance of a love life. It’s one of those times when bad follows worse. Not only have I fully flashed my boobs at the man, now if he thinks this is my everyday wear, he’ll also think I’m…

      I’m thankfully spared from going there when Ella passes me my T-shirt. My freezing nipples being fully visible through the T-shirt fabric seems like nothing after what came earlier.

      I hold out the hoodie. ‘And now we really are leaving.’

      He gives a low laugh and puts out his hand, but instead of taking the sweatshirt he grasps my fingers. ‘Ollie Lancaster. Good to meet you – is it Gwen?’

      Except there’s nothing good about it at all, because the seismic quakes running up my arm and down my back make the fish shivers seem like they didn’t exist. And his hand is big enough to wrap mine up.

      Ella’s jumping forward. ‘Gweneira. She’s Gweneira Starkey. It’s Gwen when you know her better. And I’m Ella Simpson.’

      For some reason Ollie is still holding my hand. Then he blinks, takes the sweatshirt and turns briefly to Ella.

      ‘Tell me, Ollie, do you ever go to village events?’ This is Ella, and why she’s asking this is beyond me. Ollie’s a million miles away from the type of guy she’d go for and he’s just told her he’s never around. ‘I’ve heard the singles club is very good. They do everything from cocktail evenings to sky dives.’

      I grab my chance to move the subject on. ‘Ella is the Ella Simpson who won the Small Building Designer of the Year award in 2019.’ I’ve started so I’ll say it all. ‘She won it for a tiny but innovative conversion of a public convenience in Leighton Buzzard.’ I’m not making it up; her stunning upmarket decor converted a toilet into a superb home. Usually when I pull this out in public it’s a total showstopper. ‘She actually got to touch Kevin McCloud at the reception.’

      That’s how I know who Ella’s type is apart from Taylor. She was wobbly for days after that whenever we FaceTimed. Hopefully that will be the image that sticks in Mr More-beautiful-than-anyone-deserves-to-be’s head, rather than any of me in my barely-there bra.

      As we finally pass the pottery pie and arrive on the cobbles outside the cottage, I’m shaking my finger at the name plate on the wall. ‘If you’d cut back the plant around the sign, this fiasco would never have happened.’

      Mr Lancaster raises one sardonic eyebrow. ‘Not at all, I’m pleased you dropped by. If you specialise in small, you should be fine next door.’

      We have no idea at all what he means by that. But with just a few steps further up the hill to go, we’re about to find out.
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        Stargazey Cottage, St Aidan, Cornwall

        Small potatoes and great expectations

        Wednesday

      

      

      ‘Don’t worry, Ells, we’re fine to narrow our horizons.’ Who knew there would ever be a time when I’d say those words, but as we step out onto the lane, I do.

      The next door we come to a few yards up the hill has paint that’s peeling. There’s one small-paned window beside it, then the rendered wall cranks round following the twist in the lane, and a vertical line marks the abrupt change to a pristine white painted part belonging to a whole other, sharper cottage. The teensy frontage we’re standing outside is barely wider than our shoulders.

      I rub at the name sign as Ella finds the lock. ‘It might say Stargazey Cottage under the salt crust.’

      She raises her eyebrows hopefully. ‘At least the key fits this time. Shall we try another selfie?’

      ‘Totally.’ I pull a paint flake out of her hair, fight back the feeling of déja vu, and beam at my phone. ‘Our first house together.’ This time round there’s more opportunity to reflect. It’s the first lease I’ve ever signed my name on, which is why I was relieved that George the solicitor whizzed us through it super-fast before I lost my nerve. I was way too on-edge to take in most of what he said.

      Don’t get me wrong – I’m just as much in love with cosy cottages and lovely homes as Ella is, but as a designer she’s involved with creating them every day. I’ve stayed in some wonderful places with my work and made them very comfy for other people, but me making or having an actual home of my own has never been more than a fleeting dream; I’ve never felt like I was worth the trouble. I was actually more wrapped up in keeping Ned safe, but I managed to fail at that.

      Ella frowns as she turns the knob and pushes the door open. ‘This has to be the skinniest house in the world.’

      I’m pleased she’s giving this a positive spin because I’m not the kind of person who’d get hung up on how much wider everyone else’s houses are. ‘That’s great news for whoever is decorating.’ With the whirlwind of the move and not really knowing what was here, we haven’t fully finalised who is doing what yet.

      I follow her into a room that’s approximately the size of the worn-out doormat, with walls a similar colour. Even as an amateur, I can see anything we do here can only make it better. ‘As a hallway, it’s bursting with potential.’

      Ella coughs. ‘As the stairs are going out of it, this might be the living room. But on the upside, there are two more floors above.’

      I’m squinting at the walls. ‘Does it feel wonky to you?’

      When Ella puts out her arms with her back to the front door her fingers are almost grazing the side walls, but at the other end of the room she has more to spare. ‘It’s shaped like a wedge.’

      I grin at her. ‘Small is beautiful. Think what we’ll save on furniture if we can’t fit any in.’ So long as Merry leaves her biggest pieces of jewellery at home when she comes to stay, it’ll be great. Every year that she’s been without Ella’s dad, her beloved Hugh, Merry’s beads and earrings have grown more massive. It’s as if she’s poured all her grief out of her heart and into stonking jewellery. That’s what we tell ourselves every time we see her with a string of beads the size of tennis balls round her neck.

      This is already hard enough for Ella. Even without next door blowing our expectations out of the water, I’m kicking myself for storming past the bakery on our way up the hill. ‘Seeing as we forgot chocolate eclairs, how about some music?’ I wave my phone at her.

      Ella rolls her eyes. ‘If we’re singing along to your happy-teenager playlist, please let it be “Pure Shores”.’

      It used to be our favourite as teenagers, miming with our hairbrushes in front of the mirror-wall of fitted wardrobes in her bedroom. That one song somehow captured all our hopes for the wild beauty (mine) and freedom and choices (Ella’s) our future lives were going to deliver. And in many ways, at first, we weren’t disappointed; it’s only lately that things have gone downhill.

      As I take an old flowery curtain off the windowsill and pull it around me to stop the shivers, Ella’s lips are twitching into a smile. ‘Great wrap you’ve got there.’

      I laugh. ‘It’s less cosy than next-door’s hoodie, but at least it’s not committing me to a yacht race.’ As we start to sway to the music it already feels more like our place than someone else’s. And it’s important we get our priorities right. ‘Let’s take a quick look around, then we’ll go for cake.’

      But first I turn up the sound, and even though we have to limit our arm waving, we’re singing along to the chorus like we’re fourteen again. We’re on our way to the stairs, halfway through a spectacularly enthusiastic ‘out of r-e-e-e-each’ when we realise there’s someone at the window, peering past the cobwebs and knocking.

      When I sway forward far enough to ease the door open there’s a sandy-haired woman, in chinos and a checked shirt, holding a box.

      She’s got her head on one side, listening, then a beam spreads across her face. ‘Don’t tell me – it’s All Saints!’

      I grin at her and turn down the volume. ‘How many years since you heard it?’

      The woman gives a grimace. ‘It was actually only last week. St Aidan’s big on retro discos. But you’ll find that out for yourselves soon enough.’ Then her smile broadens again. ‘I’m Nell, George Trenowden’s partner. I hope I’m not rushing you, but I’ve come to say hello and welcome. I take it you’re the Star Sisters?’

      My mouth drops open as I hear the childhood label we reinvented to help our cottage application rolled out in real life. ‘Lovely to meet you, Nell, I’m Gwen Starkey, and this is Ella Simpson, supernova of the design world. Now you know where the starry part comes from, why not come in?’

      As I close the door behind Nell, Ella carries on. ‘We’re honorary sisters rather than real ones.’

      That’s a typical example of an Ella line, but I back her up anyway. ‘As kids that’s what we pretended, we’ve been besties for ever.’ I grab Ella’s head and squeeze it next to mine. ‘So long as you overlook that Ella’s a foot taller and the same amount slimmer than me, we do look quite alike.’

      Ella’s carrying on the theme. ‘If Gwen stands on a chair and I do my hair in wild corkscrew curls like hers, you literally can’t tell us apart.’

      Nell laughs. ‘Your secret’s safe with me. I’ve got some besties in St Aidan who are very much the same, we call ourselves the mermaids.’ She holds out the box. ‘Some of my mermaid friends made the cakes in here.’

      As I squint at the label, I can’t believe I’m seeing this in the flesh. ‘A Little Cornish Kitchen cake box! I’ve been drooling over these on Facebook.’

      Ella clutches the carton. ‘I can smell the chocolate through the box. Better still, tell me which of the bakers baked them?’

      Nell nods. ‘They’re Clemmie’s brownies, and Cressy’s double chocolate chip cookies.’

      Ella smiles. ‘I see all their posts on Insta.’ She will have too as she was living here vicariously for years before the cottage came up.

      Nell shuffles. ‘As for the house – it’s seen better days, so we hoped cake would help.’

      I’d hate anyone to think we’re disappointed. ‘It’s little but that’s what makes it manageable. And rough edges were part of the deal.’ Without either of those things, we wouldn’t have been able to afford it.

      Nell gives a knowing glance. ‘It’s obvious you’re a design duo. Half an hour after you’ve picked up the key, you’re already got the measure of the place.’

      Star Sisters Design Duo was another ironic joke between Ells and me that somehow escaped into the application ether. Who knew it would come back to bite us so fast? ‘I’m not sure what you’ve heard – Ella’s the real deal, but I’m more of an apprentice.’

      Nell purses her lips. ‘My George is usually like a clam with his clients, but he was instructed to consult with the community for this tenancy, so our inner circle saw your Zoom calls.’ She wiggles her eyebrows. ‘We loved that you were so willing to join in.’

      It’s unnerving to be hearing about this from the other side.

      Ella’s beaming her reassurance. ‘We won’t be disappointing you. We’ll be embracing all the community activities – alongside the renovations and the day jobs.’ She gives me a shove. ‘Won’t we, Gwen?’

      I shrink further inside my curtain, because the holiday cottage cleaning I’m banking on isn’t actually arranged yet. And I definitely hadn’t anticipated socialising. Left to myself, I’d rather stay home with a book or go for a solitary walk, although with the kind of work I do I’ve never had many days off. But I need to say something authentic.

      ‘We’ll be painting and partying for all we’re worth. Woohoo!’ Then I realise what I’ve said. ‘Obviously the parties will be in town, due to no more than three people fitting in here.’

      Nell gives a chortle. ‘It’s St Aidan’s most slender cottage as they squeezed it into the gap between the buildings either side. That’s why it’s narrower at the front than the back.’

      As I look around, that explains a lot. ‘This room is all we need; we’ll be fabulously cosy in here.’

      Nell’s frowning at us. ‘You have seen the kitchen with the views of the sea? And the little secret shed at the top of the garden? And those lovely sloping ceilings up in the attic?’

      I’d hate anyone to know we were in the wrong place earlier and haven’t had time to catch up. ‘We haven’t seen everywhere yet. We actually got chatting to the neighbour from Stargazey House.’

      Nell’s eyes open wide. ‘That’s a first! It’s impossible to keep a low profile here, but that man’s completely under the St Aidan radar. People have barely glimpsed him, let alone spoken to him.’

      Ella’s not the type to melt, but her expression goes all mushy. ‘He’s very nice.’

      I don’t want to be negative, but what planet is she living on? ‘He was pretty reluctant when you mentioned activities earlier.’ Working so long in hospitality, I can spot the aloof ones as easily as the party animals. Whatever it said on that hoodie, I doubt he’s a team player.

      Nell laughs. ‘All the more reason we’re lucky to have you two. I’m not just here with cake, I’ve also come to invite you to the singles club events.’

      I exchange glances with Ella. As well as the St Aidan cake porn, Ella’s made me fully aware of every fixture in St Aidan, and the singles club was one thing we clashed over. She’s convinced it’s right up my street, which is complete rubbish, because I’m fully committed to being on my own. And obviously she desperately needs to move on, but she just can’t see that. What we did agree on is, it would be good for Merry. So long as she didn’t know what she was going to, obviously.

      I nod. ‘Singles events sound perfect for Ella’s widowed mum; we’d love her to meet someone so we’ll point her in the right direction when she comes to stay.’ Here’s hoping her extended trip to the Balearic Islands doesn’t go on for too long.

      Nell chortles again. ‘Sorry for letting you get the wrong end of the stick! Singles club events are open to everyone in St Aidan, regardless of relationship status. The only rule is: the more the merrier.’ She pauses for a second, then brings out the big guns. ‘We’re counting on you to come! That’s what you’re here for!’

      ‘Fabulous!’ says Ella in her stony voice. Which is exactly what she says when it’s totally not.

      I can’t see any way out of this without massively blowing our credibility, but there’s no need to panic. By the time an event comes round in a few weeks’ or even a few months’ time, no doubt wriggly Ella will have thought of a way to get us out of it. ‘We’ll look forward to that.’ I’m going the extra mile here. ‘Will that be around Bonfire Night?’

      This time Nell’s laugh explodes. ‘November? You don’t have to wait that long! We’ve got breakfast club tomorrow if you’re really keen. Otherwise, it’s Friday at eight. The Little Cornish Kitchen are doing a barbie and beers in the garden at Seaspray Cottage, along the beach path beyond the harbour.’ She hands me a flyer then squeezes past me back to the door.

      I fix my smile so it doesn’t slip. ‘Lovely. Anything else we should know?’

      Nell slams her hand to her head. ‘It’s fancy dress! How did I forget to say that?’

      My heart has plummeted as far as my flip flops, but my mouth’s still in the happy position. ‘Better and better!’

      Nell’s halfway onto the cobbles. ‘And if you ever need any eggs, give me a shout. They’re free range, fresh from my mum and dad’s farm, I’ll most likely be able to tell you the names of the hens who laid them.’

      Ella takes the paper from my hand and waves it at Nell. ‘Brill. We’ll be sure to tell our neighbour about the barbie too.’

      I press the door closed behind Nell and turn to Ella. ‘Why would we ask him?’

      Quite apart from everything else, after flashing him my underwear I was counting on never seeing him again. Ever.

      Ella just looks at me. ‘You might have forgotten, but neighbourly relationships are very important in small places.’

      ‘What about the neighbours on the other side, then? I don’t see you rushing to invite them.’ I’ve got her there. She might wriggle with other people, but there’s a lot less squirming with me.

      She flicks back her hair. ‘Honestly, Gwen, you can spot a mile off that one’s a holiday cottage.’

      As for Mr Stargazey House, I hope she’s not set her heart on moving on with him. I’m quite good at reading people, and he’s truly not the type to go for a village barbie. Add in fancy dress, and he’s more likely to fly to the moon. On the bright side, that does mean one less thing for me to worry about.

      When I grin at Ella, this time it’s real. ‘So what shall we do first? Eat brownies, or find this kitchen with the ocean view?’

      She’s already prising the lid off the bake box and her grin is as wide as the bay. ‘Star Sisters multi-tasking lesson one: whatever you’re doing, you can eat cake at the same time.’
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      Nell was right – there was more cottage to come, but I suspect that every bit of it is less than Ella was expecting.

      The back room has a sink and not much else, the bathroom is mainly a corner bath, and the three bedrooms are each approximately the size of a suitcase – that’s the teensy hand-luggage kind. As we unload our cars Ella’s trying to be optimistic, saying how promising the plank doors are, but from where I’m standing, a working kitchen might have been better than bits of wood. I keep that to myself though, and thank my lucky stars I travel light.

      As far as the work goes, George made it clear that we can do as much or as little as we choose. The only rule is that we have to run our ideas and costs past him first, so he can check that his absent client is in agreement, and any work we begin must be completed before we end our tenancy.

      We’d assumed the landlord’s cash-pot was going to run to fancy wallpaper and accessories, but now we’re here we can see it’s there to pay for the basics. But the mistake is all ours. If we hadn’t had the unfortunate mix-up over house names, we’d have viewed and seen it for ourselves. As it is, we’re determined to put the mistake behind us, and make the best of what’s here.

      The most amazing feature of the cottage is the sea view from the back, and nothing can take away from that. The kitchen door opens out onto a minute area of wonky paving which also looks out over the sea, it’s great so long as you don’t suffer from vertigo. We can just about make out the shed Nell mentioned on the hillside high above, but for now the steps are too overgrown to reach it.

      The lack of size will be a lot harder for Ella than it is for me. As a ski resort chalet host, which was my job right through my twenties up to the time I lost my brother, I’m used to shared rooms and cramped conditions. But the home Ella and Taylor sold when they split up was a gorgeous flat in Islington. They’d poured their hearts into making it beautiful, and it embodied everything Ella had been striving for her whole married life.

      Until we turn things around here, it’s going to be a lot like camping, and that’s going to be harder for Ella than for me. As kids, Dad would take Ned and me off in our ancient camper to the most remote places he could find, so I’m used to roughing it. Ella came with us a couple of times, but she never really took to peeing outdoors, cooking on a fire or sleeping under the stars. The more I keep saying, in my cheeriest voice, ‘It’s going to “scrub up” nicely,’ the quieter Ella gets.

      Even after we’ve plugged in the microwave, made up our air-beds and sat on the bean bags we brought to eat fish and chips, the mood is still dismal. In the cold light of next morning, when I’m washing up our coffee cups on the floor because the plastic bowl we brought is too big to fit in the sink, I step in to cheer Ella up.

      ‘First things first. We need to decide what to wear for the singles do!’

      Ella watches as I put a mug on the wonky draining board, then catches it as it slides off. ‘Ideally I want to sort out a schedule of works for this place before my day job kicks in on Monday.’

      Ella’s working for the same company she was with in London, and their new contract is with a developer with four different holiday home sites across Devon and Cornwall. Her job is to guide the buyers on the layout and interior choices, all the way from purchase to hand-over. As it’s at the luxury end of the market, making each humungous log cabin sold into an individual bespoke home is likely to be a very exacting task even when she’s used to it. Picking it up from scratch she’s going to be extra busy so, with that in mind, she’s already offered to pay my share of the bills, to make up for me doing the lion’s share of the household chores at the cottage.

      We might as well start as we mean to go on. ‘I’ll grab the Flash and you get your notebook. We’ll brainstorm fancy-dress outfits while we work.’

      Ten minutes later I’m on my knees, scrubbing some cracked bathroom lino and trying to sort out Ella’s costume. ‘If you go as interior-designer Barbie you could just turn up as yourself?’ Neither of us is prone to panic, but as it’s tomorrow we can’t hang around.

      Ella looks up from her notebook and stares at the end of her ponytail instead. ‘I’m not feeling swishy enough for that.’

      As she’s already rejected Batwoman and Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz I have one last character to offer. ‘Lara Croft, then!’

      She lets out a cry. ‘Jeez, Gwen, she kicks ass, and gives no fucks, I’m hardly in a place to carry that off.’ Though we don’t talk about it, I know how much Ella is aching inside. It’s just easy to forget sometimes as she puts up a damn good front to the world.

      I’ve always sidestepped fancy-dress parties myself, but I’m sure Ella’s been to plenty. ‘What do you usually go as?’ As soon as the question is out, I know it’s the wrong one.

      Her lips go all wiggly and her voice is like someone else’s. ‘Taylor and I always go as surfers, in our board shorts and rash vests, with those super-expensive surf boards we bought but never use.’ Her moan turns into a wail. ‘Except it’s … it’s all in the past now. We’ll never surf a-g-a-i-n.’

      ‘Sweetie.’ I’m mortified for upsetting her.

      She stabs her pen at her pad so hard it flies into the air. As it clatters off the side of the outsized corner bath she sinks down to sit on the floor and rubs her fists in her eyes. ‘It’s fine.’ The sob she lets out says it isn’t. ‘It’s just such a bummer.’

      It’s hit me twenty times an hour since we arrived; I wouldn’t be anywhere near here if it weren’t for her and Taylor’s split. But then neither would I be in France, where I had been right through my twenties, because when Ned died my life there broke too. It’s a completely different scenario, but at least I have an idea how it feels for Ella when everything you rely on disappears from under you. The funny thing about pain and loss is you can’t predict how they’re going to hit you. For me, it’s helped to avoid all things French, which has been hard as the Alps have been such a huge part of who I am.

      My mum and dad were obsessed with climbing. They both had worldwide reputations and literally lived for the next rock face. Once they had us kids, they compromised by running a Highland climbing school, and took it in turns to go off on expeditions. When Mum died in the Alpine accident, I was too young to remember, but rather than staying away Dad actually took us kids to the Alps as often as he could. For him, the best way of keeping us close to Mum was to make sure we grew up loving the mountains, so we would understand what motivated her.

      For Ned, that went hand in hand with the climbing genius he inherited from my mum, but for me, who couldn’t ski or climb to save my life, there was still a deep affinity, which kept calling me back.

      As soon as Ned was old enough, he went to join all the other climbers who worked the winters on the French ski slopes and spent the summers climbing. Obviously I wasn’t into the sport, but the chalet hosting let me work in the places I’d grown to love so much. But at least remembering this reminds me of something that might take Ella’s mind off Taylor.

      ‘You’ve got your bike on your car roof and your blue and white stripy top. If we get you a beret you could come as a Breton onion seller?’

      Her face is blotchy. ‘You wouldn’t mind how French it is?’

      I pull a face. ‘I’m going to have to face my demons sometime.’ Since we lost Ned neither Dad nor I have been able to return to the Alps. Four years on, I still can’t face melted Camembert or croissants. But seeing Ella as a French onion seller is a small sacrifice to make if it helps her. And it might be a small step for me on the very painful road back to normality, which is somewhere I never expect to get to anyway.

      ‘Thanks, Gwen.’ She blows her nose and pushes her hanky into the pocket of her jeans. ‘How about you? Who can we dress you up as?’

      I’m straight back on that. ‘I’m going as the paper bag princess.’

      Ella shakes her head. ‘This is why I love you so much, Gwen. You’re full of surprises.’

      ‘I’ll make a sack out of brown paper and rub dirt on my face so I look like I’m smoke-damaged. Make a cardboard crown. I’ve got it all planned out.’

      ‘But, who is she?’

      I can’t believe Ella’s forgotten the heroine in my favourite book ever, the one that we used to read all the time in primary school. ‘She’s that princess who fights the dragon and saves the prince.’

      Ella raises her eyebrows. ‘Gotcha!’

      ‘She ends up wearing a bag when her dress gets trashed, and when the ungrateful prince she’s going to marry criticises her outfit she tells him
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