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Chapter One

‘I am so, so sorry.’ The woman was petite, with glossy, dark brown hair cut in a neat bob. She looked about Ellie’s age, or maybe a few years older. ‘My mum is rather averse to unexpected visitors, and we do seem to have had a few over the last couple of days.’ She frowned, and Ellie felt a stab of guilt.

‘I shouldn’t have turned up unannounced,’ she said, ‘but a friend told me about this place – he found it after he took a wrong turn. He’s probably the other person who unsettled your mum.’

The two of them were standing in the courtyard of the impressive-looking barn, with brassy chickens pecking around their feet. Elowen Moon had been keen to speak to someone about the venue, hoping it would be the solution to her current pressing problem; she needed to find a place where Charlie Quilter and Daniel Harper could get married, either in – or very close to – Porthgolow. She had been approached, or rather accosted, by an older lady with a broom, but before she could become truly alarmed, the dark-haired woman had coaxed her mother – as Ellie now knew – back to the small cottage on the other side of the yard.

‘Ever since we moved in we’ve had builders on the site,’ the woman went on. ‘It was always going to be the case, with so much work to do here, but Mum hasn’t settled down yet. She will do in time, I’m sure.’ She shook her head quickly. ‘Sorry, I’m Jane. Jane McTavish. Have you come about the barn?’

‘I have,’ Ellie said. ‘I couldn’t find any references to it online. As I said, I only discovered it because a friend of mine took a wrong turn.’

Jane rubbed her forehead. ‘That’s next on my never-ending to-do list. We’ve only just finished the conversion, and as you can see the exterior is still a bit rough and ready. I’ve started putting feelers out, but I need to sort out a proper marketing plan.’

Excitement tingled through Ellie’s limbs. This was perfect: they were going to help each other out. ‘I’d love to have a look around, if that’s OK?’ she said. ‘If it meets all the requirements of my clients, I might want to book it for a wedding.’

‘Clients?’ Jane looked surprised. ‘It’s not your wedding?’

‘I’m a wedding planner,’ Ellie explained. ‘I’ve got a couple in Porthgolow who want to get married in June, and I’m still searching for the right location. Your barn could well be near the top of the list.’

Jane smiled. ‘In that case, let me give you a tour.’ She gestured to the wooden doors halfway along the building. Ellie glanced through the windows as they passed, but in the late afternoon sun, the glass reflected the yard back at her.

‘Have you owned the farm long?’ she asked, swerving a couple of chickens that were intent on their task.

‘It was my uncle’s,’ Jane explained. ‘He died last summer, and left it to Mum. She’s long wanted to move back to Cornwall, and I was looking for a change of scene, too. We came up with the plan to convert the barn into a commercial property. It’s been a lot harder than I anticipated.’ She gave a gentle laugh, and Ellie couldn’t help probing.

‘And is your mum happy … with how it’s turned out?’

Jane paused, her hand on the door. ‘The part of Bristol she was living in was fairly rough. There was a lot of social disorder, regular burglaries, and Mum was on her own, and getting increasingly frightened. She didn’t want to move to Oxford, where I was, but when I suggested we come back here, make a go of the barn, she jumped at it. She’s happier here, but it’s also been a lot of work to get as far as we’ve got, and with builders on site all the time, she’s struggled. I’d like to think now it’s nearly done, she’ll be more content. We’ll obviously be holding events, but she’ll throw herself into them, I know it, and wedding parties aren’t the same as the dusty disruption of building work. Sorry,’ she went on, pushing open the barn door and flicking on the lights, ‘this isn’t the most professional sales pitch, is it? Here’s our brand-spanking-new event venue, complete with irate old woman.’

Ellie shook her head. ‘Moving house and starting a new business are both impossibly stressful, and you’ve done them together. People deal with things in different ways, and I … goodness, Jane. This place is beautiful.’ And it was; breathtakingly so.

It was a rectangular space, with a high, vaulted ceiling, criss-crossed with wooden beams. Three delicate chandeliers were evenly spaced along the building, their teardrop glass beads shimmering with soft gold light. Wall lanterns like old-fashioned gas lamps helped illuminate the room, and the walls themselves were exposed brick which, Ellie could see, had been treated to give an almost glossy finish. Wooden tables were laid out banquet style, the spare chairs stacked against a wall. There was a bar at one end of the room, with gleaming brass beer pumps, and a raised stage at the other. Tall windows looked out either on the courtyard, or offered views down to the sea.

‘It was a dark space even when we updated the lighting,’ Jane explained, ‘so I embarked on the epic feat of adding windows. The builders weren’t sure the barn would survive it, but they brought in an architect and … well, it was worth it, I think.’ Ellie could hear the pride in her voice.

‘It’s magnificent,’ she said. ‘Truly. You get the original features and the floor space of the barn, and all these extra details. The windows give it so much natural light, but then, at night …’ She gestured to the chandeliers. ‘And what’s it like when there’s a good sunset?’

Jane’s grin made her look several years younger, and Ellie had the sense that, despite the hardships she’d faced, she was happy with her decision to move back to Cornwall and convert the barn. Ellie didn’t blame her; this venue would be a shining light on the wedding and events circuit. She felt a sudden, pressing urgency to book it up for the entire summer, or come to an arrangement with Jane where she at least got first dibs on bank holidays. The only issue was the bumpy farm track leading up to it, but maybe that was next on Jane’s list of things to tackle.

‘Sunsets make this place glow,’ Jane admitted. ‘You should come back one evening to see it. Which reminds me that I need to hire a photographer to take some photos for the website.’

‘I can give you some names if you like?’ Ellie said. ‘But right now, I’d like to see if you’re free for the wedding I’m planning.’ She took her iPad out of her bag.

‘Let me get the diary,’ Jane said. ‘In fact, why not come through to the house? I’ll make us some tea. I’m only just starting on the event packages, but I’ve got a few different options we can discuss.’

‘Could I have a list? I’ll need to talk through the possibilities with my clients. Would I be able to bring them here in the next couple of days?’

‘Of course!’ Jane led her out of the barn, and Ellie felt some of the tension seeping from her neck and shoulders. This place had the potential to be the wedding venue of Charlie and Daniel’s dreams, and Ellie loved nothing more than turning potential into certainty.

After her meeting with Jane, which included finding out that there was another, more substantial road that led to Porthgolow Barn courtyard, and that the track leading off Wilderness Lane was a back route to the site, Ellie arranged to take Charlie and Daniel there that Friday.

Jane had assured Ellie that her mum was getting better, that a broom-wielding woman wasn’t one of the added extras, and Ellie wasn’t worried. She could see so much promise in their venue, and she had a fierce urge to help them with it; to share her contacts and the knowledge she’d gained from years of working in the events business. She could imagine Porthgolow Barn being suitable for so many happy couples in her future – perhaps even one of the others she had on her books right this moment, Philip and Samira, who wanted an autumn wedding in a rural setting.

As for Charlie and Daniel, it was everything they had hoped for. They wanted a happy day with their friends and family in beautiful Porthgolow surroundings, and Jane’s barn would give them that.

Ellie spent the following day at home, going through wedding magazines and marking pages of dresses and morning suits, phoning the cake companies she worked with to request samples, and perusing the local florists’ websites for their new-season blooms and bouquets, everything geared towards the approaching summer season. All the while she had one ear on the door, waiting for the key in the lock.

Her sister, Rose, got home just after four, bustling in in her usual, loud way. ‘Yoohoo, I’m back! All ready to put your plan into action?’ She appeared in the doorway. ‘You look nice,’ she added, and Ellie tamped down a groan.

‘It’s just jeans and a jumper.’

‘Your favourite cashmere jumper. And eyeliner. I approve.’

‘Go and get changed,’ Ellie said, and Rose did as she was told, a gleeful look on her face.

The day before, Jago Carne, Ellie’s tenant, had turned up at Seascape House care-home, revealing himself to be the son of Arthur, one of Rose’s patients, in whom she had taken a particular interest. In the small amount of time that had passed since then, Rose had dropped endless hints about him – most of them as subtle as a ten-ton truck. Comments about his eligibility and handsomeness, and about how he had appeared in Ellie’s life in more than one context, and how that had to mean something.

When Ellie had
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