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Chapter One

Years later, when she was an old lady, and many miles away, Polly would find it hard to explain that that was how they had lived back then. That some days they could cross to the mainland in a car, but some days they had to take the boat. Sometimes they were cut off for a long time and nobody would quite know when or how; the tidal charts could only track the tides, not the weather.

“But wasn’t it awful?” Judith would ask. “Knowing you were cut off?”

And Polly would think back to the way the sun had glinted off the water when it wasn’t receding, and the light would change and the water would glow pink, rose, and violet in the setting sun over to the west, and you knew another day was going past and you weren’t going anywhere.

“Actually, it wasn’t,” she’d say. “It was lovely. You just had to snuggle down, settle in. It was only you and everyone else on the Mount. Make sure everything was high up, and if the power was still on, that was nice, but if it wasn’t, well, you’d manage that too. You could see the candles glowing in all the little windows. It was cozy.”

“It sounds about a hundred years ago.”

Polly smiled. “I know. But it wasn’t that long ago, not really . . . It feels like nothing to me. If there’s a corner where you plant your heart, it’s always with you.

“But of course that all came much later. To begin with, it was awful.”
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2014

Polly leafed through the paperwork they had given her in the shiny folder with the picture of a lighthouse on the front. It was, she noticed, a pretty picture. She was trying incredibly hard to look on the bright side.

And the two men in the room were nice. Nicer than they had to be; so nice, in fact, that they made Polly feel oddly worse instead of better. She felt sorry, rather than angry or defiant.

They were sitting in the back room of the little two-room office in the converted railway station that she and Chris had been so proud of. It was charming, with an old non-working fireplace in what had once upon a time been the waiting room.

Now both rooms were a mess: files pulled out, computers lugged around, papers strewn everywhere. The very nice men from the bank were patiently going through all of them. Chris was sitting there sullenly, looking like a five-year-old deprived of a favorite toy. Polly was dashing around trying to be helpful, and every so often he would shoot her a sarcastic look that she knew meant “Why are you being so helpful to these people who are trying to destroy us?,” and even though she supposed he had a point, she couldn’t help herself.

It also occurred to Polly later that the bank employed these people to be nice for exactly that reason: to encourage helpful behavior, avoid confrontation, stop fights. This made her sad, both for herself and Chris, and for these nice men whose job day to day was witnessing other people’s misery. It wasn’t their fault. Chris thought it was, of course.

“So,” said the older of the two men, who wore a turban and had small neat glasses perched on the end of his nose. “The normal form is that bankruptcy procedures come before the circuit court. You don’t both have to go; just one of the directors needs to actually be there.”

Polly winced at the word “bankruptcy.” It sounded so final, so serious. Something that happened to silly pop stars and celebrities. Not to hard-working people like them.

Chris snorted sarcastically. “You can do that,” he said to Polly. “You love all that busy bee stuff.”

The younger man looked sympathetically at Chris. “We realize this is very difficult.”

“How?” said Chris. “Have you ever gone bankrupt?”

Polly glanced back down at the pretty lighthouse, but it wasn’t really working anymore. She tried to think of something else. She found herself admiring the lovely drawings from Chris’s portfolio they’d hung on the wall when they’d first moved there, seven years earlier, both of them in their mid-twenties, full of optimism for launching a graphic design firm. They had started out well, with some of Chris’s clients from his old job, and Polly had worked ceaselessly on the business management side, drumming up new contacts, networking relentlessly, selling to businesses all over Plymouth, where they lived, and as far away as Exeter and Truro.

They had invested in a flat in a new development near the waterfront in Plymouth, very minimalist and modern, and had gone to all the right restaurants and bars, to be seen and to do business. It had worked well—for a time. They had felt themselves quite the up-and-comers, loved saying they ran their own business. But then came the 2008 banking crisis, and new technology in computers was making it easier than ever to manipulate images, and do your own artwork. With firms cutting back on outside commissions, advertising and freelancers, loading more and more onto their own staff, graphic design, as Chris pointed out, went horribly downhill. It got done. Just less and less by them.

Polly had worked her fingers to the bone. She had never stopped pitching, closing, discounting; doing anything to get the sales for her talented other half. Chris, on the other hand, had withdrawn completely, blaming the world for not wanting his wonderful artwork and hand-crafted lettering. He had become sullen and uncommunicative, which Polly had tried to counter by maintaining a positive attitude. It had been pretty tough to keep that up.

Although Polly would never, ever admit it, barely to herself, the fact that the day had finally come—long after she had implored him to wind up the business and find a job elsewhere, and he had accused her of disloyalty and plotting against him—was something of a relief. It was unpleasant, awful; so shaming, even if lots of people they used to barhop with in the trendy center of Plymouth were going through—or knew people who had been through—the same thing. Polly’s mother didn’t understand at all; she saw it as something akin to prison. They were going to have to put the house on the market, start over. But having Mr. Gardner and Mr. Bassi here from the bank at least seemed to mean that something was getting sorted out, something was happening. The last two years had been so miserable and defeating, professionally and personally. Their relationship had been put on hold; they were more like two people who grudgingly shared a flat. Polly felt wrung out.

She looked at Chris. New lines were etched on his face that she’d not really noticed before. It had been a while, she realized, since she’d really looked at him properly. Toward the end, it had felt that even glancing up when he came back from the office—she always left first, while he would stay, going over their few commissions again and again and again, as if sheer perfectionism might change the inevitable—carried a note of accusation, of blame, so she had kept her head down.

The weird thing was, had it been only their personal lives coming apart, then everyone they knew would have been full of sympathy and help and advice and reassurance. But a failing business . . . people were too scared to say anything. They all kept their distance, and didn’t probe too much, even Polly’s fearless best friend Kerensa.

Perhaps it was because the fear—of penury, of losing the life you had worked so hard for—was too deep, too strong, and everyone thought their situation might be infectious. Perhaps it was because people didn’t really realize. Perhaps the pair of them had kept the facade up too successfully for too long: looking cheery; putting joint meals on the credit card and holding their breath when it was time for it to go through the machine; handmade birthday gifts—thank goodness Polly could bake, that was useful; hanging on to the flashy black Mazda, though that would have to go now, of course. Polly didn’t care about the car. She did care about Chris. Or she had. In the last year or so, she hadn’t seen the Chris she knew at all. The sweet, funny man who had been so shy and awkward when they’d got together, then blossomed when he’d started up his own graphic design consultancy. Polly had supported him all the way. They were a team. She’d proved it too; come to work for the business. Put in her life savings (which after the mortgage hadn’t been much), fought and fought for business, charmed and chased and exhausted herself in every conceivable way.

That made it worse, of course. When he’d finally come home that fateful night, a cold cold spring though it felt more like never-ending winter, and sat down, and she’d looked at him, really looked at him, and he’d said grimly, “It’s over.”

Local newspapers were closing, so they didn’t need advertising, so they didn’t need layout or design . . . and businesses didn’t really need flyers any more, or they did but they designed them themselves on the web and printed them out at home. Everyone was a designer now, and a photographer, and everything else Chris had once done so well, with so much care and attention to detail. It wasn’t really the recession, although that hadn’t helped. It was that the world had changed. He might as well have been trying to sell pagers, or cassette tapes.

It had been months since they’d last made love, but she’d woken often in the early hours to find him lying wide awake beside her, desperately doing sums in his head or just letting misery and anxiety churn around inside him. And she’d tried to find the right words to help, but nothing had.

“No, that won’t work,” he’d bark in response to her every suggestion, from wedding stationery to school yearbooks. Or, “It’s pointless.” He’d become more and more obstructive, until working together was almost intolerable, and because he didn’t like any of Polly’s ideas for the business, and they had almost nothing coming in, Polly had less and less to do. She’d let him leave first in the morning so he could go for a run; my only form of stress release, he’d said, at which she’d bitten her tongue to stop herself pointing out that any time she suggested anything—a walk, a stroll down to the harbor, a picnic, things that cost nothing—he’d snarl back at her that it was useless and he couldn’t be bothered.

Polly had tried to get him to a doctor, but that was a waste of time too. He simply wouldn’t admit that there was anything wrong—with him, with them, with anything. It was just a slump; it would be all right. Then he came across her looking on a jobs website and that had been the catalyst. The row they’d had that night had nearly blown the roof off, and it had all come tumbling out: how much money he’d borrowed, how much worse the situation was than he’d ever let on to Polly. She’d stared at him open-mouthed.

A week later—a silent, agonizing week—he’d slumped in, sat down and looked her straight in the face.

“It’s over.”

And now here they were in the wreckage of their business with the very nice Mr. Gardner and Mr. Bassi, and every happy dream and plan they’d come up with in the days when they thought they could do anything . . . every piece of paperwork she’d watched him sign as they popped the champagne, christened the desk in the lovely little office, goggled at their ad in the Yellow Pages . . . all of it was gone, into a world that really didn’t care how hard they’d worked or how much they’d wanted it or any of those reality-show clichés that actually were completely irrelevant in the scheme of things. It was over. All the pictures of lighthouses in the world couldn’t change that.
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Chapter Two

“Here are the things I have,” said Polly, walking through the town, the chill spring wind catching her. She was desperately trying to gear herself up and count her blessings; she had a summit with her best friend and didn’t want to be in tears when she met her.

“I am healthy. I am well, apart from the dodgy ankle that I twisted dancing in that bar, which served me right. I have my own faculties. I have lost my money in a business, but people lose more all the time. I haven’t been in any natural disasters. My family are all well. Annoying, but well. My relationship . . . people go through far worse. Far worse. It’s not like we have to divorce—”

“What are you doing?” said Kerensa loudly. Even though she was tottering on really high heels, she still moved as fast as Polly did in her Converses and had caught up with her on her own way home from her management consulting job. “Your lips are moving. Are you actually going properly crazy? Because you know . . .”

“What?”

“Might be a strategy. Disability living allowance?”

“KERENSA!” said Polly. “You are awful. And no, I was counting my blessings, if you must know. I’d got to ‘don’t have to get divorced.’ ”

Kerensa pulled a face that would probably have expressed doubt if she hadn’t had so much Botox that it was often difficult to tell quite what she was feeling, although she would then immediately explain at high volume.

“Good Lord, seriously? What else was there? Two arms, two legs?”

“I thought we were meant to be meeting so you could cheer me up.”

Kerensa held up the clanking bag from the wine shop.

“We most certainly are. So go on, how far did you get? Once you’d discounted homeless, jobless, all that.”

They had stopped outside Kerensa’s immaculate Plymouth town house, which had two little orange trees either side of the polished red door with the brass knocker.

“Actually, I’m not so sure I do want to come over,” said Polly, but she didn’t really mean it. This was Kerensa’s way; she always confronted life head-on. Something Polly should have done a little more of in the last year or so, she knew, as the business went down the tubes and Chris became ever more unreachable. She had asked Kerensa for professional advice only once, when they’d had a bit to drink at a Christmas party years ago, and Kerensa had told her that what they were doing was risky and then had begged her not to ask again. Polly had convinced herself that all businesses were risky and the subject had never been mentioned since.

“Well, you’re here now, and I’m not eating all these Pringles by myself,” said Kerensa cheerfully, taking out her key on its Tiffany fob.

“You never eat Pringles,” grumbled Polly. “You put them all out, then you go, ‘Oh, I had a gigantic lunch that I’m pretending about, please eat these Pringles, I can’t keep them, they’ll go off.’ Which they don’t, by the way.”

“Well, if you stay, you can eke them out in the manner of your choosing, rather than guzzle them down like a starving vole.”

Before Polly could say anything, Kerensa put up her hands.

“Just stay for tonight.”

“OK,” said Polly.
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Polly closed her eyes when she said it, but there it was, set out by Mr. Gardner and Mr. Bassi: the bank was going to take the flat. When she had told her mother, her mother had basically responded as if she’d had a child then sold it. That was why she tried not to confide in her mother more often than was strictly necessary.

“So. I am trying to look on the bright side of this.”

“Of being homeless?”

“Shut up. I am just going to need a place of my own.”

Kerensa tried to wrinkle her brow, then looked at the light dusting of Pringle crumbs Polly had left on the BoConcept sofa.

“Just you?”

Polly bit her lip. “We’re not breaking up. It’s just . . . I’m not sure the two of us, kicking about in a tiny horrible rental . . .”

She took a deep breath and a large slug of wine.

“He said he wants to go back to his mum’s for a bit. Just until . . . until we get ourselves a bit straight, do you know what I mean? Then we can see how the land lies.”

Polly was doing her best to pretend this was the result of a calm, logical decision-making process rather than tempestuous fights and sulking.

“I mean, it’ll be good . . . a bit of a change.”

Kerensa nodded sympathetically.

“Until the flat sells . . . I mean, I have nothing. If it fetches more than we’re expecting, that might clear the debts, but . . .”

“But you’re not counting on it?”

“The way my luck is at the moment,” said Polly, “I probably will get a tiny bit of money back, and as I leave the bank after picking it up, a bolt of lightning will come out of the sky and set it on fire. Then a piano will fall on my head and knock me down a manhole.”

Kerensa patted her hand.

“How’s Chris doing?”

Polly shrugged. “About the same. They were very nice, the receiver guys. You know, considering.”

“What a horrible job.”

“It’s a job,” said Polly. “I’m quite impressed by that at the moment.”

“Are you looking?”

“Yes,” said Polly. “I am overqualified and far too old for every single job on earth. Plus nobody seems to pay for entry-level jobs anymore. Plus I really need an address.”

Kerensa said instantly, “You know you can live here.”

Polly looked around at the immaculate, pristine single woman’s lair. Kerensa had her pick of men—a result of an extremely fit body, expensive clothes and an incredibly snotty attitude—but had never been remotely interested in settling down with anyone. She was like a pedigree cat, thought Polly gloomily, whereas she, Polly, was more like a big, friendly, messy dog. Maybe a springer spaniel; she had long strawberry-blond hair and small features.

“I would rather sleep in a trashcan than risk our friendship sharing a place again.”

“We had a great time living together!” said Kerensa.

“We did not!” retorted Polly. “You went out every weekend with those braying dickheads with boats and you never did the washing-up!”

“Well, one, I asked you to come with us every weekend.”

“And I didn’t go because they were dickheads.”

Kerensa shrugged.

“And two, I never washed up because I never ate anything. You were the one trailing flour and yeast everywhere.”

Polly’s baking hobby had never quite left her. Kerensa actually believed that carbs were poison and genuinely thought she was allergic to gluten. It was amazing they were as good friends as they were.

“Still, not a chance,” said Polly, looking sad. “But God, I don’t think I could move in with a bunch of twenty-somethings and pretend to get down with the kids.”

She had turned thirty-two earlier in the year. She wondered, briefly, if one of the tiny upsides of being a bankrupt would be having a good excuse to stop buying wedding and christening presents for absolutely everybody she knew.

Kerensa smiled. “You totally could. You could go clubbing.”

“Oh God.”

“Stay up all night talking about the meaning of life and smoking dope.”

“Oh Christ.”

“Go camping at musical festivals.”

“Seriously,” said Polly. “I’m in despair already and you’re rubbing salt. Rub rub rub. Mmm. Salt.”

Kerensa handed over the Pringles tube with a practiced air of weariness.

“Well, carry on staying with me, I’ve told you.”

“On your zillion-dollar sofa in your one-bedroom apartment for an unspecified amount of time?” said Polly. “Thank you, it’s kind of you to ask, but I’m going to look online. For me, by myself. It’ll be . . . cool.”
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Kerensa and Polly pored over the laptop in silence. Polly was scrolling through the list of flats within the budget set by the bank. It was not an edifying sight. In fact, rents seemed to have gone crazy. It was awful.

“That’s a cupboard,” said Kerensa periodically. “That one doesn’t have any windows. Why would they take a picture of the stained wall? What’s the other wall like? I know that street from when I dated that ambulanceman. It’s the local bottling blackspot. People get bottled.”

“There’s nothing,” said Polly, panicking. She’d had no idea, not really, that their mortgage was so low and rentals were so high. “There’s absolutely nothing.”

“What about an ‘executive flat share’?”

“They’re incredibly expensive, and you have to pay for satellite television and probably share with some weirdo who keeps weights in his room.”

As she scrolled farther down, Polly grew more and more worried. She didn’t know quite how low her standards could go, but the more she looked at it, the more she realized she had to be on her own. However much she was trying to keep up appearances with Kerensa and Chris and her mum, something truly awful had happened and it wasn’t going to go away, not for a long time. The thought of herself crying quietly in her bedroom surrounded by partying young things was desperate at best, utterly tragic at worst. She needed to retreat, get her bounce back. She was not instantly going to start dressing ten years younger and talking about boy bands. Or go back to her mum, who loved her and would do anything for her, but who would also undoubtedly sigh, and make sorrowful enquiries about Chris and talk about other people’s grandchildren and . . . No. Their relationship was all right, but she doubted it was quite up to this.

So then. What?
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Chapter Three

The next morning, Kerensa was up and out the door shortly after six, off to do British Military Fitness in a nearby park, even though it was March and rain was bouncing off the windows. She invited Polly, of course, but Polly groaned and turned over. She had a mild hangover and the taste of Pringles in her mouth.

Once Kerensa had gone, Polly made coffee, then tidied up as much as she could in the tiny, immaculate space. It was no good, though: her overnight bag was still cluttering the place up, and she didn’t know how Kerensa got the cushions to sit upright, because she certainly couldn’t. She picked up her coffee and spilt a little on the very expensive rug, and cursed. No. This wouldn’t do.

She fired up the laptop again. The jobs page could wait for a moment; right now, she needed somewhere to live.

More slowly this time, she went through every single place to rent in Plymouth in her price range. They were all either hideous, or in areas she wouldn’t feel safe getting to without a car. Page after page scrolled by until she reached the end. That was it. Nothing else. There was not one place she would even consider going to see, never mind living in.

Many of her friends, not just Kerensa, had offered her a spare room or a sofa to sleep on, but she couldn’t bear that either—the “Are you okays?” and the concerned murmuring. And most of them were married now anyway; were hitting the baby stage. A couple of her girlfriends she suspected would quite like her there to help with childcare from time to time, but she absolutely couldn’t bear the thought of that: tiptoeing around trying not to outstay her welcome, like some kind of maiden aunt combined with unpaid help.

Once upon a time, in her twenties, way back, she had thought that she and Chris would be married by now, settled; Chris making lots of money, her with her baby . . . and here she was.

Ugh, she had to stop thinking like this. She could drown in self-pity, or she could keep pushing on. On a whim, she broadened her search to take in the entire country. Wow. If she could move to Wales, she could live in loads of places. Nice places, too. Or the highlands of Scotland. Or rural Northern Ireland. Or the Peak District. She didn’t strictly know where the Peak District was, but at least there were loads of places she could move to with no money and no connections and no Pringle-offering friends and no jobs . . . Hmm, maybe not.

She narrowed her search back down, asked for all of the southwest, and that was when she saw it.

It was a name she hadn’t even thought of in years. They must have gone there on a school trip; everybody did. Mount Polbearne. She was amazed anyone still lived there.

She studied the little thumbnail. It wasn’t much; it differed from the hundreds of other pictures she had scrolled past in that it had been taken from the outside rather than the inside, and showed a little window in a gabled roof, the paint peeling from the frame, the roof tiles serrated and ancient-looking. “Unusual location”, said the blurb, which usually meant “unspeakable dump.” She clicked on it nevertheless, taking a big slug of cold coffee.

Mount Polbearne, well well. It was a tidal island, she remembered that. They’d gone by bus, and there was a cobbled causeway that connected the island to the mainland, bristling with terrifying signs warning you of the dangers of driving across it as the tide came in, or sailing over it when it had. They had squealed excitedly when the water had surged up across the cobbles, then thought they would all be drowned. There were the remains of old trees by the side of the causeway that used to be on land and weren’t anymore, and a bit of a ruined castle at the top of the island, along with a gift shop where she and Kerensa had bought oversized strawberry-flavored lollipops. But surely nobody lived there. Half the time you couldn’t even leave. You certainly couldn’t commute.

There was another picture on the website. The building looked practically derelict. It had a wonky roof, and two of the windows she’d seen in the first picture were dirty and opened outward. Downstairs was the black maw of a deserted shop. Obviously being perched out at sea was hitting it hard. Polly also wondered if a buried causeway was quite as exciting for tourists as it used to be. These days they all wanted surfing beaches and theme parks and expensive fish restaurants. Cornwall had changed a lot.

There was one thing that did catch her eye, though: the place had two rooms, plus a little bathroom. Not a studio, not a flat share: a flat. Within her budget. Not only that, but the first room, the front room, was rather large: twenty feet by twenty-five. The front room in their Plymouth flat certainly wasn’t that big; it was small and narrow, with built-in spotlit mirrors at each end to create an illusion of space. She wondered briefly how high up the flat was, under the eaves like that. And if downstairs was deserted, it meant there would be nobody else in the building—except for the rats. Hmm. Then the last picture caught her eye. It was the view out the front windows, taken from inside.

Beyond the window was . . . nothing. Just a straight stretch into outer space, or, as it revealed itself to be on closer examination, the sea. The picture had been taken on a day when the sea and the sky were the same shade of gray and blended into one another. It was a great big expanse on which nothing was written. Polly stared at the picture for a long time, fascinated. It looked exactly the way she felt: hollowed out, empty. But also strangely calming. Like it was all right that there was a lot of gray in the world; grey was how it was. When she looked out the window of their executive apartment, what she saw was lots of other people, just like them, getting into their Audis and BMWs, and cooking things in woks, except their businesses hadn’t failed and they appeared to be still talking to one another. Looking out the window was stressful in itself. But this . . . this was something else.

She Google-Earthed Mount Polbearne and was surprised to see that yes, there were a few streets of cobbled houses leading down from a ruined church on the top of the hill. The streets wound their way down to a little harbor, at right angles to the causeway, where a handful of fishing boats were visible. It obviously hadn’t been gentrified yet, unlike so much of Cornwall; in the unfashionable part of the county and far from the highway, it had escaped attention. But it was only fifty miles from Plymouth, so she could still nip back for things . . .

With slightly wobbly fingers, she clicked on the “Contact estate agent” button.
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Chapter Four

“I think the thing to do now,” said Kerensa, who was wearing a ridiculous blazer with gold buttons that nevertheless managed to look quite chic on her, “is marry someone with money. This is not going to happen in this hole, I can tell you that for nothing.”

“Thanks as usual,” said Polly. She was wearing black. Normally she never wore black; it didn’t suit her strawberry-blond hair and pale skin and made her look short. It was as if she’d kind of forgotten how to go about her normal life, without a job, or her other half, or a set of car keys jangling.

“You really need to stay near a big city,” said Kerensa. “Dress with a bit of style. Hook someone.”

“Is that what you’re trying to do?”

“Please,” said Kerensa, rolling her eyes, and Polly looked out the window quickly, before Kerensa started singing Beyoncé songs.

It was a gray, overcast Saturday, and they had limped out of Plymouth, confused by the GPS and all the narrow, windswept roads it wanted them to take. Finally they decided that if they kept the sea on their left they would get there eventually, and so it had proved.

There was a parking lot by the causeway, and a daily tide table, which they had both neglected to check before they set out, so they lingered around the parking lot and studied the island in the distance. Finally Kerensa said it.

“Looks . . . windy.”

It was true: Mount Polbearne had a windblown, tumbledown look to it. The waves were worryingly high; it seemed unlikely that this place was, as the sign promised, going to be accessible in twenty minutes. It looked like something out of the past; as though they were staring at something forgotten, the ruined castle looming over the just visible streets.

“It looks romantic,” said Polly, hopefully.

“I wonder if they still do wrecking,” said Kerensa. “And marry their cousins.”

“It’s not far out of town,” said Polly.

Kerensa looked at her watch. “Well, that very much depends, doesn’t it? What if I have a terrible martini accident and you can’t get to my house because it’s all watery? And you don’t even have a car! Look around!”

It was a desolate spot, just narrow country lanes leading away from the little parking lot.

“I don’t see a bus service, do you? How are you going to get to Plymouth? Horse and cart?”

Polly’s heart sank. But the previous day she had gone out, under Kerensa’s orders, to look at a couple of flat shares closer to home. Both of them had been unspeakably filthy, populated by twenty-somethings, with sinks full of dirty dishes and fridges with notes pinned to shelves and the smell of unwashed duvets and old bicycles in the communal hallways. She hadn’t cried till after Kerensa had gone to bed.

“It would only be for a bit,” she said hopefully. “Until the flat sells.”

“The flat that’s exactly like the other fifteen thousand overpriced Plymouth executive waterside apartments built in the last ten years?”

Polly’s brow furrowed. Chris had always seen himself as a man with an eye for a good investment; she remembered his excitement. “It’s got a gym in the basement, Pol!” (He’d used it once.) “It’s got fingerprint entry!” (Always broken.) What it didn’t have—a garden, space for a nursery—was never commented on.

“Let’s just take a quick look,” she said.

The water swept back from the causeway incredibly quickly, as if it were revealing a magic road. Very carefully they drove across, parking in the parking lot on the other side, which today was empty of vehicles—too early for vacationers, Polly surmised, and pretty chilly—except for a gray Vauxhall Astra, out of which emerged an overweight young man wearing an extremely cheap suit and a bright red tie. Even though he’d been sitting in a car, he seemed out of breath.

“Oi oi!” he said in a surprisingly jocular tone. “Are you our city girls?”

Kerensa sniffed. “Does he mean Plymouth?” she said. Even though Kerensa had been born and raised in Plymouth, she liked to pretend that really she was more at home in London, Paris or New York.

“Ssh,” said Polly.

“This must be a small town if you think Plymouth is Vegas,” said Kerensa, stepping out of the car and immediately having to extract a stiletto from between two cobbles.

The portly man got closer. In fact, he was more of a boy. It struck Polly how young he was. That implied that she wasn’t young, but she totally was, she told herself. Totally. There was a huge grin plastered on his face. Polly thought that if he’d been born in a different era, now would have been the time for him to pull out a massive spotted hanky and dab his forehead with it.

“Lance Hardington,” he said, offering a ferociously strong handshake and staring deep into their eyes. He’d obviously been on some kind of training course. Kerensa was stifling a grin. Anyone less like a Lance it was hard to imagine.

“Nice to meet you, Lance,” she purred, making the boy’s red face even redder.

“Don’t start,” said Polly sotto voce as they set off behind him. For a chubby man, he moved at quite a clip.

“Oh, I’m only having fun,” said Kerensa.

“You’ll terrify him.”

“That’s fun for me.”

Lance turned around, waggling his eyebrows at them in a way that obviously meant hurry up, time is money and you clearly have far too much of one and hardly any of the other. He made a show of checking his iPhone, but Polly took her time and looked around her. It was actually rather pleasant to be here, in this little place, away from the noise and traffic of Plymouth. They were standing by a jetty next to the causeway, on the far side of the town, which curved around a bay to their left, facing out to sea. Overhead, the castle—more of a ruin, really, its crumbling walls full of holes and covered in moss—overlooked the higgledy-piggledy collection of weather-beaten houses made of old Cornish slate and sandstone, often with peeling window frames. There were very few cars; Polly guessed, correctly, that the locals generally left them on the mainland and walked across the causeway.

The narrow lanes meandered all the way down to the little harbor on their left, where the masts of fishing boats rattled and tinkled in the wind and the waves lapped the stones of the old harbor wall. On the waterfront there was a fish-and-chips shop, a slightly bedraggled-looking souvenir store and an old inn, which still had a water butt outside for horses, and what looked like a stable yard. It was resolutely shut. At the far end of the harbor Polly registered a tall lighthouse striped in black and white, its paint peeling off. It looked unloved.

“Up and coming,” sniffed Lance.

Kerensa looked around suspiciously. “Why hasn’t it upped and come already, then?” she said. “Everywhere else has.”

“It’s good to get in on the bottom rung,” said Lance quickly.

“But it’s rained constantly here for about five years,” said Kerensa. “I think the bottom rung has gone.”

“The real benefit of Mount Polbearne,” said Lance, swiftly changing tack, “is how unspoiled it is. So quiet, no problems with traffic. Total peace and tranquillity.”

Kerensa sniffed. “Do you live here?”

Lance was completely unfazeable.

“No, but I’d LOVE to.”

“Total peace and tranquillity,” murmured Polly, wondering if this might not be just what she needed.

Lance set off along the harbor front and they trotted obediently behind him. There was water pooled among the cobbles, which were littered with brightly colored fishing flies, netting and something that might have been guts. Kerensa made a face.

“Stay with me,” she hissed. “Forever. Somewhere with coffee shops and Zara.”

“I’ve really had to change my recent views on what constitutes ‘forever,’” said Polly.

Lance finally drew up in front of the last house on the shabby little parade. His fake smile grew even more fake as he stood back. The two women regarded the building in front of them. Polly fought her first inclination, which was to turn and run.

“There must be a mistake,” said Kerensa.

“No,” said Lance, looking suddenly like a guilty schoolboy. “This is it.”

“This should be condemned, not up for rent.”

Suddenly the reason why the flat had larger-than-average floor space for the money had become very apparent. The building was small and narrow, made of dirty gray stone. The ground floor had one large arched window, cracked in several places and unutterably filthy. Through it could just about be made out the murky shapes of large machinery, untouched for years.

“So what was it?” said Kerensa. “A fire?”

“Oh no!” said Lance heartily. “Just general . . .” His voice trailed off as he tried not to say “neglect.”

He darted down the side of the building, the roof of which tilted crazily. There was a little wooden door in the side that you had to bow your head to get through, and he took out a large brass key and unlocked it. The hinges squeaked painfully.

“Had many people wanting to see it?” asked Kerensa, her heels clicking on the flagstones. Lance ignored her.

Inside there was nothing but pitch black and a faintly musty smell. Lance used his iPhone as a flashlight until he found a swinging chain and pulled it. An old-fashioned low-wattage bulb, festooned with dust, buzzed noisily into life, revealing a set of rickety wooden stairs.

“And this meets all health and safety requirements for renters, does it?” continued Kerensa, as if they were swanning around a Sandbanks penthouse. Lance muttered something inaudible and led them up the stairs, Polly coming up next, a little too close to his well-fed bottom. Her heart sank. This was impossible; it was barely safe.

Another key, fumbled for, turned the Yale of a second door at the top of the stairs. Polly crossed her fingers for the very last chance of a “ta-dah!” as she stepped into the room.

They were all silent.

Well. It was big. There was that, Polly told herself. They were standing at the back of a large loft with a sloping roof through which she could see chinks of daylight. The floor was made of bare polished planks. At the very back, the roof was high, with exposed rafters. Set against the plain brick wall was a table with two mismatched chairs, looking incongruously small, next to a blackened wood-burning stove. On the far side, there was a little corridor leading left, evidently to the bedroom and bathroom, which were housed in a brick extension around the back. Down one wall of the main room was the bare minimum of horrible old melamine kitchen units, and one odd thing: a huge iron oven. Lance saw her eyeing it.

“They couldn’t shift it,” he said. “Bugger knows how they got it up here. I mean, um, charming period feature.”

At the front of the room, where the roof sloped down toward the windows, there was a nasty, ratty old sofa covered in cracks. Polly approached carefully; every floorboard creaked.

“This place is falling into the sea,” said Kerensa crossly. “Get many rats, do you?”

“No,” said Lance, looking crestfallen. It had obviously been the company challenge to offload this place. At that very moment there was an enormous shrieking noise. All three of them jumped. Polly jerked her head up. Through a missing tile, she could see an enormous seagull having a shout. The noise was absolutely deafening.

“So, just rats with wings,” said Kerensa.

Polly didn’t hear her; she was moving forward to the windows. Crouching down, she could see their flaking paint; take in the fact that they were single-glazed, with various cracks in the glass. She would freeze. It was colder inside than it was outside.

She peered out through the dirty, salt-encrusted glass. She was higher than the masts of the boats and could see past the harbor wall, with its bobbing buoys and line of chattering seagulls, right out to sea. There was a break in the low-hanging cloud, and the sun had broken through and was glancing off the distant tip of a white-topped wave, making it glisten and dance in the light. She found herself with a hint of a smile on her lips.

“Polly! POLLY!”

Polly turned around, aware that she hadn’t heard what Kerensa had been saying.

“Come on, I’ll take you home. We’ll stop somewhere on the way for a nice glass of white wine, not that I’m sure Polbearne isn’t festooned with chic little bars and restaurants. The fish-and-chips shop, for a start.”

Lance’s chubby cheeks started to sag.

“Why doesn’t the owner do it up?” Kerensa said. “No one is ever ever going to rent it like this.”

“I told her,” said Lance mournfully. “No one would buy it, either. It’s a total pain in the behind.”

“Oh great, a crazy person’s house covered in holes, with rats in the basement,” said Kerensa. “Thank you SO much for your time. Come on, Polly.”

Polly took one last, slightly wistful glance at the sea.

“You know,” she said. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

“You are kidding,” said Kerensa. “Your family would sue me after you died here.”

“I’ll tell them not to,” said Polly. She turned around to face her friend.

Kerensa eyed her carefully. Polly might be soft on the outside, but inside, somewhere, she knew, there was a tough streak. The same streak that had made her fight for her business and her relationship even when it was completely obvious to the rest of the world that all was lost.

“I have to live somewhere.”

“Polly. Sweets. This is a hole at the end of the world.”

“Maybe,” said Polly, “that’s exactly where I want to be right now.”

“Excellent,” said Lance, pinkening up again as he added, “I mean, I am so sorry for . . . um, well, I think . . .”

Polly put him out of his misery.

“I’d need a very short lease,” she said.

Lance put his hands up, as if this could be arranged.

“And the roof . . .”

“Uh huh?”

“No daylight through the roof. I think that seems reasonable.”

“Hmm.”

“And what if . . .” she said carefully. “What about . . .” And she named a figure half of what the property was advertised for.

Lance looked like a five-year-old who needed to go to the toilet. “Er, I’m sure that wouldn’t . . . I mean, I’d have to talk to head office . . . I mean, negotiation . . .”

Kerensa looked furiously at Polly. “You’re not serious?”

Polly related her dispiriting trawl through Plymouth’s less salubrious flat shares. “I can’t do anything else.”

“You can’t do this! It’s a disaster!”

“I’m renting, not sticking my life savings in it. Just for a little while . . . Summer’s coming.”

“Summer’s coming,” repeated Lance.

“Summer will probably skip Britain this year,” said Kerensa. “This place is a deathtrap.”

Polly had a set to her mouth Kerensa had seen before; it meant she was basically unbudgeable on the issue.

“Let’s go and have lunch and discuss it,” said Kerensa in desperation.

As the three of them stood there, the seagull dropped a substantial poo through the hole in the roof. Kerensa wrinkled her nose.

“Where’s a good lunch place around here?”

Lance pulled his collar a little anxiously.

“Er . . . Plymouth?”
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Chapter Five

They had to wait thirty-five minutes for the tide to go out far enough for them to get back across the causeway. Polly spent the entire time humming to distract herself from Kerensa, who had come up with another ninety-five reasons why she couldn’t possibly move to Polbearne. Funnily enough, they only seemed to make her more determined.

“Stop it!” said Kerensa, scowling at her after pointing out that there weren’t any taxis on the island.

“Stop what?” said Polly, looking innocent.

“Stop deciding to do it! It’s crazy.”

“I’m not deciding anything.”

“You so are. I can see your lips twitching. You look happy for the first time in about a year, even though it is a TERRIBLE mistake.”

Polly half smiled as she thought about everything that had happened.

“At least this time it’s my terrible mistake,” she said.
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Kerensa was working—all her friends were working—the day Polly moved. She knew that they would have helped, but, feeling a bit defiant, that was kind of how she liked it.

She didn’t want the ignominy, the feeling that she was having to give up her life: her central heating and her flat-screen TV; her interest-only mortgage; her successful progression up the career ladder; her handsome, fit boyfriend, etc., etc., blah, blah. She felt she had FAILURE branded right across her forehead; that the boxes she was sending to storage should be stamped “ALL MY HOPES AND DREAMS, BOXED UP AND PUT AWAY FOREVER,” and she didn’t want to sit in a van discussing it.

Most things were going to storage: good clothes (they’d get damp), books (would warp; nowhere to put them), jewelry (could fall through cracks in floor), photos and memorabilia (made her too miserable to look at anything cheerful). She was taking her most waterproof clothing, a bed, and, even though it was a horrible mark of her hubris, their very expensive, super-designed sofa.com sofa, in layers of the softest pale gray. It would get ruined where she was going, but she had chosen it—well, they had chosen it together, but it was mostly her—and she absolutely loved it; its comfort, its luxury. She couldn’t, she absolutely couldn’t sit on the ratty moist brown rattan one that was there already. She couldn’t think of a single way to get the old one out and the new one in, but she’d figure it out when she got there.

Chris had come by while she was packing up; nice Mr. Bassi had also come to make sure she wasn’t taking anything the bank could possibly sell back, but even he let her get away with the sofa.

“Getting rid of this should help,” Chris said. ‘Make it look nice and minimalist for selling. And I feel good that you’re taking the sofa, even though obviously we should have shared it.”

Polly had just carried on packing the two last, most valuable items: the coffee machine and her big mixer for making bread. She loved to bake, and had done so more and more often in the last year or so, while Chris was hiding away at weekends. Then he’d come home and complain about carbs, so she’d end up eating most of her experiments herself. Anyway, those things were hers, and Mr. Bassi kindly let her take them. She wasn’t so bothered that she was leaving behind the huge framed Muhammad Ali posters, and the stupidly expensive surround-sound system that Chris had expected her to chip in for even though it was wildly overpriced, far too loud for the flat, and the subject of extremely long and boring lectures on its myriad qualities every time somebody new came to visit.

“Do you need a hand to get it out to the van?”

She nodded, too sad and tired to even think of being sarcastic.

They got the sofa to the elevator in silence, both of them thinking back to a couple of years ago, when the men from the delivery company had arrived to set it up, and Chris had teased her over how excited she was, given that it was only a bloody sofa, then asked the men if they would have bought such a boring color, and one of them had said no, he had white leather at home, and Chris had said, see, that was funky.

Once it was safely in the van Polly had hired, they looked at each other, not knowing what to say. Polly’s commitment to trying to be as sunny and upbeat as possible suddenly deserted her. She was on her way, completely alone, to an utterly strange destination, against the advice of everyone she knew, leaving the only life she’d known for seven years. The enormity of it all weighed her down.

“Thanks,” she managed, trying to think of something less trivial, less useless to say about everything they’d been through together.

“Pol . . .” said Chris.

“Mm?”

“I’m really . . . Well, you know.”

“I don’t know,” she said, her heart racing. She didn’t know how much he felt the sadness of what had happened to them both, and all their hopes and dreams. Certainly he’d never once talked about it. He had withdrawn so thoroughly, she worried about him.

He looked at her, those narrow blue eyes she’d once found so attractive. She steeled herself not to cry.

“Well, I am,” he mumbled.

Polly leant forward. “You are what, sweetie?”

“Oh Pol, don’t make me . . .”

“I think you might feel better if you do.”

She held her ground. There was a long silence. Then, finally:

“I’m sorry. About everything. I know it wasn’t your fault.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m sorry too. I’m sorry we couldn’t make it work. I don’t think either of us could have worked any harder.”

“No,” said Chris, holding her gaze at last. “No, we couldn’t have.”

And they had, oddly, shaken hands.
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As she drove away from the crowded streets of Plymouth and hit the open roads through the downs, the sun was shining in the rear-view mirror and Polly tried to feel she was moving into the future.

“We’ll be okay, sofa,” she said, glancing behind her.

“Oh Christ,” she realized, “I’m the kind of woman who talks to sofas.”
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It was after lunch when she finally arrived on the island. She’d had to wait an hour this time for the causeway to open. She was absolutely, she realized, going to have to get organised with the timetables; this was really inconvenient.

As she waited, she bit into the gas-station sandwich she’d bought on the way. It was disgusting. One thing Polly took very seriously was her bread, and this was no good at all. While she ate, she gazed out the window at Mount Polbearne. There were comforting-looking lights dotted here and there, their reflections shimmering in the water. From this distance you couldn’t see that things were a little dilapidated.

At last the causeway cleared fully. Very carefully and tentatively, sure that one slip would lead her to a watery grave, she drove the van across and turned left at the parking lot, taking it straight to her brand-new front door—or, rightfully speaking, side door. One thing about moving to a tiny deserted nothing of a place was















































































[image: ]




[image: ]



























[image: ]








[image: ]










[image: ]

Acknowledgments

Thanks, first off and always, to Ali Gunn, OF COURSE, and absolutely to the stark-staring amazing team at Little, Brown, particularly my wonderful editor Rebecca Saunders; someone else’s wonderful editor Manpreet Grewal, whom nonetheless I pester fairly regularly; the sensational Emma Williams and the equally wonderful Jo Wickham and their teams; David Shelley and Ursula Mackenzie, a formidable duo; Charlie King, Camilla Ferrier, Sarah McFadden, Patisserie Zambetti, Alice, the board and my lovely friends and family, here, there and everywhere.

The more eagle-eyed among you might think, AHA! That grumpy lady’s name, Gillian Manse, is very much like that of esteemed novelist Jill Mansell—a bitter vendetta? And I will say nothing can be further from the truth: Jill is quite lovely in every way, and she bid to have her name included in the book in last year’s Comic Relief auction.

On that subject, there is a lot concerning itself with the sea in this book. There are two amazing organizations that help sailors in dreadful conditions: one is the RNLI, of course, www.rnli.org, who I’m sure you’ve heard of; the other is the Fisherman’s Mission, www.fishermensmission.org.uk, who do a simply astonishing job helping people in this treacherous line of work. Donations have been made to both of these organizations from the proceeds of this book.

And lastly, the song that is quoted throughout, “Fisherman’s Blues,” is by The Waterboys and I love it dearly, and if you’d like to hear it while you’re reading, it’s here: www.tinyurl.com/fishermansblues but I would also recommend their entire back catalogue.

As ever, all the recipes in this book have been tested by me—in the case of the easy bread, about once a week.

And do, please, get in touch: it’s www.facebook.com/jennycolganbooks or @jennycolgan on Twitter.

Very warmest wishes,

Jenny [image: ]


About the author



Meet Jenny Colgan

JENNY COLGAN is the author of numerous bestselling novels, including Christmas at Rosie Hopkins’ Sweetshop and The Little Beach Street Bakery, which will also be published by William Morrow. Meet Me at the Cupcake Café won the 2012 Melissa Nathan Award for Comedy Romance and was a Sunday Times Top Ten bestseller in the U.K., as was Welcome to Rosie Hopkins’ Sweetshop of Dreams, which won the RNA Romantic Novel of the Year Award 2013. Jenny is married with three children and lives in London and France. [image: ]

Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.


About the book



Recipes from Jenny Colgan

EASIEST WHITE BREAD
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Now here is an absolute starter for bread. It could not be simpler, is just the thing for a lazy Sunday when you’re just kind of flolloping about. It will allow you to flollop about while also giving you a real sense of accomplishment. If you have ever thought, “hmm, that is just not for me, that weird bread stuff,” then I really really hope you give this a go.

It is the easiest bread you can ever make. You can’t really go wrong and the second you taste it, you will immediately realize why people like baking.

700 g bread flour

1 sachet dried yeast

1 level tbsp. of salt

1 level tbsp. of sugar

400 ml warm water

Sift the flour, then warm it slightly in the microwave (I do 600w for one minute). Add the yeast, salt and sugar, then the water. Mix.

Knead on a floury surface for a few minutes until it’s a nice smooth ball.

Leave for two hours while you read the papers or go for a stroll.

Knead again for a few minutes.

Leave again for an hour while you take a nice relaxing bath.

Heat the oven to 450 degrees and place dough into a greased bread tin.

Leave in the oven for 30 minutes, or until it makes a hollow noise when tapped on the bottom.

Leave to cool as long as you can stand it, then devour.

CHEESE STRAWS
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Another easy-peasy, but delicious, savory recipe.

Pre-heat the oven to 390 degrees. Butter and line a baking tray.

Combine 120g of soft butter with 450g of cheese (I KNOW it’s a lot. These are for sharing and parties and things. I like extra-mature cheddar but any hard cheese will do—the Dutch ones are fine. Nothing soft or blue).

Add:

250 g of flour

1 tsp. of salt

chili flakes to your taste

plenty of pepper

1 tsp. of baking powder

Roll into plasticine snakes, just like at primary school. Size and dimension are up to you, but if they’re too thick they will taste a bit stodgy.

Bake for 15 minutes or until crunchy.

SWEETCORN FRITTERS
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These are my husband’s absolute favorites so he gets woken up with them on his birthday. Actually, I should make them more often now I think about it; they’re lovely and tasty and easy.

Beat 1 egg.

Add a tablespoon of water, 1 cup of flour, 1 small can (7.5 oz.) of sweetcorn (or half a standard size, or double everything else and use the whole can) and 1 tsp. of baking powder.

Season to taste (in our case, we use lots of salt and pepper).

Form into cakes and fry on a medium heat. Take off and drain on a paper towel. Yum!

CINNAMON ROLLS
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These are ACE, delicious, and will make the ones you buy in *cough* high-street coffee emporia seem rubbish.

1 cup milk

¼ cup butter

¼ cup sugar

1 packet yeast

1 beaten egg

3½ cups flour

½ tsp. salt

For the inside:

1 cup brown sugar

1 tsp. cinnamon

½ cup soft butter

For the top:

Icing sugar

Water

Grease and line a large baking pan.

Heat the milk, butter and sugar gently together in a saucepan, then allow to cool.

Combine with the yeast, egg, two cups of the flour and the salt. Then beat the rest of the flour in slowly.

Knead for five minutes, then leave for one hour to rise.

Mix together all of the inside ingredients.

Roll out the dough and cover with the inside mix. Then (this is the fun bit) roll up the dough and cut into slices, like a Swiss roll.

Leave these for another hour to rise (on their sides), then bake for 25 minutes at 350 degrees. Leave to cool (just for a bit; no need to deprive yourself any longer), then ice.

FOCACCIA
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I once had a focaccia-off with a chef friend. He beat me hands down, OF COURSE, but we were lucky enough to be using an outdoor oven, which gave them both such a lovely flavor. Anyway, whack your own oven up; 425 degrees will give it a good taste (but watch out for burning).

500g flour

1½ tsp. salt

1 sachet yeast

325 ml hand-warm water

2 tbsp. olive oil

Cheese/rosemary/anything you fancy for the top

Mix the flour and salt.

Mix the yeast with the hand-warm water. Add this and the oil to the flour/salt mix.

Knead for ten minutes. Leave for one hour, warm and covered.

Stretch out the dough into a long shape, about 8 inches by 12 inches, then leave for another forty minutes.

Press your fingers into the risen dough to make little indents and cook for twenty minutes at 425 degrees.

Remove from the oven and add the cheese, herbs and some more drips of olive oil. Then give it another five minutes in the oven.

BAGELS
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Bagels can be a little fiddly, but they’re hard to find where I live and sometimes NEEDS MUST.

4 cups bread flour

1 tbsp. sugar

1½ tsp. salt

1 tbsp. vegetable oil

1 packet instant yeast

1¼ cups hand-warm water

Mix the ingredients together to form a stiff dough.

Knead for ten minutes.

Cut into eight pieces and leave to rest for about twenty minutes.

Switch on the oven at 350 degrees.

Form into rings (you can stick the ends together with a bit of milk if they’re being tricky). Leave for another twenty minutes.

Boil a big pot of water.

CAREFULLY dip the bagels into the water one by one for about a minute. I use a kind of barbecue fork.

Add any toppings—for example, chopped onion, raisins (not together obviously).

Bake for ten minutes per side in the oven.

SHORTBREAD
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So simple, but so good. Use good-quality butter. You can put chocolate chips in them but I don’t bother myself. This is a good one to do with children, although they find the “putting in the fridge” bit torture. It is necessary though or they’ll go all crumbly.

60 g caster sugar

150 g butter

200 g flour

Line a baking tray and preheat the oven to 355 degrees.

Blend the sugar and butter very well and then add the flour till you get a soft paste. Roll this out, no more than 1cm (3⁄8 inch) thick, then cut it however you like: with a cutter, or just in little lines to be tidy.

Sprinkle with a little more sugar, then chill in the fridge for at least half an hour. By the way, if you’re anything like me I am always grabbing recipes and starting them and not reading them through properly. Then I get to the bit where it says “now marinate for four hours” when I need dinner ready in the next twenty minutes. So let me highlight that bit in case you are at all like me: CHILL FOR HALF AN HOUR! [image: ]

And then bake for 20 minutes, or until golden brown. [image: ]
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