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            Chapter One

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      The squeaky wheel on Ella Swift’s well-travelled suitcase – which was covered in souvenir stickers as evidence of her globe-trotting lifestyle – was all that announced her arrival in the Cornish seaside village of Porthkara. The former model-slash-actress was more than okay with that. She didn’t miss the fuss and attention from her days in the spotlight.

      Porthkara, the chatty taxi driver had told her as they drove towards the coast, meant Port Love in Cornish. As she was returning for the second wedding she’d been invited to in the village, she decided ‘Port Love’ was certainly appropriate. Her best friend had found love here and there was something magical about that.

      She glanced at the screen on her phone. 15:48. It had been a long day due to a delayed flight, a missed train and a never-ending wait for a taxi. Her tummy rumbled, reminding her she’d had nothing to eat in the last however-many hours except two cups of crappy coffee and a limp, slimy halloumi wrap for breakfast.

      Standing in front of the beautiful Manor House Hotel felt as unreal as walking onto a film set had been the first time she’d done it, like dreaming wide awake. She fought off the wooziness and inhaled deeply. The sea air felt wonderful after a night on a plane and hours in a stuffy train carriage which smelt as awful as unwashed socks. She’d been looking forward to this weekend for months, and particularly her stay at the quaint, old hotel.

      As she gingerly shuffled her suitcase and hatbox into a section of the revolving door, the squeaky wheel wobbled and the others seized up completely. The door jammed and imprisoned her between two walls of glass. Stuck, and holding up traffic in and out of the hotel, she struggled inelegantly to extricate herself. Blushing, she made an apologetic face and waved to a couple with children brandishing buckets and spades, ready for the beach, eager to get out of the hotel. Immune to Ella’s predicament, they made their escape through a side door.

      ‘What the fuck!’ Why hadn’t she spotted that?

      Finally, the revolving door freed up and she burst into the lobby, only narrowly avoiding landing on her arse. She frowned at the uncooperative suitcase, rattled it and resorted to kicking the frozen wheels. Aware that her mini-tantrum was attracting looks, she gave up and dragged the suitcase to Reception, cringing as it scraped loudly across the floor.

      Since there was no one manning the desk, she took a deep breath and composed herself. Daring to look up, she scanned the scene. There was a buzz of excitement about the place. Some hotel guests sat chatting in chairs upholstered in sumptuous fabrics, or lounged with newspapers and mobile devices on the many sofas. Over in the bar area, there were sounds of people taking afternoon tea, or enjoying an early snifter. Apart from a busy, cute barman, there was no sign of anybody who looked like a member of staff.

      A woman installed in a nearby armchair looked up from her book. A tiny dachshund snoozed at her feet and she whispered theatrically as if in danger of waking a day-old baby, ‘There’s a bell.’

      ‘Of course there is,’ Ella said, absorbing the genteel vibe of the hotel lobby.

      The woman looked her up and down.

      Feeling conspicuous, she pressed her sunglasses firmly to the bridge of her nose, her hand hiding her face. ‘Thanks.’ Tentatively, she dinged the silver bell with a hand-written message next to it saying, “Please ring for service”.

      ‘I don’t think they heard. Try again. Give it some welly.’ The woman turned over the corner of a page and snapped her book closed. ‘The management’s new. Owner-managers… they’re useless. People have been going round in circles all afternoon.’

      Acting on the advice, Ella gave the bell a whopping ding. She looked around the lobby hopefully. Nothing happened. The woman clicked her tongue. Ella considered her from behind her dark glasses. In her sixties, dressed for the seaside in a linen shirt dress and espadrilles, the woman wore bold, confident, bright-red lipstick, which matched her nails.

      The woman clicked her tongue again. ‘This hotel’s going to hell in a handcart.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound good.’

      ‘Don’t I know it.’ She sounded outraged. ‘It’s chaos. There are two weddings tomorrow. This little village can’t take it. It shouldn’t be allowed. Terrible planning, if you ask me.’ Ella refrained from pointing out that nobody had asked her.

      The woman dropped her tone confidingly. ‘There’ll be a load of pointless celebrities turning up to one of the weddings. They aren’t staying here. Thank goodness.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘I gather most of them are in a spa complex along the coast – far more suitable for their sort.’

      Ella had been pleased to snag a room in Porthkara’s only hotel. But by the sounds of things, she’d made the wrong choice. ‘Are you a wedding guest?’

      ‘No,’ said the woman. ‘Roy and I booked a quiet weekend away. If I’d known about all this carry-on I wouldn’t have bothered. The celebrity wedding is in a big top on the cliffs. The guests are being bused in. In circus costumes. Can you believe it? It’s nuts. A circus is not a wedding, if you ask me.’ Again, Ella thought, ‘Nobody asked you!’, but she didn’t say.

      The tiny dog opened its eyes, yawned and sat up to contemplate Ella.

      Aware that the hatbox she’d deposited on the reception desk contained her specially commissioned clown hat, Ella leaned too heavily on the handle of her suitcase. Suddenly unjamming, the dodgy wheel snapped off. It rolled towards the dog, which leapt into the woman’s lap with an offended yelp, and every pair of eyes in the entire place focused on Ella, just in time to see the suitcase, on its remaining three – now miraculously functioning – wheels, hurtle across the lobby.

      The stray, broken wheel lodged itself under the open-mouthed woman’s chair, while at the foot of the grand staircase the suitcase collided spectacularly with a tea-trolley, abandoned, like a car trashed by joyriders, on the way to the kitchen. It was piled high with used crockery, and Ella heard the ominous rattling of dishes.

      The lobby full of people collectively held their breath and then the whole load of plates, cups and teapots went crashing to the floor. Some shattered the instant they hit the ground. The rest settled in a mess of spilled tea, crumbs and half-eaten sandwiches.

      A group of young men, for some unknown reason as excitable as a dozen Labradors, were gathered round a couple of tables in the bar and they jeered and applauded mockingly. Frazzled, Ella’s heart sank into her empty stomach. Men! Some of them were experts in being useless. This particular lot reminded her why she loved being single.

      She was all for love, she thought. As long as it only involved other people. Friends’ weddings were a joy. But marriage wasn’t for her. Her reasons were rock solid. Her DNA was wonky. Her dad had been married four times – although never to her mum. As for her mum – she had found someone with whom she was happy, eventually, but not without tearing Ella in two. When they had announced their engagement, she had reacted like her stepfather was a thief and he had stolen her mum.

      She dashed over to the startled dog. The owner hugged it protectively. ‘Is she okay?’ She stretched out a hand to stroke the dog’s shiny black coat. ‘What’s her name?’

      The woman scrutinised her. It was a look of disdain, served up with a sprinkle of pity. ‘Roy!’

      ‘Oh, it’s a boy.’ The way she’d been talking earlier, she’d assumed Roy to be the name of the woman’s husband. ‘I’m sorry about that – Roy.’ The dog squirmed and turned its head away unforgivingly. She backed off. ‘I’d better see if I can find someone.’

      ‘Good luck with that.’

      Ella fled towards the tea-trolley, and stood looking about helplessly. She’d never cleaned up a mess like this in her life. She didn’t know where to start. It didn’t escape her notice that everyone who had been rubbernecking mere moments before had quickly returned their attention to whatever they had been doing before the pandemonium had so rudely interrupted them. There was something so refreshing about being ignored, she reminded herself.

      She righted the trolley and prayed that some of the tea things would be salvageable. She stared at the floor, examining the damage, then sank to her knees and made a start.

      ‘That was quite an entrance.’

      She raised her head enough to encounter two large feet in boat shoes. Slowly her eyes ran up the length of the long, denim-clad legs which belonged with the deep voice and the beach-bum feet. Her gaze arrived at muscular thighs, slender hips and a weathered metal belt buckle. Quickly moving on, she found above that a pale green linen shirt stretched across a broad chest, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, a shiny aviator’s watch on his wrist. The irritatingly attractive voice belonged to a man who fit the bill of tall, dark and devilishly handsome. He towered above her on the wide, luxuriously carpeted staircase, all inconveniently goose-bump-inducing as she met the shadow of a smile on his face and the hint of laughter in his grey eyes.

      She opted to take an instant dislike to Smouldery Smoulderson. He probably belonged with the beer-swilling, sneering mob in the bar. ‘I don’t make a habit of treating hotel lobbies like a bowling alley.’

      ‘You’ve caused quite a stir. I haven’t seen anything so funny in a long time. Are you always this clumsy?’

      She bristled. ‘Are you always this rude?’ Arrogant? Conceited? Full of yourself?

      ‘I’m trying to see the funny side.’

      ‘Well don’t. I’m not here to entertain you.’ Her tone dripped with sarcasm. ‘I’m not sure the hotel manager will be splitting his sides with mirth when he hears that there’s a guest smashing up the tea sets. So, forgive me if I’m not amused.’

      ‘That’s what he gets for not being here to check you into your room. Need some help?’

      ‘Nope. Nothing to see here.’ She waved him away, clinging on to her composure by a thread. ‘Please.’ With one hand she gestured the bar. ‘Don’t let me keep you from joining the rest of the Neanderthals.’

      He laughed and his hair glinted distractingly in a shaft of sunlight shining through a stained-glass window at the turn of the stairs. It was impossible to ignore him as he stepped over the smithereens strewn around her. ‘The Neanderthals are extinct.’

      ‘Not if that noisy lot in the bar are anything to go by.’

      ‘I’m not with them. And as far as noise disturbance goes, I’m not sure you’re in a position to point fingers.’

      She hated to admit it, but he had a valid point. ‘I don’t suppose you know where I can find someone to clean up this mess.’

      He shook his head.

      ‘I had a feeling you wouldn’t.’ Under her breath she muttered, ‘Because you’re as useless as most of the rest of your species.’

      ‘What? I didn’t catch that.’

      She pushed her sunglasses up into her hair and gazed up at him from her position crouched on the floor. ‘I said, you’re not going to be much help, are you? Unless you happen to own a handy, all-purpose time machine and can get me out of here?’

      He pretended to check his pockets. ‘Sorry. No.’

      ‘Damn.’

      He laughed at her again, apparently thoroughly entertained, and held out a hand to help her to her feet. As she took it, she caught sight of a collection of small, red scars on his palm. She stood up, her free hand holding a spout-less teapot by its handle. Her traitorous eyes were staring right up into his now. She hastily reclaimed the hand which was lingering in his, too late to shake off the imprint of his warmth.

      Wow! She dismissed any inkling of attraction she was feeling. No one fell in love at first sight with a Neanderthal amongst puddles of cold tea and half-eaten cake. Not even she could be that stupid. Although, if her toxic DNA, and her past record of poor judgement where men were concerned, had anything to do with it, all bets were off. She was failing dismally to ignore her curiosity about this much-too-gorgeous man who, she had to remind herself, she definitely disliked.

      ‘It’s good to meet someone who’s arguably more desperate than I am to get out of here. I’m avoiding the bar. Going for a walk on the beach.’ He paused thoughtfully. ‘If you’d like to join me, you’re welcome.’

      He had an amazing smile and she couldn’t help smiling back, against her best intentions. ‘I need to check in.’ She looked down at her feet. ‘And there’s this to sort out.’ Compelled to look back at his face, she added awkwardly. ‘But… thanks. For asking.’

      He took the broken teapot from her and set it on the trolley. ‘I’m Callum Smith.’ He held out the scarred hand again and locked her fingers with his in a strong, reassuring handshake. It was incredibly disconcerting. She must have lost her mind, as well as the wheel off her suitcase, because she had let her guard down and that was a thing she didn’t do. Not ever.

      ‘Ella.’ She carefully extracted her hand from his firm grip. ‘And for what it’s worth, no, I’m not always this clumsy. I am embarrassed though. Very. So many broken things.’

      ‘No bones though.’

      ‘Yes. Lucky.’ She threw a glance towards the dog, who was being fed treats in consolation. ‘Considering I almost killed Roy.’

      ‘He looks none the worse for his ordeal. The only real casualty is your sense of humour.’

      ‘Thankfully that will recover with time.’ She challenged his comment with a raised-eyebrow glare, but he didn’t seem in the least put off by it. In fact, his eyes kept lingering on her face as if the two of them had been drawn together by the magnetic power of attraction – which was beyond ludicrous and, on her part, potentially jet-lag related.

      Callum picked up the runaway suitcase and, lightly touching the small of her back with the flat of his free hand, he guided her to the nearest empty chair. ‘Wait here. I’ll find someone.’

      ‘You don’t have to do that. Go. I’ll be fine.’

      He ignored her protests so she sank into the comfy chair, entirely swayed by the chemical fizz which had been shimmying up and down the length of her spine ever since his hand had touched her back. He was undeniably attractive. And he was being kind, which was as discombobulating as it was annoying, because it went against everything she had tried so hard to presume about him.

      Sitting nearby, the woman with the dachshund pinned Ella with twinkling eyes. ‘Who’s that man? Someone famous from the la-di-dah wedding? Now he’s what I call dishy.’

      Ella fumbled for words and didn’t find any, which didn’t matter because the woman didn’t seem to require an answer. ‘Come along, Roy my boy. We’ve had all the excitement you and I can take for one afternoon.’

      ‘Friends?’ Talking to Roy, Ella leaned down and stroked his soft ears. He looked up at her, his head tilted jauntily.

      The woman replied on Roy’s behalf. ‘You’re forgiven.’ As she walked away, he trotted perkily on his diamante-studded lead at her side. Watching them almost lifted Ella’s jaded mood. Before she tackled the revolving door, the woman carefully picked Roy up. Then she tossed a look back towards Ella and winked. ‘Try not to cause any more trouble.’

      Making a big effort to channel exceptional nonchalance, Ella waved. ‘Will do.’
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      ‘Result,’ he announced, returning to the hotel lobby. ‘This is Gary. The manager.’

      He had located Gary, a bearded hipster, enjoying a late lunch of avocado on sourdough in the kitchen. With a volley of apologies, he had mustered a bashful teenage boy to bring bin bags and cleaning things. Then they had shambled to Ella’s rescue.

      ‘I hear there’s been a kerfuffle,’ said Gary.

      ‘That’s one way of putting it,’ said Callum.

      Ella attempted to silence him with a glare. She had incredible eyes. Two different colours. Sort of mesmerising.

      She snapped her gaze away and fixed her focus on Gary. ‘Hi. I’m sorry about the mess.’

      ‘Not to worry. An unfortunate mishap.’ Gary clapped his hands decisively and nodded at the teenager. ‘Theo will have this bit of bother tidied up in a jiffy. If you’d like to step over to Reception, I’ll get you checked in.’

      ‘Marvellous.’

      Theo, who looked about twelve, grunted and his ears turned red. Ella smiled kindly and followed Gary.

      ‘Now then.’ He tapped at the computer keyboard. ‘No need to ask your name. It’s Ella Swift, I presume.’

      The Ella Swift? Callum had a lightbulb moment. She must be here for the celebrity wedding. He’d assumed she was a friend of Saffie and Josh – his sister-in-law and her husband-to-be – whose knot-tying he himself was there to celebrate.

      Gary looked up from the screen. ‘Swift with an ‘i’?’

      ‘Is there any other way?’

      Callum suppressed a snort. Any second now he predicted a full-blown diva wobbly. She’d been famous a few years ago for her dramas both onscreen and off. How hadn’t he recognised her? Those unusual eyes should have been an instant giveaway. When that show she’d been in was on TV, he’d assumed they were coloured contacts. She was shorter than he’d imagined, and her hair was longer. She had a casual, thrown-together kind of look, not at all like she appeared onscreen.

      It was weird to see someone famous in the flesh. A wave of emptiness washed over him. He’d expected the weekend to be fragile with memories, but this one crashed into him out of the blue. His late wife, Roxanne, had been a big fan of Ella Swift’s TV drama, Mercy of the Vampires. She’d have loved this.

      He steeled himself against his feelings of guilt that she should have been here at the centre of her sister’s celebrations.

      Gary clicked the mouse and resumed scrolling ominously. ‘I know you’re here somewhere.’

      Callum shifted his weight from one foot to the other, about to make his exit. He needed to clear his head. He wasn’t ready to face Roxanne’s family. He didn’t want anyone to feel uncomfortable. And he had news to break. He’d sold the software design business he and Roxanne had built up together. It had felt like the right time. The young team Roxanne had helped him put together were great and the company buying him out could offer them the future they deserved, as the new owners valued the vision that he’d set out in the beginning. Designing software and apps was his passion. He thrived on developing new ideas, bringing them to fruition and sharing his knowledge with others. It was a part of himself he would never let go. But he needed to cut off from the office-based life he’d led with Roxanne. She’d been such a big part of it, and in order to heal, he’d made up his mind to move on completely. He planned on taking a few months out to find a new direction for his career. After Saffie and Josh’s wedding he was going to head off to Europe, get some adrenaline-rush, in-the-moment experiences under his belt, and figure out what to do next.

      Young Theo was obviously out of his depth with the clear-up, so instead of hurrying off Callum pitched in to help.

      He knelt to pick up the smashed crockery and dropped the pieces into a black bag. As he did so, late-afternoon sunshine slanted through the stained-glass window halfway up the stairs and lit up the reception area. The glowing light landed on Ella’s bent head and he found himself transfixed by the way it caught her hair, every strand shining like silk.

      Almost as if she could feel the touch of his gaze, she raised her head.

      ‘Don’t tell me my booking’s not there!’

      Callum was not deliberately listening. It was just that this close he couldn’t avoid overhearing. She sounded forlorn, not stroppy. He had to physically stop himself from going over and prising the mouse from the manager’s fingers, finding the reservation himself. How hard could it be?

      ‘I made it weeks ago. I called the hotel myself. I actually spoke to a human being.’

      ‘I’m sorry for your wait. The software’s new and we’ve had teething troubles moving the data onto the system.’ Gary faffed a while longer. ‘Aha! Here it is. You see? No need to panic.’ It wasn’t clear whether that last comment was for Ella’s benefit, or Gary’s own.

      Finally, he handed her a key-card in a paper envelope.

      ‘You had me worried. I almost thought you didn’t have a room for me.’

      As he tied up the bin bag, Callum glimpsed the manager run the back of his hand over his forehead. ‘I can’t lie. We’ve changed some of the room names. So, what with that, and the new technology, there have been one or two issues.’ He tapped efficiently at his keyboard, eager to appear in control. ‘We’re full to bursting. I can’t afford any mix-ups.’

      Ella smiled sympathetically. ‘Room 6, right?’

      ‘It’s one of our best suites. First floor, turn right at the top of the stairs. You can’t miss it.’

      ‘I’m sorry about earlier. I’ll pay for the damage.’

      ‘That won’t be necessary. My husband has a thing about vintage crockery. He buys it for a song at auctions. There are boxes full of the stuff in the cellar. Between you and me we can cope with a few breakages.’

      ‘If you’re sure?’

      An impatient ‘ahem’ came from a man queueing behind Ella.

      ‘Absolutely,’ said Gary, unrushed. ‘So – you’re here for the wedding at Cliffside House? They’ve had people putting up a marquee since the crack of dawn.’

      ‘The circus tent.’

      Gary sighed. ‘Nick Wells, once upon a time Hollywood’s most committed bachelor, is getting married! Here in Porthkara. To a local girl. Who’d have thought it? I’m so happy for them.’

      ‘Same.’

      Gary winced. ‘I hope the weather doesn’t let them down. The forecast’s iffy to say the least. Still, I hear Layla’s got every eventuality covered. Wellies, ponchos and umbrellas for all the guests.’

      ‘I doubt a little rain will spoil the day.’

      Gary didn’t look convinced.

      ‘I hope you like your room. It’s ocean-themed, one of our best. It used to be known as…’ he made air quotes. ‘—“the Earl’s Room”, in honour of a member of the aristocracy who spent his summers here in the 1920s. We thought that was too dated, so we changed it.  Gary grinned. ‘Now you’re here, we can tell people it’s our celebrity suite. Would you mind signing a photo for me? I can start a stars’ gallery in the bar.’

      The man behind Ella coughed again and she edged away. ‘I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that.’

      ‘If you’d rather not, it’s okay.’ Gary looked disappointed. ‘I’ll have Theo bring your luggage up. Enjoy your stay.’

      Hadn’t he heard the expression “if it ain’t broke don’t fix it”, Callum thought. How many ocean-themed suites did the hotel have? He’d been booked into one too.

      On the way to her room, Ella paused at the foot of the stairs to thank Theo. Then she turned to Callum. ‘I owe you. A drink? Or something?’

      ‘Sure,’ he said, non-committal.

      Right before she turned away, he caught a hint of melancholy in her eyes. Star-struck, he and Theo watched as she flitted away, disappearing, dreamy and ethereal, into the light at the turn of the staircase. Not a diva after all, he thought.

      ‘Gotcha!’

      Callum jumped to his feet. Having scrabbled around on the floor behind a chair, he had found the lost wheel from Ella Swift’s suitcase. He didn’t know why he was doing any of this, except that for the first time in weeks he’d stopped feeling anguished about Saffie and Josh’s wedding, and the unappealing prospect of powering through it on forced jollity.

      He took the wheel over to Reception where Gary was on a roll, checking in guests with speedy efficiency. Callum recognised the next couple waiting in line – the parents of the non-celebrity groom.

      ‘Hey, Mr and Mrs Smyth,’ he said, cheerfully over-compensating for how he felt inside. ‘Callum Smith?’

      Roxanne had loved that her sister was marrying a man named Smyth. It tickled her. She insisted the spelling was irrelevant.

      They stared at him in a blank way that told him they didn’t know who he was. ‘I’m Saffie’s brother-in-law… I’m Roxanne’s…’

      ‘Callum. Nice to see you.’ Before he could get the dreaded “widower” word out, Mrs Smyth, also somewhat ocean-themed, in white jeans, gold sandals and a blue top which had a yacht on it with metallic sails, cut him off. He was what most people considered too young to be a widower. It upset people. ‘Are you well?’

      Losing Roxanne was the toughest thing he’d ever been through. Until today he’d been fairly on top of things. Making travel plans to keep his mind out of the past had felt like progress. Right now, the thought of Roxanne not being at her sister’s wedding filled him with sadness.

      Tess Smyth smiled at him with sympathy and it occurred to him that certain members of the wedding party might rather he’d invented an excuse not to come. He couldn’t have stayed away. He owed it to Roxanne to be there – for Saffie – but it didn’t stop him feeling that he was hanging around, unwanted, a reminder of the person who was missing from the celebration, bringing everyone down.

      ‘Look who’s here, Gary!’ He realized immediately that his uber positivity was over-the-top and dialled it down. ‘It’s the groom’s folks. Mr and Mrs Smyth.’

      ‘Tess and Rupert,’ said Tess.

      Gary squared his shoulders. ‘Welcome,’ he said as they approached the desk. ‘I’m happy to say that everything is in order for your son’s wedding. It’s running like clockwork.’

      In his head, Callum heard Roxanne saying, “Like a clock with hands stuck in 1923”. He could always rely on Roxanne to whisper a silly remark and break the tension. He missed that. He missed her. He’d do anything for her to be here.

      While Tess quizzed Gary about the hotel’s facilities, Rupert turned to Callum. ‘Good journey down?’

      ‘Yes.’ For Saffie’s sake, he resigned himself to putting on a brave face and making small talk for Great Britain. ‘You?’

      ‘Not bad,’ said Rupert. Short, bald and crotchety, he regaled Callum with precise details of the route he’d taken, his frustration with the car’s satnav, and the difficulty he’d had finding a parking space.

      ‘It’s great you’re here, Callum,’ he said at last, ‘Josh tells us Saffie’s counting on you.’

      ‘Right. Yes. I know.’ He couldn’t think of anything better to say. He’d known Saffie since she was seven, and he and Roxanne were twelve. She was more like a sister to him than a sister-in-law.

      Tess joined them, happily clutching the key to her room. ‘Wasn’t that Ella Swift? I recognised her the moment I walked in. Isn’t she stunning? She was in that series, the one the celebrity bridegroom starred in. They used to be in all the magazines. One scandal after another! “Perfect Love Match”, one week. “Hot Mess and the Love Rat”, the next – you know the kind of thing! Isn’t it exciting? Do you suppose there will be any gossip at the wedding? I’d love to be a fly on the wall. I wonder how many famous faces we’ll spot?’

      ‘None, ideally,’ said Rupert. ‘Josh told me Porthkara was a tranquil place by the sea. Not Leicester Square when there’s a film premiere on.’ He jingled his car keys in his jacket pocket.

      Tess rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t be so grumpy, Rupert. Porthkara is to die for. Everything Josh said it would be.’

      Her words were intended to be soothing but Rupert scowled at her and turned to Callum. ‘The management’s changed since the wedding was booked.’

      ‘We’re on tenterhooks hoping the new people are up to scratch,’ whispered Tess. ‘I couldn’t bear for anything to go wrong and spoil Josh and Saffie’s big day. After everything that happened. You know…’ She touched his arm with a manicured hand. The gesture was well-intended but it turned him to ice. The original wedding plans had been postponed after the accident, and he felt responsible.

      Another wedding guest arrived and smothered Tess in kisses and hugs. Rupert steered Callum away, fixing his attention on Theo who had finished sweeping up and was manoeuvring the problem suitcase towards the lift.

      ‘What happened there?’

      ‘An accident. Nothing serious.’

      ‘Not a matter of life and death then.’ Rupert grimaced at his choice of words, as if he wanted to put his fist in his mouth and bite down hard on his knuckles.

      Callum wondered if he should reassure him that the English language was full of references to dying. There’d been nights when he’d lain in bed and reeled them off, trying to see how many he could think of. It was safer to say nothing.

      ‘Trouble with a tea-trolley.’ He held up the suitcase wheel. ‘I should hand this in.’

      Gary’s sense of control had taken a dive. He stared doggedly at his computer monitor. ‘What’s up?’ he said, looking up at Callum with fear in his eyes. He cleared his throat. ‘Can I help?’

      ‘It’s only this.’ He set the wheel on the desk.

      ‘Theo can take it when he goes up with the luggage.’

      ‘He’s gone already.’

      ‘Don’t tell me he’s done another disappearing act.’ Gary stared at a hatbox still sitting on the reception desk. ‘She also forgot that.’

      ‘Look, I’ll go,’ Callum said.

      ‘You’re not staff.’ Gary ploughed his hands into his hair like he was about to tear it out, and let out a heavy sigh. ‘Would you mind?’

      ‘Of course not.’ He couldn’t wait to get away from the other guests before someone put their foot in it again. He was counting down the hours until the wedding was over and he’d be on the road, free to take each day at a time and breathe. He would have all the space and time he could possibly need to work out what his new direction in life was going to be.

      ‘She’s on the first floor. In the new Ocean Vibes Suite.’

      ‘What? That’s my room.’

      ‘It can’t be. Aren’t you on the top floor?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Excuse me one moment.’ Red in the face, Gary shot into the back office and closed the door.

      Tess and Rupert exchanged a doubtful look. Callum had to stop himself from swearing. Saffie and Josh’s wedding had been rearranged over eighteen months ago. The previous hotel manager had transferred everything, including room reservations, to the new date but now it seemed there’d been a hiccup.

      From where he was standing, he glimpsed Gary through the glass door to the office, cowering with his head in his hands.

      Callum took the stairs two at a time and sprinted along the corridor. He froze in the open doorway. Ella stood at the window. Bright sunlight poured into the room. It backlit her, making her hair shine like a halo. She took his breath away.

      Getting a grip, he knocked on the open door to get her attention. ‘I brought this.’

      ‘Thanks.’ She sauntered across the room and took the hatbox from him.

      He leaned against the doorframe. ‘And this.’ He offered her the wheel.

      ‘So, you’re a bellhop now? You’re a man of many talents.’

      ‘Actually, I’m in software design. Or rather I was. If Gary’s troubles are anything to go by, working in a hotel isn’t for me.’

      Ella set the hatbox on the four-poster bed and perched next to it. She pointed at Callum’s suit-carrier hanging on the wardrobe door and his holdall on the floor. ‘I’m not sure hotel management is exactly Gary’s strength. He’s only gone and given someone else the key to my room. My day gets better and better.’

      ‘Same. This is my room.’ Callum marched in, leaving the door wide open. ‘I’ll call Reception and see what he’s going to do about it. You’re welcome to wait here.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three
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      ‘I’m welcome to stay?’ Ella jumped up in protest. ‘What makes you so sure it’s my reservation they got wrong? I think we should both leave until the hotel gets to the bottom of things.’

      ‘Not happening. I’m not going anywhere. I was here first.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Gary’s other half checked me in before you got here.’ He lifted the phone. After a long wait for a reply that didn’t come, he hung up.

      Unfazed, Ella wandered across to an antique table which held an assortment of complimentary snacks. She picked up a bottle of mineral water, unscrewed the cap and poured it into the kettle. ‘I’m making a cup of tea, if you’d like one.’

      ‘Be my guest.’

      Pulling a face, she plugged in the kettle and switched it on. ‘I can’t believe this place. It’s so disorganised.’

      He walked over to the mullioned window and peered out at the blues and greys and whites of the sea blending with the sky. The view of the coast grounded him.

      ‘Probably just an unfortunate by-product of the handover.’

      ‘Really? Because the way I see it, it’s totally shambolic.’

      Callum took a pound out of his pocket. It sat in his palm next to an old scar. ‘Toss a coin for the room?’ He threw it spinning into the air and caught it again. ‘Heads or tails?’

      Fury burned in her eyes.

      ‘Relax. I’m kidding.’ He picked up the receiver. ‘I’ll try again.’

      Unsurprisingly no one answered the phone, so while they waited for the kettle to boil, he turned back to the window, enthralled by the landscape he’d always felt at home in, the expanse of sea and the distant cliffs on the far side of the wide, horseshoe bay.

      ‘Isn’t it fabulous?’ She stood beside him at the window.

      ‘We can agree on that.’

      She was unlike anyone he’d ever met. She was beautiful, unusual, captivating, with a style all her own and a grace that was nearly fairy-like – which was ridiculous because it wasn’t as if she was like her supernatural character on the TV show.

      She turned her attention back to the tea-making. ‘What’s wrong with the kettle? The water’s stone cold.’

      He joined her and switched it off and on. ‘The fuse has gone.’

      ‘Of course it has.’

      He unplugged it. ‘Listen. You keep the suite. I don’t need it.’ The room with the view had been Roxanne’s choice. Without her, it didn’t matter where he slept. He unhooked his suit-carrier from the wardrobe door. ‘I’ll go downstairs, and speak to Gary. See what he can sort out.’ He’d settle for a shoebox over the kitchen smelling of bacon and mushrooms.

      Ella

      As Callum went to pick up his khaki canvas holdall there was a thin voice at the open door. ‘Knock, knock. It’s only me. Mind if I come in?’

      ‘Speak of the devil.’ Ella beamed as Gary crossed the threshold, apology written all over his face.

      ‘Ella and I have agreed that she gets the Ocean Vibes Suite,’ said Callum. ‘Which room am I moving to?’

      Ella was about to point out that the kettle was broken when she caught sight of a couple trundling their cases into view behind Gary, and she wheeled round to see Callum’s jaw drop.

      ‘It’s the funniest thing. I can’t think how it happened.’ Gary wrung his hands. ‘I have one Smith, a Swift, and two Smyths with a ‘y’.’

      ‘And only one Ocean Vibes Suite?’ Callum jibed.

      ‘Three Smyths with a ‘y’.’ The woman corrected Gary over his shoulder. She looked exactly like Ella had been feeling earlier – seconds away from meltdown. ‘Josh is spending tonight with us and moving across the hall to join Saffie tomorrow. That’s non-negotiable. It’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride on the morning of the wedding – never mind waking up in the Bridal Suite next to her before they’ve said the “I dos”.’ She drew in a steadying breath. ‘Before anyone says anything, I agree. It’s rather old-fashioned but Saffie’s grandparents insisted.’

      Mr Smyth, who had barged into the room like a charging bull, fumed. ‘This isn’t funny. Not funny at all.’ If his eyes had been lethal weapons Gary would have been toast. ‘This isn’t good enough. There better not be any more cock-ups with our son’s wedding…’

      ‘Language, Rupert!’ said Tess, although clearly, she was as outraged as her husband.

      ‘Or there’ll be hell to pay!’ Rupert snorted with indignation.

      ‘Somehow or other,’ said Gary, ‘what with one thing and another, it seems there’s been a bit of a…’

      ‘Cluster-fuck!’ The man did not mince words.

      ‘I don’t suppose?’ Mortified, Gary looked from Ella to Callum and back imploringly, as if wishing for a trap door in the floor to vanish through. ‘You’d accept a refund?’

      ‘A refund?’ Callum and Ella exclaimed in unison.

      They could have cut the tension in the room with a knife and Tess chose this moment to hold out her hand to Ella. ‘It’s lovely to meet you. I’m Tess, the mother of the – other – groom. It’s splendid that you’re here for Nick Wells’ wedding.’ She tut-tutted. ‘After the way he treated you.’

      Callum pressed his palm to his forehead.

      ‘We’re friends.’ Ella felt as if she was shrinking.

      ‘Still friends? No hard feelings? Is that a millennial thing? Good for you.’

      If Tess had a filter, she must have left it at home. She smiled dolefully at Ella as if offering her condolences. ‘I haven’t seen you in anything on television for ages.’

      ‘I’m not really an actor. Not anymore,’ she said clumsily. ‘I mean, I wasn’t a proper one. I didn’t train.’

      ‘You don’t model now either?’

      Ella detested having to explain herself. Justify her life choices. It was the unwanted consequence of fame.

      At age fifteen she had chosen to live with the rock star dad she had only just met. Her mum, newly married and about to emigrate to New Zealand, had pointed out that if she stepped through the door into his world, there’d be no going back. She’d obstinately done it anyway, and, despite the warnings, she’d been left behind to wing it in Wesley Harlow’s circle of hangers-on, without back up.

      Overlooked, left out, the forgotten daughter, she didn’t feel like she mattered at her dad’s. His house in Notting Hill was stunning, and nothing like the small terraced house in North London where she had grown up. It was more like a hotel than a home, with a secluded garden, a gym, an indoor pool and a music studio. She had drifted around with an aura of being on the edge of a photograph, not quite in the frame, looked down upon by the people around her dad, a nuisance. She had been in tune with her father’s indifference. She didn’t belong in his life.

      Parents like the Smyths, so invested and involved in their son’s wedding, were impossible to imagine. Based on that she concluded they ought to have the suite.

      ‘No,’ she said softly in answer to Tess. She looked up into Callum’s face. ‘It seems obvious to me that Tess and Rupert’s claim to the room is strongest.’

      ‘The thing is… we’re full,’ said Gary. ‘There are no other rooms I can offer you.’

      Rupert scratched his head and muttered something inaudible.

      ‘There must be something you can do.’ Tess glanced around the room. ‘This is a big suite. Perhaps we could share. Are there any extra beds you could bring in?’

      ‘As a last resort, I suppose…’ Gary nervously kneaded his chin.

      ‘No-oh!’ Callum made a sound as if he was about to choke. Ella felt the same. It was a generous suggestion, but she’d rather sleep on the beach under the stars than spend the night in some kind of pre-nuptial dormitory.

      ‘On second thoughts, I’ll make enquiries; see if we can find you somewhere else that’s still local. In the meantime, if you’d care to wait in the bar, I’ll bring you a champagne tea – on the house, of course,’ Gary said apologetically.
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      ‘So how do you know the bride and groom?’ Ella set down her teacup and it rattled on the saucer. Thankfully the bar area was quiet, the Neanderthals gone. She admired the décor, not actually caring all that much about Callum’s reply. She just couldn’t stand to sit there in silence.

      She felt so much better thanks to the soothing Earl Grey tea and the revitalising array of dinky sandwiches, freshly baked scones and teeny cakes with pastel-coloured icing, almost too pretty to eat. The chilled champagne lay at a tilt in a bucket of ice, the gold foil intact and the dark green glass covered in condensation.

      ‘Saffie and Josh? So, I… Rox…’ Callum hesitated. ‘I’m on the bride’s side. I’ve known Saffie since we were kids. She grew up here. With her grandparents. I got to know the family when I came to the caravan park on holiday.’ His expression was troubled. Having loaded half a scone with jam then cream in true Cornish fashion, he set it on his plate and scowled at it as if it was at least a week old. ‘You?’

      Tess’s comments had stayed in her head like an old, stuck vinyl record. ‘Nick and I have been friends for a long time. We were in a TV show together.’

      ‘I know.’

      She hadn’t liked to assume that he knew about Mercy of the Vampires. ‘Well, back then, according to the magazines we were nothing short of the most on-again-off-again couple on the planet. None of it was true, of course.’

      The stories had been a mix of fabrication, fun and photos. For the most part nonsense, silly reports kept their names in the headlines, which was what she and Nick, and the show’s press office, had wanted at the time.

      ‘I didn’t deny or confirm anything because in showbiz there is no such thing as bad publicity.’ Her tone was touchy. ‘In reality? Nick was my default plus-one. Convenient for red carpet occasions.’

      Callum met her gaze for a long moment, his grey eyes cool. ‘You don’t have to explain.’

      Her heart lurched. There had been a point in her life when she’d leaned on Nick. He’d been there for her when her family wasn’t. She’d been betrayed, hurt and messed about by an ex. At the time it had felt like the ground beneath her feet was crumbling. Nick had picked up the pieces, and helped her keep going. And that’s why she was in Porthkara now, to be at his wedding, for him – a way of returning the favour.

      ‘Good. Because I don’t like having to. It’s old news.’ She lifted her cup and drank a sip of tea. Weirdly, now that Nick was about to get married, she felt left behind.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. I was making small talk. Badly.’

      He hadn’t pried. She had been on the defensive. ‘It’s me. Not you. I hate small talk. I’m no good at it.’ It usually led to questions she couldn’t answer. About her father.

      Belittled by loaded comments about only getting breaks thanks to his fame, after Vampires she’d done a couple of roles in films, one a dream cameo alongside Nick in the blockbusting, award-winning Magician of Arden. She had fulfilled a lucrative contract she’d landed with a cosmetics brand. Then she’d taken time out. Largely because she’d wanted a break from the pressure Wesley put on her to be photographed, and big up his music, and keep both of their names “out there”.

      She hadn’t intended to walk away from the work entirely. But she’d lost her confidence and failed to turn up for a handful of auditions. Then she’d stopped taking her agent’s calls. After a couple of years of drifting it felt like there would be no way back. She was well and truly off the casting directors’ radars by now.

      ‘I didn’t recognise you at first. I took you to be a friend of Saffie’s. Sorry, is that rude?’

      ‘No.’ She thought about it. ‘Is that why you helped me?’

      The whisper of a smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. ‘Yes.’

      Silence hung between them. Callum checked the time on his watch against the time on his phone as if one might say something different to the other. She selected a teeny chocolate éclair from the silver cake stand and ate it in two bites.

      Suddenly she felt like explaining, or at least attempting to. She left out the part about the married man who had broken her heart. ‘I had a whirlwind few years. I was overwhelmed, emotionally drained. I guess I burned out. When I quit acting, I’d been tabloid fodder since I was a teenager. What was I wearing? Who was I hanging out with? Dating? At a certain point, I’d had enough.’

      ‘The public eye took its toll. So – it’s true that Wesley Harlow is your father?’

      She let out a huff of breath. ‘Yes.’ It was always this way. People were only interested in her dad and his band, Reckless Underground. Everything closed in around her. This was exactly the feeling she’d been avoiding.

      He set his phone on the table. ‘You looking forward to the wedding?’

      ‘More small talk?’

      ‘Uh-huh. It seems we both need the practice. For tomorrow.’

      She looked away, relieved that he’d steered her back onto a safe topic. ‘Okay. Let’s see. Yes, I am looking forward to it.’ She meant her words, but they still came out stilted. ‘Nick’s found the one person he wants to be with forever. I’m thrilled for him. He’s so happy with Layla. Their baby, Evie, is the cutest. Tomorrow is going to be very special.’

      ‘Let’s hope the weather stays fine. I’m not sure what the forecast is.’

      ‘Gary said something. He used the word “iffy”.’

      ‘A well-known meteorological term.’ He leaned back in his chair, his large hands resting on the table, a sparkle in his eyes, annoyingly.

      ‘Credit where credit’s due. These cakes are so good.’ She gestured the spread in front of them. ‘There’s enough to feed a small army.’ Still ravenous, she honed in on a mini mille-feuille and speedily polished it off.

      Interrupting their efforts at making conversation, Gary bounded up to their table like a bouncy spaniel. ‘Afternoon tea to your liking, chaps?’ His face dropped. ‘You haven’t touched the champagne.’

      ‘It’s all scrumptious.’ Ella chose a third cake.

      Callum rapped his knuckles impatiently on the table. ‘Any news on the room situation?’

      ‘Yes and no,’ said Gary. ‘Do you want the good news or the bad news?’

      Callum frowned. ‘Just give us the news.’

      ‘I’ve tried to rejig things, but there’s nothing. I’ll refund the full cost of your stay.’

      ‘I’m confused,’ said Ella. ‘Which news is that?’

      Gary winced. ‘The good news is I’ve found you somewhere else to stay.’

      ‘Where?’ Callum’s frown lines deepened.

      ‘The hotel will cover the cost,’ said Gary, somewhat evasively. ‘We messed up and I can’t apologise enough for the inconvenience.’

      ‘Is this place you’re talking about for both of us?’

      ‘Together?’ Ella bit into the tiny cake and swallowed a mouthful of soft, buttery sponge. The pale pink icing contained a touch of rose essence. It was delicious. She gave a hedonistic sigh. ‘Mmm. This is divine.’

      Gary took a deep breath. ‘Yes. Together. That won’t be a problem, will it?’

      She raised her eyebrows at Gary. ‘It’s not ideal.’

      Callum harrumphed. He held up the palms of his hands as if trying to halt traffic. ‘We’ve only just met.’

      Gary looked stricken. ‘It’s the only solution. You’ll have to bear with me. There are separate bedrooms. You don’t have to worry about that.’

      ‘Wait a second,’ said Callum. ‘Let’s back up. Where exactly are these rooms?’

      ‘It’s a self-catering cottage at Karadow Cove. The owner is reliable. Believe me, you’ll be in safe hands with Jessie Greenway. She lives on the other side of the bay, out on the headland.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound too bad.’ Ella tried to catch Callum’s eye. ‘I thought you were going to offer us a yurt, or a tepee, or one of those glamping pods.’

      ‘It’s the first holiday weekend in May, guys. Forget glamping. There’s nothing, not even a space at the campsite – believe me, I asked. I paid upfront for the cottage, to make sure you got it before any last-minute booker does. So, like I say, you’ve nothing to worry about there.’ He rubbed his hands together, half-enthusiastic at off-loading them, half-worried that they’d refuse to go. ‘It’s all taken care of.’

      Callum wasn’t having any of it. ‘How far’s Karadow Cove? Seven or eight miles?’

      ‘Yes, I’m afraid it’s quite a way by road. The location is superb though, very picturesque.’

      Callum slid a derisory glance in Gary’s direction. ‘Let me guess,’ he said, ‘lots of ocean vibes?’

      ‘You’re lucky Jessie’s had a cancellation. The beds are made up, there’s wood for the log burner, milk in the fridge and a welcome pack of locally sourced
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