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Chapter One

The reality is always less extreme than what you’re imagining, Elowen Moon told herself as she sat in the passenger seat of Jago Carne’s Golf and they wended their way south of Porthgolow and Cornflower Cottage, towards the place where the Cornish Cream Tea Bus had crashed.

And so Ellie imagined all the terrible things that could have happened to the bus. She imagined it falling off a cliff and plunging into the sea; she pictured it catching fire and going up in flames, all those pretty teapots and fairy lights nothing more than melted blobs welded to metal. Then she imagined less dramatic scenarios: a minor scratch on the bumper, a cracked windscreen, a burst tyre; things that would take mere hours to fix. If she pictured those things, then maybe it would be even less horrible? It made no logical sense, but it was the only way to quell her feelings of utter hopelessness.

‘Doing OK, Ellie?’ Jago asked as he confidently took a turn in the road. He hadn’t changed out of his gardening clothes, but Ellie was used to him looking dishevelled and, while she hadn’t been overjoyed when she’d first considered the combination of him and the cream carpets at Cornflower Cottage, she now found his scruffiness comforting. Besides, she had also seen him much smarter than this and, on one unforgettable occasion, wearing only a towel.

‘I will be, as soon as I see Gertie and we know what we’re up against.’

‘Do you know how it crashed?’

She shook her head. ‘Daniel didn’t give much away. All I got was that Liam, the driver from Pete’s garage, had crashed her. He assured me he was qualified, even though he looked far too young, and I—’

‘It was an accident,’ Jago said. He reached over to squeeze Ellie’s hands, which were knotted together in her lap. ‘You couldn’t have predicted it or stopped it.’

‘I should have. I’m the wedding planner.’

‘The wedding planner,’ he repeated. ‘Not God. No amount of list-making would have predicted that Liam would crash the bus. The road could have been slippery, the gear lever slightly dodgy, a deer or dog running out in front of him. Anything.’

Ellie sighed. ‘I thought this was such a good idea. But I should have made a proper plan before suggesting—’

‘Stop,’ Jago said firmly. ‘Stop, now.’ He squeezed her fingers again and then put his hand back on the wheel. Ellie wished he could drive one-handed the whole way, but at the same time she didn’t want them to crash on the way to the first crash.

It was easy to spot the location, even without Daniel’s precise directions, because there was a police car, its blue lights flashing, parked horizontally across the road. A policeman was directing cars to turn off before they reached the blockage.

‘We’re here to see the bus,’ Jago said, once he’d rolled down his window. ‘I’m a mechanic.’

The policeman frowned, but waved them through. Jago pulled up on the side of the road, and Ellie got out. From where she was standing, Gertie looked fine; her back end was unmarked, her hazard lights flashing. But the bus was angled into the side of the road, too close to a sheer rock face that rose at least fifty feet above them.

She followed Jago, who had hurried on ahead. She was relieved that he was with her, and that he would be able to help. She walked calmly down the road, glancing in Gertie’s windows at all the tables that, by next week, should be full of happy customers eating cream teas and sausage rolls. She hoped nothing would change that.

She found Charlie, Daniel and Jago near the front of the bus, with another man. He was slender, with close-cropped hair and tanned skin. He and Jago were crouching at the place where Gertie had connected with the cliff, Daniel and Charlie standing a little way back.

Charlie, for the most part, was looking composed, but Ellie could see unshed tears in her eyes. Daniel had his arms folded tightly over his chest, a stricken look on his face.

‘Are you both OK?’ she asked softly as she joined them. ‘How’s Liam?’

‘Ellie!’ Charlie went from upset to startled. ‘What are you doing here? Why are you—’

‘Liam’s fine,’ Daniel cut in. ‘He’s been checked out by paramedics and he’s suffering from mild shock, but has no physical injuries.’ He glanced at Ellie. ‘But we do have something to tell you, Charlie. I have something to tell you.’

Ellie stepped forward. ‘It’s such a relief about Liam,’ she said. ‘But Charlie, this is my fault.’

‘What?’ She frowned and wiped at her cheek as a tear fell. ‘Why?’

‘Because this was my suggestion. Sending Gertie for a check-up, when really we wanted to give her a full transformation, in time for the wedding.’

Charlie stared at her, lips slightly parted.

‘I wanted to do something for you,’ Daniel added. ‘Something special – unforgettable – for the wedding. I wanted to come up with some grand surprise.’

The words hung in the air. It was both surprising and unforgettable, Ellie thought with a wince.

‘So you suggested that Gertie could do with a once-over in Pete’s garage,’ Charlie said slowly, ‘but you were really taking her away to … what? Cover her in glitter?’

‘It would have been a bit more stylish than that,’ Daniel said, a hint of defensiveness in his voice.

‘Why not tell me, then?’ Charlie folded her arms, looking from Daniel to Ellie and back again. ‘Why keep me in the dark about this? It’s my bus,’ she said, her voice rising. ‘My entire business!’

‘We know that,’ Ellie said gently. ‘We had no idea that this would happen.’

‘You cooked up this scheme together,’ Charlie went on, ‘and got Pete involved too? How long have you been planning it? Did you even check he had the time to do it? Maybe he was stretched and had to use Liam because you’d put him under pressure!’

‘Charlie,’ Daniel said, ‘I am so, so sorry. I thought this would be a good thing; I thought you’d be over the moon.’ He looked so upset, and Ellie’s guilt increased tenfold.

Charlie huffed and turned to Ellie. ‘You’re supposed to be taking the stress out of our wedding, not adding to it.’ She sounded more hurt than angry, and Ellie had to resist the urge to hug her, though she knew it might not be welcome. It was Daniel who did that, pulling Charlie against him, stroking her hair. He mouthed ‘sorry’ to Ellie over her shoulder, but Ellie shook her head and pointed a finger at herself.

Charlie was right. She was supposed to be removing – or at least absorbing – their wedding stress, and this was not part of the plan. But it had happened now, so all she could do was put things right; oversee Gertie getting back to her former glory.

‘I’m sure it looks worse than it is,’ she said. ‘We’ll have Gertie back to you, as good as new, long before the wedding.’ From where she stood, she could see that the windscreen was shattered and the bumper was crushed, the solid red metal looking like a crumpled piece of cardboard. Still, now was not the time to be negative. ‘It’s going to be fine,’ she added. A group of seagulls flew overhead, their cries like unfriendly laughter. ‘I know this is so far from ideal, but all these things are fixable, right?’ She glanced at Jago and the other man, who she assumed was Pete.

He ran a hand over his head. ‘We won’t know the full extent of the problems until we get her back to the garage. Obviously, there’s some cosmetic damage that needs repairing, but I’ll have to take a look underneath before I can give you a prognosis.’

‘But the cosmetic stuff can sometimes make it look hopeless,’ Jago added, ‘even when what’s under the bonnet is fairly sound.’ Ellie felt a rush of gratitude for his positivity in front of Charlie and Daniel. ‘I’m going to go with Pete and help out.’

‘You are?’ Ellie managed.

‘All hands to the pump.’ He stood and wiped his hands down the back of his jeans. ‘My workload’s fairly light at the moment, so I can fit it in.’

‘My insurance will cover the repairs and Jago’s time,’ Pete said, ‘and I could do with the extra help so I can prioritise getting Gertie back to you.’ He gave Charlie a warm smile.

‘Don’t lose faith,’ Jago added. ‘She’s in good hands.’

Charlie managed a smile. ‘Thank you.’

‘I didn’t realize you had an in-house mechanic, Ellie,’ Daniel said.

‘I’m a recent add-on,’ Jago replied, holding out his hand and introducing himself. ‘But this is right up my street. With Pete and I working together, Gertie’s got the best possible chance.’

Charlie glanced at Ellie, then looked away.

‘I’ll be in touch later on today,’ Ellie said.

Charlie nodded, but didn’t meet her gaze.

‘Thank you, Ellie,’ Daniel said firmly, and Ellie managed a wobbly smile, relieved that at least he hadn’t lost faith in her. ‘Speak soon.’

Once they’d gone, walking slowly back to Daniel’s car, Ellie tried to tamp down her frustration. Gertie crashing wasn’t just a practical problem, it also seemed symbolic. The bus was Charlie’s livelihood, the thing she was most proud of, and, on a whim, Ellie had suggested taking it away to be spruced up – and look what had happened. She remembered being horrified at a bit of mud and an overly friendly pig, and fervently wished that was still their biggest worry.

‘Do you really think it’s going to be OK?’ she asked Jago and Pete, who were peering underneath the cracked bumper.

They both looked at her, the silence dragging on in a way that Ellie found more than a little disconcerting. ‘We’re going to do all we can,’ Pete said, eventually. ‘These old Routemasters are pretty solid. It just depends how far the damage goes.’

Three pairs of eyes travelled up the height of the bus, to where the second deck was nestled against the rock face, a hairline crack running the full width of the windscreen. Despite the sun beating down on them, Ellie felt chilled. ‘I really appreciate everything you’re doing,’ she said. Then she walked away from the broken bus and covered her face with her hands. ‘Fuckity fuckity fuck,’ she said. When she glanced behind her, Jago was watching her with undisguised sympathy, which only made her feel worse.

‘Back home and then to the pub?’ Rose asked, as Ellie got into her car. ‘I expect you need a whole vat of wine after today.’

‘I’m not sure that would be enough,’ Ellie admitted. She had watched Gertie being winched away, listened to the crunching, ripping sounds as it had been detached from the cliff. She had been so relieved that Daniel and Charlie had gone by then, because it might have destroyed any hope they might still have.

‘Let’s start with a vat and see how we go,’ Rose said.

Ellie shook her head. ‘I want to go back to the cottage.’ It was the only place she could imagine feeling remotely calm; amongst her plants and flowers, with blackbirds singing and the rustle of wind through the trees. And she knew Jago wouldn’t be there, so she wouldn’t be getting in his way.

‘You sure?’ Rose asked softly.

‘I need to tidy up, put the mower away,’ she said. ‘Unless you and Arthur did it?’

Rose tutted
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