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			Friday 8th August 2025

			First day of new life.

			What a sentence. Isn’t it beautiful? Have wanted to write that for so long, and now here it is on page one of a brand new diary. Life. Starts. Here.

			 

			New me is:

			
					Peppy. Maybe not peppy, actually, that sounds annoying. But positive. Upbeat. Inclined to wear hair in bouncy ponytail and look on the bright side, but does not require everyone else to do so (see: don’t want to be annoying).

					Independent. New me relies on nobody else for validation. She makes her own decisions. She can do it alone.

					Bold. I mean, look at me. I’m on a boat, sailing towards a secluded island to start picture-­perfect new life running island farm shop! Am going to be like one of those women on Instagram who lives on photogenic homestead and bakes their own bread with stunning vista in background. Except without all the Reddit content dedicated to whether or not I’m in a cult.

			

			 

			

			Am wondering where the line is between manifestation and kidding yourself. Want to fill diary with positivity but don’t want to, you know, lie.

			Truth is, I’m sitting here on a chugging old ferryboat, feeling a bit freaked out. Remembering former life of good job, nice coffee, steady boyfriend, and now considering future life of seclusion on relatively small rock in the English Channel. Don’t want to seem spoilt, but argh, will there be a coffee machine on the farm?

			Once again unsure if this is wild adventure or mad pre-­midlife crisis. Horrible suspicion that you can’t actually know until end of story, i.e. glorious happily-­ever-­after vs perishing sad and alone in farmyard.

			 

			Spirits lifting again as island approaches. It’s beautiful! Rugged, shadowy crags jutting from the sea, tangles of wild flowers painting the rocks in greens and pinks . . . Looks too pretty to be real, like Sabrina Carpenter. Am buoyed by new confidence that my future is here on the Isle of Ormer, population 500. Soon to be 501.

			 

			Here’s what I know about the Isle of Ormer:

			

			
					There are no motorised vehicles on the island except tractors. Everyone gets around on horses and bikes, like mediaeval people. Feel positive about this, particularly given the six points on my licence.

					The island is five kilometres by two kilometres. Tiny! With a real sense of community, according to Google. The perfect place to build a new family. (Getting ahead of myself, as per.)

					Most of the land is farmed, and Bramblebay Farm has a shop, aka my new place of employment. Popular with visiting tourists, but a lifeline to the locals too. Am envisioning crates filled with earthy potatoes, fresh milk in glass bottles, and me swanning around with wicker basket under arm.

					No street lights on the island. Great: fits perfectly with new resolution to go to bed at nightfall and rise with the dawn like the lark. Or the blackbird. Whichever bird gets the first worm, that’s going to be me.

					Ormer is a Crown Dependency, so kind of part of UK but not? It was feudal until 2006, which is the year Justin Timberlake released ‘SexyBack’, i.e. about five minutes ago. So: slightly odd. But they’ve got a democratically-­elected government now, so that’s all sorted, and I have decided to consider this whole business quirky and cute.

			

			 

			That’s enough fact-­based content for now – we’ve reached the harbour!

			 

			Arrived in harbour looking significantly more dishevelled than I did in Guernsey (sea air very bracing) but quickly realised Ormer is not a place where anyone gives a shit about how your hair looks. The harbour – a concrete walkway between the rocks, poking out into the sea – was awash with people in work boots and worn jeans. Above me, the cliffs were dark and imposing, all shadows and sharp edges in the sunshine. A cargo ship had just cleared off in time for the ferry to dock, and the harbour workers were busy shifting the cargo into battered, ancient-­looking tractors to be carted up the hill.

			

			It was immediately apparent that health-­and-­safety rules are pretty chilled here on the Isle of Ormer.

			‘Watch your head!’ someone shouted at me.

			I looked up. A rusted shipping container was swooping above me, dangling precariously from a crane-­type structure on the harbour. I ducked – maybe screamed – and stumbled back.

			‘Watch your feet!’ someone yelled.

			I looked down to find myself mere inches from a precipitous drop into the sea. No railings, no big yellow warning signs, not even a casual traffic cone.

			I stared around, slightly breathless. A few middle-­aged tourists traipsed off the ferry behind me, dressed in white canvas hats, looking about as wary of the harbour activities as I was. A burly guy in his thirties barged through the middle of them, head down, a blue cap backwards on his head. His sports bag whacked me in the hip as he powered by, knocking me off balance.

			‘Hey!’ I yelped.

			He turned. The first thing I noticed was his deep scowl, then the grey eyes that met mine for a sharp half second, narrowed against the sun.

			‘You dropped something,’ he said, nodding to the ground. His lip twitched slightly, as though he was trying to hold back a smirk.

			‘Excuse me?’ I pressed a hand to my thundering heart as I scuttled further inland. This was not a comfortable place to lose footing.

			The man pointed wordlessly, already walking backwards away from me.

			

			Argh. It was this diary, precariously close to the edge – must have slipped out of the top of my bag when he knocked into me. Which meant he could now see the cover, complete with the message Brianna had doodled there while helping me pack yesterday:

			 

			Secrets of my tender heart enclosed within

			 

			I swore and went to snatch it up. The other side reads:

			 

			I’M CHARLIE JONES, MOTHERFUCKER, BOW BEFORE ME

			 

			Would it be better if it had fallen that way around? Probably not, there were kids around.

			‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Though I wouldn’t have dropped anything if you’d not . . .’

			He didn’t care enough to hang around for the end of this sentence.

			‘Arsehole,’ I muttered.

			I watched him go. His neck was a bit sunburned, and his cap said CJ on it – my initials (how weird! I thought). Shame he was clearly a bit of a dickhead, because he was hot, actually. The rugged scowliness, the earthy-­blonde scruff of hair beneath the cap, the long-­sleeved tee clinging to defined pecs and biceps. It was giving ‘I’m a hot mess – try to fix me, why don’t you?’

			Not a shame, actually, shouldn’t have written that. Sexy rugged men are firmly off new life agenda, even unproblematic ones, and he had ‘problem’ written all over him. I focused on restoring the diary to the safety of my handbag and looked around the harbour again. A young woman in baggy skater-­style shorts and an Explore Ormer T-­shirt was waving to the tourists beside me, bouncing on the spot as if she couldn’t wait to get started. Her black, curly hair was streaked with blue dye, and she had at least six piercings – nose, eyebrows, a few in her lips. She caught my eye and smiled. It lit her up – she had an earnest golden-­retriever energy to her.

			

			‘Visiting for the day?’ she said.

			Probably not reasonable to be miffed by her mistaking me for a tourist, but nonetheless, felt disappointed.

			‘Actually, I’m moving here,’ I said, adjusting my straw hat, and then wondering if the hat was what made me look like a tourist, and promptly removing it. But – hat hair, plus boat hair . . . I put it back on again. ‘I’m the new farm shop manager.’

			A tractor reversed by me at speed, the man in the driving seat twisted almost 180 degrees to look out of the dirty back window.

			‘Oh, no way!’ the Explore Ormer woman said, beaming at me. ‘You’re Charlie! I’m Red. Tour guide, as of six weeks ago – I’m pretty new around here too, but it already feels like home. I’ve been helping out at the shop as well, since Rosie and Marly are so busy on the farm for harvest season – everyone’s been desperate for you to arrive. I saw Rog bringing your luggage up from this morning’s boat, I wondered when you’d get here! Didn’t pack light, did you!’

			Actually tried to pack as little as possible – donated bags and bags of stuff before leaving the mainland. Briefly wished I was a ‘oh, my whole life is in this bag’ sort of woman, but some things you just can’t change.

			

			Red pointed through an archway cut into the rock, with the words ‘Welcome to the Isle of Ormer’ in chipped paint above it.

			‘Head through there to get the rattle up to the Rue, if you don’t fancy walking in the heat.’

			I understood very little of this, particularly the rattle part, but was painfully aware of already seeming clueless, so just nodded and hoped all would become clear once through the archway.

			This was not the case. Ahead of me was a steep, dusty road, a random collection of seemingly abandoned tractors, and a trailer that read ‘Rog’s Carting and Gardening and Waste Disposal! Call this number! I do all sorts!!’

			Hovered for a while, listening to the waves, the seagulls, the chu-­chu-­chug of the old tractor engines. There were a few people about, all looking busy, all ignoring me. No sign of rude CJ cap guy. Was more disappointed about that than I should have been. Eventually Red and the plodding gang of tourists appeared behind me.

			‘Oh, still here!’ she said cheerfully. ‘Rog!’

			Rog popped out of one of the abandoned-­looking tractors like a cartoon character appearing from inside a flowerpot. He was wiry and sun-­beaten, and when he smiled, he flashed several gold teeth. He wasn’t a big man, but I felt quite sure that Rog would beat almost anyone in a fight, like a scrawny alley cat.

			‘Fifty pence each for the rattle,’ he said, stretching out a palm.

			The tourists dutifully unzipped their bum bags and produced fifty-­pence pieces. Had they been forewarned about this? I wasn’t getting an Apple Pay vibe from Rog and was starting to sweat. Would I be kicked off the island because I didn’t have a fifty-­pence coin? What was a rattle, and was it going to be as unpleasant as it sounded?

			

			‘Don’t worry, this is Charlie, the new shop manager,’ Red said, clocking my stricken expression. ‘She’s good for it.’

			Rog eyed me with interest.

			‘Ooh. Welcome to Ormer,’ he said. ‘Hope you like cows.’

			I blinked. Why did that sound vaguely threatening?

			‘Hop on, then, here we go,’ he said.

			Red began to usher the obedient tourists on to the trailer. I saw now that it was in fact some sort of transportation system – Rog was fixing it up to one of the ancient tractors, and the tourists were settling themselves into the rudimentary seats along the trailer’s sides.

			I joined them, and after a moment we started making our way up the wide rocky track cut into the hill. The trailer did indeed rattle. A lot. Clinging to the side, I was struck once again by a wave of panic. Was this life now? Dirt roads, decrepit tractors, ominous-­sounding cows?

			I gripped my seat, then lunged to catch my handbag as it went sliding out of my lap. Rog was driving the tractor as though it was a sports car, one palm flat on the steering wheel as he dragged us around a bend. A large carthorse plodded by, pulling a carriage containing two of the workers from the harbour. They barely blinked as they passed through the cloud of dust kicked up by Rog’s tractor.

			Had to shade my eyes with my hand when we reached the top of the hill. The track opened out to reveal a stunning sea view. The water of the Channel was dreamily blue, and the island’s greenery tumbled away from us towards the cliffs, a scramble of wild flowers and bracken.

			

			The panic quietened. Who wouldn’t want to start life over in this place? It was magical.

			Ahead of us were some single-­storey shops, flat-­fronted and painted magnolia yellow. I recognised it instantly: it was the Rue, the dusty track that serves as Ormer’s high street. The carriage pulled away ahead of us, the carthorse swishing its tail to bat the summer flies away. There was a Wild Westness about it all, as though any second now a ball of tumbleweed would go rolling by.

			Rog hopped off the tractor as Red helped the slightly shaken tourists out of the trailer.

			‘For Bramblebay Farm, you want to go thataway until you see the dairy,’ Rog said to me, producing a bottle of water from one of the pockets in his cargo pants and taking a swig. ‘Then turn right. If you hit the sea, you’ve gone too far.’

			‘Right,’ I said. ‘Thank you. I think I’m supposed to be staying at the old stables – is that near the farm itself?’

			‘Everything’s near everything, love,’ Rog said with a grin.

			Felt horribly aware that I sounded like the archetypal city girl turning up in the one-­horse town in stilettos. (Metaphorically – obviously wore trainers, I’m not that clueless.) Drew myself up a bit.

			‘Of course. I’ll figure it out.’

			Twenty minutes later, standing in the middle of a field surrounded by cows, was not quite so confident.

			There was the dairy. There was the little footpath cut into the undergrowth, heading right. Hadn’t hit the sea yet, but could see it hazily in the distance between two trees. And between the cows.

			

			When they first came sauntering over to me, I’ll admit I panicked a bit. Cows are a lot bigger and more . . . muscular than they look from a train window, and I don’t think I’ve seen one in person (in cow?) since I took that hungover hike after Bri’s wedding.

			But the new me is a countryside person. She loves the great outdoors. She’s going to work on a farm, for God’s sake. So I pulled myself together and held my ground, plotting a reasonable escape route if the cows’ slow amble developed into a sudden urge to stampede. As it happened, they just hung around, a bit like men who dance over in a club but don’t know what to do next. Fine: I know how to handle hoverers. I stared at my phone, resolutely ignoring the cows, perplexed to find that Google Maps was convinced I was standing in the middle of a supermarket.

			Looked around, then back down at the map. Everything else was right – it had me loaded in the right spot. But . . . Can Google Maps be wrong, I typed into Google. No, apparently. And yet, this was definitely not a Carrefour.

			A brief foray down an Ormer-­specific rabbit hole on Reddit and I discovered the problem: this tiny island is so random and remote the maps haven’t been updated for years. No street view option either as there are no cars allowed. Once upon a time, presumably, a Carrefour had stood here, but now it was just grassland, and Rog’s directions were all I had to go on.

			Trudged on, trailing cows. The path had long since disappeared, and I was just starting to lose hope when I spotted a barn behind a hedge. Perking up, I set off towards it, but I’d obviously gone wrong somewhere, because there was no break in the hedge, and no way through.

			

			Hadn’t seen the farm shop at this point – no picture with the job ad – but it was described as a converted barn on the edge of the farm, and this looked promising. A bunch of old crates lying by the back door, a bike rack to the side . . . I figured I was just approaching it from the back.

			I weighed it up. Return the way I had come and try to find the main entrance? Or hop the hedge?

			It looked sturdy. Obviously had no idea what sort of bush it was made of, but there were branches in there that I could use as footholds, and I was hot and sticky from walking in the sun, and did not fancy running the cow gauntlet again.

			The less I write about this bit the better. I don’t fancy dwelling on it. The shredded Oliver Bonas dress, scratched-­up thighs and entirely lost dignity are enough of a reminder.

			I had bits of shrub in my hair. I was sweaty and dishevelled. I had a strong suspicion I smelled of cow. This wasn’t the first impression I’d hoped to make on my new employer, but by this point I was just desperate to get out of the sun, so headed around for the front entrance.

			There was no front entrance. I walked all the way around the grey stone barn and ended up back where I started: the back entrance. The only entrance.

			Now that I was right in front of the door, I could see that a piece of A4 paper had been stuck beside it with the words ‘Bramblebay Farm Shop’ scrawled in biro. ‘Farm shop hours vary. If you’re after one of the Nicoles, try the farmhouse’, it said underneath, with a helpful arrow pointing north, or possibly up to the sky. Then, in smaller, different handwriting, ‘Don’t forget Rog does all sorts! Call this number!!’ And at the very bottom, in different pen altogether: ‘If you’re Charlie Jones, head on in, will be with you in a mo, just dealing with a goat thing!’

			

			I was, apparently, in the right place.

			To say that spirits had dipped at this point would be an understatement. The barn was almost as dishevelled as I was: corrugated-­iron roof clumsily patched up, windows filthy, wood peeling on the wide barn doors.

			And, stepping inside, things only got worse.

			Not the shop itself. That was surprisingly bright and clean, given the outside of the barn. There were fridges full of – yes, milk bottles, and sacks of potatoes on the flagstones, and shelves of chutneys and pickles in charming jewel tones.

			The problem was the familiar-­looking man standing directly in my way.

			‘Excuse me,’ I said, trying to step around him.

			There wasn’t much room – the shop was set up with crates of vegetables narrowing the space between the door and the till.

			Man didn’t move. He had his back to me and was looking around the shop. It was cap guy. He’d lost the cap, but clearly not the attitude.

			‘Excuse me,’ I said again, louder, in that particular British way that can mean a great number of things, all offensive.

			‘We’re not open,’ he said, barely looking at me – he seemed to be examining the stock.

			‘That’s fine,’ I said. ‘I work here.’

			He turned at last. Arms folded, he stared at me. His eyes weren’t quite grey, as I’d thought earlier – they were actually a washed-­out shade of denim blue, shadowed under a broody frown that was way too engrained to be only on my account. He had the sort of fair skin that can end up looking tanned because of the sheer number of freckles – there were darker ones around his eyes and across his nose too. I generally think of freckles as cutesy, but there was nothing cute about this man. Even his stubble looked pricklier than average.

			

			‘Who are you?’ he asked.

			‘Charlie Jones.’

			Wondered about shaking his hand, but his arms were resolutely folded, so aborted this plan and just stood there. It took powerful strength to resist the urge to check my hair for shrubbery.

			‘The new farm shop manager,’ I added.

			‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘And who are you?’

			‘What?’

			‘Yes, correct, I’m Charlie Jones, the new farm shop manager,’ he said impatiently. ‘And who are you?’

			‘No, sorry . . . I’m Charlie Jones, the new farm shop manager, is what I meant.’

			The deep furrow between his eyebrows became – impossibly – deeper.

			‘No,’ he repeated. ‘You’re not Charlie Jones. I’m Charlie Jones. And I’m the new farm shop manager.’

		

	
		
			

			2

			New Message

			From: Charlie Jones

			To: Charlie Jones

			Subject: Day one sober

			 

			Hi. Hey. Here I am, holding myself accountable.

			. . . This already feels incredibly strange. What do I do, just write down everything that happens? How do I know which things to pick? Do I write about the weather, or the walk up from the harbour, or the fact that the sadness is still clinging to me, as though it refuses to be left behind?

			I feel incredibly self-­conscious right now, but I suppose that’ll wear off. A deal’s a deal, so here goes.

			I’m on the Isle of Ormer, starting my new life, but there’s a woman here too, and she’s trying to nick it.

			My new life, I mean. She wants it. She just stood there in the middle of my farm shop looking like she might have been literally dragged through a hedge backwards, and told me she’s the new farm shop manager. She’s Charlie Jones, she said.

			I told her she’s not. Obviously.

			

			‘No, you’re not Charlie Jones,’ she snapped back. ‘Or, well, I suppose you could be Charlie Jones. But you’re not the Charlie Jones. You’re not the person who got offered this job. Because that’s me.’

			She was tall, with a thick, dark fringe that almost touched her eyelashes. Her dress was bright blue and tied with a ribbon, the sort of thing you’d wear to a wedding or something, but she had sturdy trainers on, and scratches all over her legs. She was also beautiful, in a classic, poised, regal sort of way. Probably worth mentioning, as it somehow made the whole look even stranger – the mismatched outfit, the dishevelled hair. I couldn’t really get a sense of who she was.

			But anyway, whoever she was, she was not the new farm shop manager.

			We did a bit more ‘you’re not Charlie Jones’, ‘no you’re not Charlie Jones’, and then Rosie Nicole showed up, which is probably a good thing, because me and Other Charlie could’ve been at it for a while, otherwise.

			Rosie stopped in her tracks as soon as she saw us both. Her hair was pulled back with a flower-­patterned scarf, and she was in long drapey tie-­dye clothes, but in a Glastonbury way rather than an art-­teacher way, if you know what I mean. She was younger than I’d expected – twenties. Her boots were sturdy and caked in mud.

			She stared between me and Other Charlie with total bafflement.

			

			‘You must be Rosie!’ Other Charlie trilled into the bemused silence, heading towards her with arms out for a hug. ‘I’m Charlie Jones.’

			‘Oh my God! Hi! Welcome!’ Rosie said, hugging her right back.

			Hang on, I thought.

			‘Sorry, no.’

			I stepped forward. They both looked up at me, a little alarmed, maybe. I tried to look less ogre-­ish than usual.

			‘I’m actually Charlie Jones,’ I said. ‘And this is my job.’

			Rosie’s mouth fell open.

			‘You’re Charlie Jones?’ she asked.

			‘Yes.’

			‘But I thought . . .’

			‘I’m Charlie Jones,’ said Other Charlie. ‘That guy just . . . is as well.’ She spread her hands. ‘I’m as confused as you are, Rosie.’

			‘You’re both called Charlie Jones?’ Rosie looked back and forth between us.

			‘Yes,’ we said in unison.

			‘And you both think you got offered this job?’

			We confirmed this, once again in unison. I glared at Charlie – she kept taking all my lines.

			Rosie looked totally stunned by this. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand. I only offered the job to one person – we only have the funds for one shop manager. I sent a letter . . . Does one of you have the job offer letter?’

			

			We both reached for our phones in our back pockets, like two cowboys reaching for their guns.

			I showed Rosie my photo of the letter. Other Charlie did the same.

			I examined her screen. This is where things got very weird. It was the letter – the exact same one. There was the same crossing-­out on line two. I have no idea how she got hold of it.

			Rosie reached for one of the maps for sale by the till and began to fan herself. ‘But neither of you has the original?’ she asked.

			It hadn’t occurred to me that I would need to show the original. Who cares about originals these days?

			‘Did you send out two by accident?’ Charlie suggested. ‘I guess we both applied with the same name, which maybe confused the system?’

			‘What system? The post?’ I said. ‘That’s the exact letter I had. It looked exactly the same.’

			‘That’s not possible,’ Charlie said. ‘Rosie? That’s not possible, right?’

			‘Could we have . . . sent two, somehow?’ Rosie said faintly. ‘I handed the letter to my wife Marly to sort, I didn’t put it in the envelope myself . . . I can’t believe . . . You’re both called Charlie Jones?’

			

			Now we were getting somewhere. Human error – or interference – seemed plausible.

			‘Could your wife have made a copy of the letter, and sent it to two of us?’ Other Charlie asked.

			‘Well, we do have a scanner . . .’

			Of course they have a scanner here. The technological equivalent of a horse and carriage.

			‘But why would she?’ Other Charlie asked, looking at me. ‘Why would she send the job offer to two people with the same name?’

			The genuine bafflement on her face gave me pause. She looked as confused as I felt.

			‘She might have forgotten she posted the first one?’ Rosie hazarded. ‘And then did it again, but picked up the other Charlie Jones’s application, and used their address . . .’

			We all stood around for a minute, wearing similarly dubious expressions.

			‘What do I do now?’ Rosie asked, wide-­eyed.

			‘Don’t you remember if the person you wanted for the job was a man or a woman?’ Other Charlie asked.

			‘I didn’t know,’ Rosie said. She was beginning to look slightly tearful. ‘I just know they were called Charlie Jones.’

			‘Well, which Charlie do you want to employ?’ I asked.

			‘The one who . . . I don’t know!’ Rosie said, her voice rising a pitch. ‘You both applied? You both want to work here? Which of you wrote that lovely handwritten letter about how special Ormer seems?’

			

			‘Me,’ I said immediately.

			‘That was me,’ said Other Charlie.

			No way. I was not buying this.

			‘Do you have the winning application to hand?’ I suggested. ‘We could just check which of ours it is?’

			Rosie went still. Then she started fanning herself more rigorously.

			‘Just let me think for a moment,’ she said. She pressed a hand to her forehead.

			‘OK. OK. Two Charlies Joneses. Both want to come and live here. Both offered the job, apparently . . .’

			I reiterated that finding the successful job application would almost certainly clear this whole thing up.

			‘Right,’ Rosie said, and then, ‘well, no, I can’t do that. I . . . binned them all. Sorry. Burned them, actually – Marly does this thing where she stuffs spare paper into old loo rolls and it makes great firelighters. No. That won’t work. Now that you’re both here, and we’ve offered both of you the job, I think the only thing for it is to get to know you both. Yes. What do you think?’ She looked between us. ‘A trial period! It seems so unfair to send one of you home now. Why don’t we just give you each a couple of months . . .’

			

			‘You want to . . . employ us both?’ I asked slowly.

			‘Yes! Yes, what a great solution,’ Rosie said breathily. There was something quaint about her – a bit otherworldly. ‘We’re always run off our feet during harvest season – I’m sure two managers would be a huge help.’

			‘And you’ll pay us both?’ I asked.

			Rosie’s eyes widened again. ‘Oh. I forgot about the money part.’

			I shared a brief side-­eye with Other Charlie.

			‘Both of you really want to be here?’ Rosie asked rather desperately.

			‘Very badly,’ I said.

			‘More than anything,’ Other Charlie said. ‘I can’t even tell you, Rosie. I’ve been so excited about this incredible opportunity – starting life over here in this beautiful place, with this amazing project, reviving the farm shop at the heart of the community . . . It’s my dream.’

			Her voice wobbled. I looked away from her. It’s going to be a lot easier to keep hold of this job if I don’t feel sorry for Other Charlie, but I’ve never been great at keeping other people’s feelings out. All the more reason to start life over on a remote, secluded island, I say.

			‘It’s my job,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry. But I’m not walking away from this.’

			I can’t go back home. Home isn’t even there any more. This is me now, all there is of me: a name, a job, a totally new life. The minute I stepped off that ferry and breathed it all in, I knew it was the right decision. I can be sober in this place. I can be better – I can be brand new.

			

			‘I guess you could interview us both,’ Other Charlie said. ‘See who you would rather give the job to?’

			For the first time, at that, I felt nervous. I’m confident I’m right for this role, but this poised, attractive, well-­spoken woman with her posh dress was definitely the kind of person who looked like she should be running a farm shop, not a scarred, bitter ex-­bartender like me. If this actually was a misunderstanding, there’s a chance she was the person who’d been offered the job.

			This opportunity was a lifeline for me. The thought of losing it now . . .

			‘The trial period idea,’ I said. ‘It could work.’

			Other Charlie’s eyes were so sharp.

			‘But I can’t pay you both,’ Rosie said sadly.

			‘Well, I’d take half wages for the next two months,’ I said, then belatedly ran the calculation, and winced. It’ll be just about doable if I dip into savings.

			‘You’d do that?’ Other Charlie asked.

			‘Would you? For this opportunity? You’d have to take the salary cut too.’

			Her gaze was steady on mine. She was trying to figure me out. I imagine I was about as confusing to her as she was to me.

			

			‘This place has so much potential,’ she said slowly. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if we could justify two manager salaries at a place like this, once we’ve made some changes. If we work together, maybe we could both have a future at the farm shop.’

			I met her gaze. What was this? A compromise – a peace offering? Why? It looked like an admission that the job wasn’t hers, but then, perhaps by offering to take half pay, I looked like I was conceding something too. Should I just go back to the interview idea, I wondered, and take the risk?

			Charlie was right: there were so many easy, obvious ways to fix the shop up. Visitors come to the island all through the summer, but there’s nothing directing them here from the harbour. A bunch of tourists arrived on the ferry with me this morning, and they were just gagging to overpay for some island-­made honey or something.

			‘You’ll both work here for two months? But we only have to pay one person’s salary?’ Rosie asked.

			We both said yes, avoiding each other’s eyes now. I couldn’t decide if I was being incredibly stupid or had just secured the safest way to keep my precious new life. The key thing was that Charlie and I evidently thought this job was the absolute dream, and were not willing to give it up, and Rosie seemed to think it was not very important, didn’t really mind who did it, and mostly just didn’t want to upset anyone.

			I guess if you live on a beautiful farm on a stunning remote island, and you always have, then you maybe don’t realise how incredible that is.

			

			‘And you’ll just . . . sort the farm shop out? But for half pay?’

			‘For two months, yes,’ I said. ‘At which point, hopefully, we’ll have each proven ourselves and you can pay us both.’

			Or one of us will have given up and bowed out. Not me, obviously.

			‘That’s great,’ Rosie said, sagging back against the counter. ‘Thank God. I’m so relieved I don’t have to send one of you home.’

			It wasn’t ideal. It wasn’t what I’d signed up for. But it was a hell of a lot better than losing this chance altogether.

			‘But what shall we call you both?’ Rosie asked, brightening. ‘We can’t have two Charlies.’

			I explained that I’d like to go by Jones anyway.

			‘Perfect! Meant to be!’ Rosie said.

			‘I know you need to get on with things,’ Charlie said smoothly. ‘Are our bags . . .’

			‘They’ll be at the stables, which is all set up for you.’ Rosie’s eyes widened. ‘Oh. All set up for one of you.’

			I closed my eyes for a moment. ‘I’ll stay somewhere else tonight,’ I said, picking up my rucksack from the floor and yanking on my cap. By this point, I just wanted to get out of there. I was hot, I was stressed, I wanted a drink.

			‘The farmhouse is a B&B, right?’ Other Charlie said. ‘Perhaps Jones could have a room there?’

			

			I know I’d just offered to give up the stables for the night, but still, she really ran with that, didn’t she?

			Rosie’s face fell. ‘Sorry, we’re full. There are no spare rooms.’

			Other Charlie turned to me with a sympathetic smile. ‘Let me know if you need any help finding somewhere else.’

			Hot, stressed, thirsty and irritated now.

			‘I should ask for references,’ Rosie said suddenly. ‘Can you give me someone to call, each of you?’

			We both said that was fine. (Thank God she only asked for one person.)

			‘We’ll take it from there in the morning, and give you a tour of the farm! Give me your numbers.’ She pulled out a surprisingly up-­to-­date iPhone. I had her down as the sort of person with an ancient flip phone. ‘I can’t wait to get to know the two of you . . . Oh, I get such a good aura from you both.’

			This made me seriously question Rosie’s ability to read auras, but fine.

			‘Ormer is a really special place. And we love to take in strays here. Not to call you strays! But I just sense . . . a tender quality, bruised souls . . .’ She waved a hand in front of our faces. ‘Broken hearts, complicated pasts . . . I’m convinced the spirit of the island led you both here for a reason!’

			‘Fate, maybe,’ Other Charlie said, with a smile.

			Fate? No. An administrative mix-­up, maybe. A meddling postal worker, at a push. But by far the most likely truth, as far as I’m concerned, is that Charlie Jones is a liar, so while I’ve agreed to work alongside her, I certainly don’t plan on trusting her.

			

			Well. There we go. Day one done – I’m off to find somewhere to crash tonight. Presumably there are other B&Bs on this island, although, now I think about it, there can’t be many, given the size of the place. Hmm.

			I’m not quite sure how to sign off this email. With love feels . . . well, yeah, not that. But all the best is pretty weird too. Maybe I’ll just say,

			Bye for now,

			Charlie Jones
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			Saturday 9th August 2025

			Just woke up in beautiful converted stables to sound of birdsong. Everything had warm, dreamy quality. Sunbeams through enormous windows, fluffy duvet tucked beneath my chin, promise of bright fresh start ahead of me.

			Last night, walking to the stables in the dusk, it felt as though I’d met the real Ormer. The moment the last tourist ferry left, it was as if the island breathed out. The horse-­drawn carts disappeared, replaced by the occasional local on a rusted bike with a sleepy dog trotting at their back wheel. Birds hopped out of hedgerows, as though they knew it was safe now. Everything was slower and softer. The dust kicked up by the tractors in the daytime was settling like glitter as the sun set, and the whole island shimmered.

			As I woke in the stables, I allowed myself a minute to manifest my beautiful new life here. Me, slipping out of bed and into a cute dress and Birkenstocks ahead of a day at the farm shop. Overnight oats, freshly squeezed orange juice and a quality coffee machine waiting for me in the kitchen. The generous walk-­in wardrobe transformed into a nursery – soft cream on the walls, a textured rug, a moon-­and-­stars mobile above the cot – all ready for me to take that next step I’ve been longing for.

			

			Then I returned to reality.

			‘Just so you know,’ said Jones, emerging from said walk-­in wardrobe, ‘that is not big enough to be a bedroom.’

			. . . There had been nowhere else available to stay on the island. Not a single room, apparently – there isn’t much accommodation anyway, as people generally come here on day trips from Jersey or Guernsey, and the island is (as discussed) tiny.

			Thought there would be somewhere, though. But Jones rocked up at ten p.m. with a thunderous expression, chucked his bag on my sofa and announced that unless I wanted him to sleep in a cow barn, we were going to need to find a way to share.

			And here we were. Both of us. Even though I was fine with the Jones-­in-­a-­cow-­barn plan, actually.

			He stomped past the end of my bed – the only way out of his ‘room’, in fairness, is through mine. He was dressed in grey jogging bottoms and a sagging white T-­shirt. Why are grey jogging bottoms such a good look on a man? It’s not fair – when I wear them, I look like someone just broke up with me. I pulled the duvet up higher, though I needn’t have bothered – he didn’t look at me once.

			‘Is there coffee?’ he said as he marched through the bedroom door, leaving it swinging open.

			The stables are gorgeous, but it’s definitely compact in here. There’s this bedroom with its walk-­in wardrobe, a bathroom with a surprisingly roomy shower and a free-­standing bath that looks over the fields, and then the rest of the long building is a kitchen leading into a living space with a wood burner and cosy sofa. An idyllic place to live alone, or with a little one.

			

			Not an idyllic place to live with a stranger who claims that your lovely new life belongs to him.

			‘I don’t know,’ I said, ‘did you make coffee?’

			‘I’ve only just got up.’

			‘And I’m still in bed, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

			‘I noticed.’

			‘OK, so, no, there is no coffee waiting for you in the kitchen, since I haven’t even— Oh, all right then,’ I finished. I’d just heard the shower door slam shut. ‘I guess you’re not part of this conversation any more.’

			The shower turned on. I lay back on the pillow. Manifest, manifest, manifest. Maybe if I get really good at it, I can manifest him right back to the mainland.

			 

			Ten missed calls from Brianna. A string of irate WhatsApps:

			 

			
					Hello? I know you’re starting a new life but you can’t get rid of ME, YOUR BARNACLE, YOUR LIMPET, YOUR ADDITIONAL LIMB

					What do you mean there’s another Charlie Jones?! Surely not. How many bloody Charlie Joneses can there actually be in the world?

					I’ve googled, there are over a million Charlie Joneses in the world, who would have thought it! CALL ME BACK.

			

			 

			Yanked a cardigan on over my pyjamas and went outside to call her. She launched straight in.

			

			‘As if another person with that exact name has just by coincidence decided to take a job in a shop on a tiny arse-­end-­of-­nowhere French island—’

			‘British island,’ I interrupted. ‘It’s British.’

			‘Really? I looked on a map and it’s right by France.’

			‘You want to talk Anglo-­French history right now?’

			‘No, I really don’t,’ said Bri. ‘You know I don’t respond well to being educated. I want to talk about you. You backed down! You know they didn’t offer the job to two people accidentally, but you didn’t want to challenge this guy for lying about getting the job, so—’

			Moved the phone away from my ear and winced. Brianna has always had a slightly Janice-­from-­Friends quality to her voice when particularly animated. On the few occasions I’ve visited her on the Eastside Close set, have noticed the cast get jumpy when she adopts this voice, and that several of them refer to her as ‘Ms Director, ma’am’. Sometimes wonder whether I’m the only person in her life who isn’t scared of her.

			‘Bri, look, it’s a man’s world,’ I said, in my most sensible tone, when she paused for breath. ‘The odds were in his favour, not mine. And maybe they did give him the job too! It’s a reasonable explanation for how this happened, isn’t it?’

			‘No! You’re just letting him stay because you’re scared. Why are you assuming he deserves this more than you?’

			‘Oh, I don’t know, because he probably does?’

			‘What have we said about low self-­esteem?’

			‘Men find it a real turn-­on?’

			‘Eww, disgusting. But true. How old is he, by the way, the imposter – is he old?’

			

			Thought about it. ‘Mid-­thirties, I reckon? But he’s kind of –’ lowered voice – ‘rugged. Sort of ageless. You know, like . . . Daniel Craig.’

			Glanced around nervously. Was standing on the little patio outside the kitchen, looking out at a hard-­mown patch of hedged grass that would’ve been called a ‘stunning south-­facing garden’ by a London estate agent, but that Rosie had called ‘the wee patch if you’d come with a dog’. Last I heard, Jones was still in the shower, but I would not like him to hear me comparing him to a former James Bond.

			‘Ooh, OK, I get it: if he looked like Daniel Craig I’d let him sleep in my bedroom too. Tabbie! Have you washed your hands?’

			Tabbie yelled an indignant yes in the background. Felt a pang of nostalgia for Bri’s house, with Tabbie’s crayon artwork in frames on the walls and her sticky jam fingerprints on the sofa arms.

			‘He’s not in my bedroom, he’s in an adjoining room.’

			‘Is there a door?’

			‘There’s a doorway.’

			‘Uh-­huh.’

			‘Look, it’s not like that. You know where I’m at – I’m done, Bri. Romantically finito.’

			‘Sworn to celibacy?’

			‘Well, maybe not celibacy for life. But I want to be a mum someday soon, on my terms, and that means no men.’

			‘I do think that’s wise,’ Brianna said.

			‘And definitely not this man.’

			‘On account of how he’s a job-­stealing liar?’

			‘Well, that, possibly, and the fact that he seems to be in a perpetual bad mood. And now he’s my colleague and housemate. Anyway –’ I adopted my brightest Cheerful Charlie voice – ‘I don’t mind having a co-­manager.’

			

			‘You don’t mind working with the imposter?’

			I mind. This was definitely not on the script of my picture-­perfect new life, and nor was the massive salary cut. But . . .

			‘Running a remote farm shop is a super cute Hallmark movie job, but it’s also a job and I don’t have a ton of relevant experience, so . . . I don’t mind sharing the load with someone else.’

			‘Don’t say that experience thing to anyone else,’ Bri said sternly. ‘You’ve got to—’

			‘Fake it till I make it, yep, I know.’

			‘Do I need to come out there, however a person does that, and check you’re really all right?’

			‘No!’

			The idea of BMW-­driving Bri getting pulled up the hill from Ormer’s harbour in a tractor trailer made me feel very stressed.

			‘Fine, but don’t trust this guy, OK? He could be a real con artist or something. And don’t do anything mental,’ Bri said. ‘Don’t join any weird island cults or sleep with anyone I wouldn’t sleep with. Sensible me, that is, not the old me, she slept with that guy from Casualty, you don’t want to be like her. I’ll call you again later, Mabes needs me. Stay strong, remember you are going to be great at this job, and keep your eye on the prize.’

			I had a chat with Tabbie before she lost interest in me and left Bri’s phone on the sofa, and now I’m just sitting out on the sturdy little bench in the garden, listening to the island. You can’t hear the sea from the stables, but it’s misty this morning, and every so often a foghorn sounds through the white glow behind the hedges, reminding me that I’m never more than a short walk from the world’s edge. I’m just taking it all in, one breath at a time. Maybe the grief and the sadness really have stayed on the mainland. Maybe I can find happiness here.

			

			I’m not going to deny Jones his chance at this beautiful life – I’m not willing to risk the possibility that he might take mine. But if he does try to muscle me out or suggest to Rosie that she should just keep one of us on, then I’ll come back at him with claws.

			This new me might be positive and peppy and ponytaily, but she still knows how to fight her corner.
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			New Message

			From: Charlie Jones

			To: Charlie Jones

			Subject: Day two sober

			 

			Two days since I left, two days since I last had a drink. I have what must surely be the world’s worst hangover, and last night – honestly – I might have had a beer if there had been one in the stables. Or an open shop where I could buy one. I guess a perk of living on a remote rock with a woman who seems to only drink camomile tea is that I’m unlikely to really put that urge to the test.

			Because, yes, I live with someone now. Me, aspiring hermit, the man who chose to come and live on a secluded island where nobody knows him. I now live with a woman also named Charlie Jones, who sings a medley of every track from Reputation in the shower, and leaves potfuls of gloopy, seed-­speckled oats hardening on the kitchen sideboard, and shares not only my name and my house, but also my job.

			She just barged into the kitchen, fresh out of the shower. It felt way too intimate. I could smell her shampoo. I could see a distracting amount of her legs. I shouldn’t know that this random stranger has fluffy rabbit slippers, but I do.

			

			This situation is too messed up. I need some part of my life that this female doppelgänger does not inhabit.

			‘Oh, who are you emailing?’ she asked.

			I snapped my laptop shut. ‘Myself,’ I said.

			She paused midway through opening the fridge. ‘Hmm!’ she said. ‘Quirky.’

			‘It’s not important. Rosie rang while you were showering. She said Marly is going to drop by.’

			‘Ooh, lovely!’ said Charlie, with a smile. ‘See you soon!’

			I watched her take her tea into the bedroom. That smile of hers. The airy positivity, the way she talks to me like we’re friends even though she must want me gone. I don’t know. It feels all wrong.

			I have a very strong suspicion that Charlie Jones is full of shit.

			More soon,

			Charlie Jones

			New Message

			From: Charlie Jones

			To: Charlie Jones

			Subject: Day two sober (cont.)

			 

			This Marly is an interesting character. An Australian, a fair bit older than Rosie – early forties, maybe. Grey pixie cut, square face, unimpressed eyes. She marched into the stables out of the rain and stood in front of the wood burner, dripping rainwater from her waterproof. An adoring spaniel stood by her heel, spinning in the occasional excited circle. Charlie and I ended up sitting on the sofa side by side, looking up at Marly like schoolkids waiting for a telling off.

			

			‘I did not post two bloody letters,’ she said, not bothering with a hello. ‘I put Rosie’s note in an envelope and handed it to . . .’ She squinted for a moment. ‘Someone. Galoshes? Kim? Anyway, whoever it was, they did the address and they’ll have given it to Rog to post. And none of those people have any reason to engineer this bizarre situation, so who the fuck knows what’s gone on.’

			We stayed silent. I glanced at Charlie. She looked a bit wide-­eyed. Finally unable to contain herself any longer, the spaniel made a dash over to the sofa to give us an excited sniff, until Marly called her back with a sharp ‘Ginger, here.’

			‘But as weird as this overabundance of Charlies is,’ Marly went on, as Ginger returned to her heel, ‘it’s got me two shop managers for the price of one, and I’m not the sort of woman who looks a gift horse in the mouth, even if she suspects the gift horse is playing funny buggers, do you know what I’m saying?’

			We confirmed that yes, we got the idea.

			‘Fact is, either the island postal service is being more crap than usual, or someone is messing with us all, or one of you is lying about getting Rosie’s letter. But honestly, she wants you both here, I’m run off my feet, and until you arrived, Galoshes was in charge of the farm shop, and she can’t tell a profit margin from a turnip, so unless you’re going to rob me, which I wouldn’t recommend, by the way—’

			

			Who would dare?

			‘—then I’m going to make the most of the free labour and let you both stay on until harvest festival – October 6th. All right? That’s about two months. Then we look at the state of things and hope you’ve both earned your keep.’

			Charlie and I nodded.

			She glared at us. ‘I don’t trust either of you right now. But I’m not saying I won’t one day. We’re open-­minded people here on Ormer. We believe in second chances. But cross us and you’ll realise that this place isn’t always as sweet as it looks to the tourists. We’ve got our own rules, and we make sure people keep to them, that’s all I’m saying.’

			Drip, drip, drip, went Marly’s waterproofs.

			‘Now,’ she said abruptly, marching back towards the door. Ginger scrabbled to catch up. ‘Weather’s clearing up. Time for a nice picnic lunch.’

			So that’s what we did. I’ll be back to write again soon – Charlie wants to discuss something about kitchen rotas. I already know I’m going to hate this conversation.

			Bye for now,

			Charlie Jones

			

			New Message

			From: Charlie Jones

			To: Charlie Jones

			Subject: Day two sober (cont.)

			 

			Let me have a go at describing Bramblebay Farm.

			Think . . . tumbledown stone walls, rolling golden fields, gnarly hedgerows, ripening blackberries, rich chocolate clumps of soil, knobble-­kneed sheep, great swathes of wild flowers . . . and behind it all, the occasional glimpse of a flawless blue sea.

			My endless hangover eased a little along with the rain as we headed out for the tour and picnic. I felt better just being outside, though travelling across the farm in Marly’s rattling, rusty tractor did ramp up the nausea a bit. The farm is 200 acres, mostly arable, but a few animals, too, and several fields of apple and pear trees. We covered what felt like most of this before the promised picnic actually occurred.

			Rosie met us there with a large basket on her arm. She was more practically dressed today – less flowy tie-­dye – but there was still an oversized moon pendant sticking out of the zipper of her waterproof jacket.

			We set up for lunch in the orchard, Ginger lying between us all. The grass was long and wet, peppered with flowers, and we had to dodge the wasps that were already circling some of the fallen apples. It smelled amazing – that post-­rain scent, with the hint of sweetness from the fruit. It felt as if we were somewhere wilder than an orchard. Everything is a little wilder than average here – extra lush, extra verdant.

			

			Marly bombarded us both with information about the running of the farm for the journey to the orchard, so I’d not heard much from Charlie. But now that we were eating sandwiches (cheese and pickle, but good cheese, island cheese, and locally produced pickle too – I need to check this out for the shop) it was conspicuous how quiet she was being.

			As we ate, Marly asked us why we both wanted the job. Charlie and I glanced at each other; she looked slightly tense, I thought. I was too – was this going to be an interview after all?

			‘I’ll go first,’ Charlie said.

			She was in a knee-­length floral dress, her hair pinned back, and was wearing wellies, the kind with a buckle on the side. Pure class, that’s what my dad would have said, but I wasn’t sure – there was something about it that looked like a game of dress-­up.

			‘I want a new start,’ she said. ‘I want to strip things back to the basics, and I think your amazing farm shop is such a perfect place to do that. I love that you sell local people local produce, like, we grow things, we pick them, we cook them, we eat them, it’s so much more . . . connected than the way we live in a city.’

			‘You felt disconnected?’ Rosie said softly. ‘A little lost?’

			‘God, yes,’ Charlie said. ‘I felt like I needed to go back to the start line, you know?’

			

			Rosie was gazing at Charlie with a total fascination that I’m not sure this conversation deserved. Was nobody aware that this was the vaguest possible answer to this question? Connectedness, fresh starts, a load of fluff about local produce that she presumably thought would chime with the two farmers sitting across from us?

			‘And what is it you want to do here?’ Marly asked her.

			She wasn’t regarding Charlie with quite the same fascination.

			‘I want to start over and build the life

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/9781529437966.jpg
BETH O’LEARY

PAIGE TOON ROSIE WALSH

WHO’S
PLAYING
WHO?






OEBPS/image/Quercus_Logo_BW.png
QUERCUS





OEBPS/image/Ormer_Map_Final.v2.png
MAINLAND






