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Praise for Holly Hepburn:

‘Fabulously feel-good, funny and fresh, it will sweep you off your feet’ Rowan Coleman

‘Deliciously romantic and sprinkled with the magic of the movies – it’s the perfect treat!’ Miranda Dickinson

‘Pure pleasure, a delight from opening credits to closing reel’ Julie Cohen

‘Like the dream pub landlady who always knows exactly what you want, Hepburn has created the most delightful welcome to what promises to be a brilliant series, in the first Star and Sixpence. The sisters are warm and intriguing, the neighbours are (mostly!) friendly and the gossip is utterly addictive. I was very sad when it was time for last orders, and am already looking forward to the next round. Especially if a certain blacksmith happens to be at the bar...’ Kate Harrison

‘Warm, witty and utterly charming – the perfect book to curl up with on a cold winter’s day. It left me with the most wonderful happy glow’ Cally Taylor

‘Warm, witty and laced with intriguing secrets! I want to pull up a bar stool, order a large G&T and soak up all the gossip at the Star and Sixpence!’ Cathy Bramley

‘A super sparkling star of a story and I can’t wait for part two’ Alexandra Brown
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To Clare, my partner-in-baking-crime


Chapter One


Crosby and Billingham Estate Agents

Shop To Let – Castle Court, Chester

A rare opportunity has arisen to rent this spacious ground-floor shop, with basement accommodation, in Chester’s prime shopping area, The Rows. Castle Court is a well-known destination for food lovers and thriving businesses include a chocolaterie, an authentic Dutch waffle house and the famous American diner, the Bus Stop.

Interested parties should view these highly desirable premises at their earliest convenience to avoid disappointment.

Price on Application


Cat Garcia held up a small bunch of silver keys and jangled them in front of her best friend’s nose. ‘Do you want to do it or shall I?’

Sadie Smart felt a shiver run down her spine that had nothing to do with the chilly November air. They’d been building up to this for the last six weeks – the moment she and Cat stepped inside the newly refurbished Smart Cookies Biscuit Emporium together for the very first time. It had been a dream they’d cherished since school; their very own business, one that combined Cat’s love of cookery and Sadie’s artistic flair. And what better place to open a food shop than quirky Castle Court, in the heart of their home town, a secret oasis tucked away behind the time-worn streets of the Rows.

Glancing up at the swirling blue and gold sign she’d painted above the door, Sadie allowed herself a half-smile. Art college seemed like something she’d done in another lifetime; marriage and the arrival of her daughter, Lissy, had given her student days a dreamlike, distant quality. It had felt good to dust off both her brushes and her creativity, especially for something so important, although she’d felt horribly rusty. She hoped it didn’t show in her work.

‘Why don’t you do the honours?’ she asked Cat. ‘You’ve done most of the hard graft so far, being here every day to oversee the building work.’

‘You were working too,’ Cat pointed out. ‘Just not here. And you have a five-year-old to look after.’

Sadie thought back to the previous afternoon, when she’d said goodbye for the last time at the doctor’s surgery where she’d been working part time. She’d been nervous about leaving – worried about being further away from Lissy’s school too – but there was no way Cat could continue to do everything to get Smart Cookies off the ground. Besides, she wanted to be involved – they were building their dream together.

‘But I’m here now and ready to get stuck in,’ she said firmly. ‘Although I’m relieved I won’t have to deal with any of the workmen. I don’t know how you didn’t kill the guy fitting the oven.’

Cat gave her a dead-eyed stare. ‘Who says I didn’t? Maybe he’s the reason the new cement floor in the basement isn’t quite level.’ Her expression dissolved into a grin as she slid the key into the lock. ‘We’re a team, so we’ll do it together. On three . . .’

Sadie clasped her gloved hand over Cat’s. ‘One, two, three!’

They twisted the key to one side and the door nudged open. Both women let go and allowed it to swing back. The not-unpleasant scent of fresh putty and new paint wafted over them in a cloud of warm air as they gazed inside. The walls were lined with clean white shelves. The wood floor had been sanded and re-varnished; it was now dotted with multi-tiered circular tables that rose like wedding cakes, waiting to be decorated with Sadie and Cat’s creations. A glass counter ran along the back wall, next to an alcove where the computerised till system would sit. Gleaming white banisters invited customers to take the curving staircase downstairs to the basement, where a small but perfectly equipped kitchen was tucked away off a galley room filled with benches and long tables; Sadie planned to use them to offer icing classes and birthday parties. But that was for the future, she reminded herself with a small inner shake. There was a lot to be done before Smart Cookies was ready to open its doors to the public.

‘What first?’ she asked, glancing at Cat with a quizzically raised eyebrow.

Cat stepped forwards, wiping her boots on the doormat. ‘First we put the kettle on. And then we make a plan.’

Sadie didn’t try to hide her amusement. That was Cat all over: organised, methodical and a firm believer in the power of tea and a To-Do List. It was probably inevitable, given her friend’s glittering career as a chef – what was a recipe, if not a very specific to-do list, after all? ‘Okay,’ she said, following her into the pristine shop and closing the door behind her, noting the pleasing tinkle of the little brass bell over their heads. ‘I hope you’ve brought some biscuits.’

‘Believe me, I have eaten, slept and breathed the bloody things for the last month.’ Cat patted her large tote bag, which bulged with boxes, her expression rueful. ‘I’ve given away so many free samples that I’m pretty sure my new neighbours think I’m some kind of cookie pusher.’

Sadie noted the dark circles under Cat’s eyes, and the sallow tinge to her Mediterranean skin; she didn’t doubt that her friend had been burning the midnight oil in pursuit of perfection. ‘And?’

‘And I think we’re there. Baking a biscuit that will stay crisp and crunchy under all the icing you’re going to pour on top hasn’t been easy.’ Cat gave a melodramatic sigh and tucked her long dark curls behind her ears. ‘You don’t want to know how many disappointingly soggy bottoms I’ve bitten into recently.’

‘Mary Berry would be proud,’ Sadie said, fighting to keep her face straight. ‘But I want you to know that I appreciate both the pun and the sacrifice.’

Cat shrugged off her coat. ‘There’s plenty more of both in our future. But the first order of business is tea. I think better with a cuppa in my hand.’

She led the way down the stairs, past the galley and into the kitchen. Two floor-to-ceiling fridges lined one wall; another was filled with gleaming silver ovens. A third wall had white cupboards, beneath which lay glittering marble worktops studded with industrial-sized stand mixers, and a high-level table lay flush against the final wall. Sadie couldn’t help glancing at the tiled floor as Cat walked across it to reach for the kettle. It was perfectly even; clearly the woeful oven-fitter had redeemed himself eventually. Cat was used to working to the highest standards in the Michelin-starred restaurants of Paris and anything less than perfection would not be tolerated. Sadie had heard stories of sous-chefs reduced to tears by Cat’s blistering tongue, although she’d never experienced the fury herself. But she’d also never worked with her; being business partners increased the likelihood that sparks would fly, Sadie thought, squashing a faint bubble of unease. She’d have to make sure she brought her A-game to everything she did, especially where the biscuits were concerned. And that might be easier said than done now that she was a single parent. Lissy had coped well with the turmoil caused by her parents’ separation just over six months earlier, but Sadie still struggled to juggle the demands of having to do it all herself. She couldn’t even rely on her own parents to help out; they’d retired to the idyllic town of Bowness, overlooking Lake Windermere in the Lake District. In spite of the difficulties of coping alone, Sadie was determined to give Smart Cookies everything she had. She owed it to both herself and Cat.

The tea was strong, brewed with the Yorkshire tea bags that Cat loved so much that she’d taken boxes with her as she travelled the world, studying different cuisines. Now she’d settled back in Chester, in a glossy two-bedroomed rooftop apartment nestled inside the city walls, with views across the River Dee. It wasn’t quite the Parisian skyline, she’d admitted to Sadie on the day she’d moved in, but it was home.

‘So,’ Cat said, as they settled on leather-topped stools around the high table. ‘Here’s where we are.’

She tapped at her tablet and pulled up the detailed spreadsheet that made up the blueprint for the whole business.

‘We’re on schedule for our opening day at the start of December,’ Cat said, scanning the rows of highlighted numbers. ‘But we really need to start advertising, to build up a buzz. And we need the website to be finished – it can’t go live until we have photographs of our products.’

Sadie glanced at the date on her watch: it was 9 November, just three and a half weeks until the shop was due to open. They were cutting it fine if they wanted to get the word out to build up the all-important Christmas trade.

‘And we need the biscuits to be iced before we can have photos,’ she said, thinking of the designs laid out across the dining-room table in the tiny two-bedroomed cottage she shared with Lissy. She’d planned to start small but Cat had wanted more and more. A Welcome Baby range in pink, blue and yellow, presented in little keepsake boxes. Butterflies, birds and bees that just begged to be bitten. Birthday balloon biscuits that could be personalised. Individually iced letters arranged to spell out Thank You. And of course there was a Christmas range: edible bauble biscuits, gleaming red and white candy canes, snowflakes and colourful box-shaped presents. And that was just the basic stock. Cat also wanted plenty of display biscuits dotted around the shop, plus an irresistible window display that would tempt customers inside. It all made sense to Sadie but there was no denying it would be a Herculean task to get it all done in time.

‘Do you think you can ice these overnight?’ Cat asked, reaching into her bag, and pulled out a large Tupperware box. ‘I thought I might nip them over to the photographer in the morning.’

Sadie eyed the box with some trepidation. ‘What shapes are in there?’

‘Two of everything,’ Cat said, placing another large box on the table. ‘One for you to practise on and another that needs to be picture-perfect. That’s okay, isn’t it?’

Sadie’s heart sank. The whole range numbered more than seventy individual biscuits. Each one needed at least two different types and shades of icing, matched perfectly against a custom-made colour chart, to decorate them. Getting them all ready by the next day was going to be a huge task – preparing the icing alone would take well over an hour.

Cat studied her apologetically. ‘I’m sorry to dump this on you, especially since it took me forever to perfect the bake. Say if I’m being unreasonable – I know you’ve got Lissy to think about too.’

The trouble was that they needed the website to be up as soon as possible, Sadie thought, trying not to feel daunted. But she didn’t want to let Cat down, not when time was so pressing and it really should be fine – she’d practised the designs on greaseproof paper, after all. ‘No problem,’ she said, squaring her shoulders. ‘I’ll make a start before the school run later.’

‘Amazing,’ Cat said, flashing her a grateful look. ‘Thank you.’

The conversation moved on to the presentation of the shop itself. They went back upstairs, discussing how the stock should be arranged across the shelves. Sadie felt herself relax as she slipped into her comfort zone; design and aesthetics were where she had always excelled.

‘I’ve probably gone overboard with the bunting and fairy lights order,’ Cat said, pursing her lips. ‘But actually we should go straight into festive mode – a tree, tinsel, the works. The window should be Christmas-themed too.’

Sadie’s creative instincts sat up. ‘We could do a miniature snowy village in biscuits, with Father Christmas and his reindeer flying overhead and star-shaped cookies sparkling in the sky.’

‘That would look amazing,’ Cat said, her eyes gleaming. ‘I could make the houses out of gingerbread. It would be a great showcase for our talents and I’m sure it would pull in the festive crowds.’

‘And in the meantime, I could paint some pictures on the glass,’ Sadie suggested, glancing at the barren window. ‘To give people an idea of what’s coming.’

She pulled her notepad towards her and started to doodle some designs on the smooth white paper, while Cat absorbed herself in the spreadsheet. Sadie was so engrossed in her drawing that she barely noticed when the bell above the door tinkled. It was only when she heard a male voice that she looked up.

‘Hello, neighbours.’

The speaker was holding the door half open, leaning through as though he couldn’t decide whether to come in or not. Sadie took in his tousled dark hair, dancing brown eyes and wide smile, before moving on to the black biker jacket and white t-shirt beneath. His black jeans were narrow and led downwards into heavy Doc Marten boots. Wow, Sadie thought, dragging her gaze back to his face. He’s the kind of neighbour I could get used to.

Cat evidently agreed because she didn’t seem to be able to take her eyes off him. Amused, Sadie summoned up a business-like smile. ‘Hi there. How can we help?’

Their neighbour’s smile widened. ‘I’ve been watching the workmen come and go for weeks,’ he said, nodding at Cat. ‘And now that it seems you are almost finished, I thought I should come and say hello.’

His voice had a trace of an accent, one that lifted each word out of the ordinary and made them instantly more interesting. French? Sadie wondered, hoping that wasn’t the case. Although Cat had loved living in Paris, she’d left the city under a cloud; the last thing she needed was an ever-present reminder of what she saw as her failure.

Cat still hadn’t spoken so Sadie put down her pen and extended a hand to the stranger. ‘I’m Sadie, the arty half of Smart Cookies.’

The man shook her hand. ‘Great name for a biscuit business,’ he said approvingly.

‘I’m Jaren Smit. I run the Dutch pancake house opposite.’

That certainly explained the accent, Sadie decided, glancing beyond the ancient oak tree in the heart of the courtyard towards the orange and green Let’s Go Dutch sign that hung above a double-bayed shop front. She turned her head to give Cat a meaningful look. ‘And this is the brains of the operation – Cat Garcia.’

Hearing her name seemed to wake Cat from her daydream. Her cheeks reddened slightly as she stepped forwards to take Jaren’s outstretched hand. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’

‘Likewise,’ he said, smiling. ‘Although I should probably warn you that I am the first of many nosy shopkeepers who will be banging on your door. Your shop has been the subject of much speculation around Castle Court for some time now and everyone is keen to meet you.’

Cat and Sadie exchanged looks. ‘We’re looking forward to getting to know everyone too,’ Sadie said cautiously. ‘This is a brand new venture for us so it’s good to know our fellow shopkeepers are friendly.’

Jaren nodded. ‘Castle Court is a special place – we all look out for each other here. Which isn’t to say we all get along, of course, but we’re a bit like a family – we try to help if and when it’s needed. All you have to do is ask.’

He smiled again and Sadie wondered if it was having the same effect on Cat as it was on her; it certainly looked as though her friend was having some distinctly non-familial thoughts about their new neighbour. ‘That’s great,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it, Cat?’

‘Absolutely,’ Cat replied. ‘Really great. We look forward to becoming part of the Castle Court family.’

Jaren gazed back and forth between them and Sadie thought his eyes lingered a fraction of a second longer on Cat before he spoke again. ‘Well, don’t let me get in your way. I’m sure you have plenty to do.’ He raised a hand and waved. ‘See you around.’

Both Sadie and Cat waved their goodbyes and watched Jaren make his way back across Castle Court. A busy silence filled the shop.

‘Well,’ Cat said, after a moment had passed. ‘If all our neighbours look like him then it’s going to make coming to work a whole lot more enjoyable.’

Sadie laughed. ‘He’s certainly very easy on the eye. More your type than mine.’

‘Maybe. But probably not single,’ Cat said with a sigh. ‘The good-looking ones never are.’

‘You never know,’ Sadie replied. ‘It shouldn’t be too hard to find out, anyway.’

Cat’s expression brightened. ‘That’s true.’ She glanced sideways at Sadie. ‘And if he is single, he might have a friend for you.’

Sadie shook her head hard. ‘Oh no, you’re not dragging me into this. The last time we double-dated was our Sixth Form prom and I ended up headfirst in the college fountain.’

‘It’s not my fault your date was a moron,’ Cat countered. She sent Sadie a wide-eyed look. ‘Come on, you and Daniel have been separated for more than six months now. It’s time you had some fun.’

‘I do have fun,’ Sadie said, folding her arms. ‘I take Lissy to the park, play football with her, build Lego castles. Those things are lots of fun.’

Cat’s face became obstinate. ‘You know what I mean. The thrill of attraction, the frisson of kissing someone you’ve never kissed before. Adult fun.’

Sadie shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortably hoping her cheeks weren’t as flame-red as they felt. ‘Cat—’

Her friend held up her hands in mock-surrender. ‘I know, I know – you’re not ready. But you’ll forgive me for pointing out that Daniel didn’t waste any time moving on. I don’t see why you should.’

Cat meant well, Sadie knew, but that didn’t stop her words from hurting. Daniel hadn’t wasted any time in starting a new relationship once their marriage had broken down. In fact, it turned out there’d been some overlap, which had been the final nail in the coffin for Sadie – she’d moved out and taken Lissy with her. As far as she knew, Daniel was still dating his other woman, although now he was perfectly free to do so, of course.

‘It’s not that simple,’ she said quietly. ‘Besides, between motherhood and this place I have my hands pretty full right now, don’t you think?’

‘Okay, I’ll give you that,’ Cat conceded. ‘But don’t think you can hide forever, Sadie Smart. One of these days someone will catch your eye and I’ll be there to make sure you don’t let him slip away.’

She glanced over at the pancake house opposite as she spoke and Sadie had to hide a grin. Settling in to Castle Court had just become a whole lot more interesting.


Chapter Two

Lissy’s eyes were wide as she followed Sadie into the kitchen after school.

‘Mummy,’ she said, her upturned face accusing. ‘You’ve made a big mess.’

Sadie couldn’t argue with her daughter; she had made a mess. Piping bags filled with icing bloomed from bowls like rainbow-coloured petals and every available surface was covered in sticky baking parchment; even the range had been turned into a makeshift worktop. The cream wall cupboards had Sadie’s icing designs stuck to them and the dining-room table now had biscuit-laden cooling racks running from end to end. Lissy couldn’t have seen those yet, Sadie decided; she’d have declared an immediate and insatiable hunger if she had.

‘This is Mummy’s work,’ Sadie told her. ‘You remember – Auntie Cat and I are opening a shop together and my job is to make the biscuits look nice and tasty. That’s what all the icing is for.’

Lissy’s face brightened. Her auburn curls, so like Sadie’s own, bounced as an idea struck her. ‘Can I help you? I coloured in a triceratops today and my teacher said it was really good.’

‘I’m sure it was beautiful,’ Sadie said, casting around for something Lissy could decorate without depleting the stock Cat had provided. Her gaze came to rest on a half-opened packet of Digestives. ‘Want to ice some of these?’

Lissy nodded enthusiastically. Sadie fastened an apron around her daughter and then took down her own from behind the kitchen door. ‘First things first, you need to decide what you’re going to draw,’ she said, placing a biscuit on the work surface and moving the plastic step Lissy used to stand on to wash her hands nearer to the worktop. ‘Start with something simple – like a flower. And then you need to pick a colour to draw your shape with.’

Lissy narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. ‘A daisy. Except I want it to be yellow, like a buttercup.’

Sadie reached for a sunflower-yellow piping bag. This was line icing, used for creating the outlines of shapes. Once it had set a little, they would be able to flood the shape with a slightly runnier icing mixture and perhaps even add some extra design details.

‘Okay, first of all you need to picture a daisy in your head,’ Sadie said. ‘Can you remember what they look like?’

Lissy pointed to the picture of some flowers she’d drawn back in nursery. It peeped out from its lofty position high up on the fridge. ‘Like that.’

‘That’s right. Now I need to teach you how to hold the bag so that the icing doesn’t splurge out when you get going.’ Sadie stood behind her daughter and twisted the top of the icing bag around to seal it. ‘The trick is to keep a gentle but steady pressure on the bag – like this.’

She spread Lissy’s small fingers around the squishy mass below the twist. ‘Dip the tip of the bag down until it touches your biscuits then lift it up and let the icing string fall into the shape you want.’

Sadie steadied Lissy’s hand as a thin ribbon of yellow curled onto the biscuit and into the rough shape of a flower. She dabbed at the centre of the final petal and the icing line broke. ‘There – all done.’

Lissy gave the biscuit a disappointed look. ‘But it’s all wobbly.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Sadie said with an encouraging smile. ‘Once the outline has dried a little bit, we’re going to fill the middle with icing too, and then we can add some detail to make it look more like a yellow daisy. Why don’t you try another while we wait?’

Lissy took another biscuit and tried again, her tongue poking out between her rosebud lips as she concentrated. By her third attempt, the line of icing was much less wobbly and she was starting to smile.

‘Excellent work,’ Sadie said, giving Lissy’s shoulder a tiny squeeze. ‘Ready to fill your first one in?’

‘Yes.’

Sadie reached for a second piping bag, stashed in another bowl. This was flood icing, with a consistency that was almost like custard that spread more easily across the biscuit surface. The trick here was not to overfill the shape and break the line icing.

‘Well done,’ Sadie said, as Lissy filled the last petal. ‘Now you need to pop all the little bubbles in the icing – here, use this cocktail stick to dab them.’

Once all Lissy’s yellow daisies were ready, Sadie put them into the warm oven to dry and turned to her daughter. ‘Do you think you’d like to try a few on your own, while I get on with my designs?’

The little girl nodded and reached for another Digestive biscuit. ‘I’m going to try a butterfly,’ she announced, her voice ringing with confidence.

They worked side by side for half an hour before Lissy remembered that biscuits were also for eating. Sadie took the baking tray with the iced daisy biscuits out of the oven and slid them onto a cooling rack. ‘These will be ready to eat in a few minutes. Do you want to ice any more?’

Lissy shook her head. ‘No, thank you. I want to play dinosaurs.’

Sadie glanced at the boxes of biscuits still to be iced; she wasn’t even halfway through the collection yet. ‘Why don’t you bring your toys in here? That way I can keep an eye on you as you play.’

But it wasn’t long before Sadie was sitting on the floor, in charge of the vegetarian dinosaurs as they faced an invasion by the carnivores. Lissy had always had an active imagination and Sadie frequently had to hide a smile as her daughter adopted a different growl for each dinosaur. Eventually, Lissy lowered her T-Rex and rubbed her stomach. ‘I’m hungry.’

Sadie glanced up at the untidy kitchen; she’d have to clear up before she could make Lissy’s supper and then it would be time for her bath and bed. Only then would Sadie be able to get back to work; it looked as though it was going to be her turn to burn the midnight oil for Smart Cookies.

Swallowing a sigh, she turned her gaze back to Lissy. ‘Okay, what can I make you to eat?’ Before the little girl could speak, Sadie held up a warning hand. ‘And don’t say biscuits.’

*

It was almost seven-thirty that evening when Cat stretched her aching back and decided to call it a night. She hadn’t meant to stay so late but the temptation to test the new ovens had been hard to resist. The bulk of the biscuit baking so far had been done at her apartment, where Cat had already got approval from the local council’s environmental health department, but she planned to do most of the baking on the Smart Cookies premises eventually. The shop wasn’t due for its visit from environmental health for another week, so technically Cat couldn’t sell any of the biscuits she made there to the public, but since they weren’t actually open yet, that wasn’t likely to happen. These were samples so that she could gauge where the oven’s hotspots were and get used to its idiosyncrasies. Every oven had a personality, she’d decided right at the start of her career, and the best chefs got to know them.

Rolling her shoulders, Cat winced as her neck muscles twinged. Another fourteen-hour day and most of it spent on her feet – wasn’t that what she’d left Paris to escape? That and the immense pressure of producing more than a hundred Michelin star-worthy meals every night? Of course, the only person checking the quality of Cat’s work now was herself, and perhaps Sadie if the biscuits didn’t hold the icing as well as they needed to, but nobody was going to bawl her out in front of the rest of the staff if the tiniest aspect of the product wasn’t up to scratch. No one was going to reduce her almost to tears, night after night. That was what had driven her out of Paris and a career she’d once loved; that, and a man who had thought he could get away with anything.

The air outside bit with cold. The three timber-framed storeys of Castle Court glowed against the November night sky as Cat locked the door of Smart Cookies, but her eye was drawn to the ancient oak tree in the centre. It must be a few centuries old, at least, and perhaps even pre-dated the Tudor-style buildings themselves. The trunk and branches had been strewn with tiny lights that sparkled and made her half-wonder if there was an enchantress hiding inside.

In the summer, Cat knew the courtyard would be full of tables and chairs that were packed with al fresco diners but tonight was too frosty for that. A few tables were dotted here and there, warmed by the glow of outdoor heaters, but they were mostly empty, aside from the occasional smoker. The businesses around the Court were most definitely not empty, however; even Let’s Go Dutch seemed to be doing a brisk trade when Cat would have assumed most locals would consider pancakes to be more of a breakfast treat. Then again, she knew the Dutch ate savoury pancakes that could be every bit as substantial as a heavier meal; maybe the diners of Chester had discovered that too. She’d have to check out the menu, see what Jaren was offering that meant his restaurant was almost full on a wintry Wednesday evening. But the pancake house wasn’t the busiest of Castle Court’s businesses. The French bistro at the far end of the Court seemed to be doing well and the cocktail bar on the top floor appeared to be packed too. Neither could compete with the kitsch charm of The Bus Stop diner, which boasted a wide yellow US school bus as its frontispiece. Through its oblong windows, she caught sight of a waitress wearing a stripy red and white shirt and a dainty hat on her head as she moved between the tables with a tray full of tall milkshake glasses. A queue snaked out of the door and wound its way past a patisserie and a chocolaterie, both of which had been closed for hours. Not all of the neighbouring shops sold food, Cat noted; there was an upmarket stationery store in one corner and she’d yet to explore the rest of the second and third floors. But there did seem to be a definite leaning towards culinary delights in Castle Court. It was what had drawn Cat there in the first place.

A voice cut across her thoughts, making her jump. ‘A euro for your thoughts.’

She turned to see Jaren beside her. ‘Oh! Hi.’

He gave her an apologetic smile. ‘I made you jump – I’m sorry. It’s just that you looked so deeply engrossed in your thoughts and I wanted to know what was making you frown.’ He waved a hand at the courtyard around them. ‘Don’t you like what you see?’

Cat shook her head. ‘It’s nothing like that. I was just taking everything in – it’s a long time since I’ve been here in the evening and the crowds caught me a little by surprise, I suppose.’

‘Ah, the crowds,’ Jaren said, his expression growing serious. ‘Yes, I can see why they might have surprised you. Rumour has it that Chester was once twinned with New York, as the city that never sleeps. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if New York’s nickname was borrowed from Castle Court itself – the party often goes on into the early hours.’

His eyes crinkled as he spoke and Cat couldn’t help smiling back. ‘Something tells me I’m going to like it here.’

Jaren tipped his head. ‘I hope so. Speaking of late nights, I came out here to tell you that a group of us are having some after-hours drinks in Seb’s bar on the third floor this Saturday, if you and Sadie would like to come? Most of the Castle Court shopkeepers will be there – the food lovers, anyway. It might be a good way for you to meet everyone.’

He held out a card with the same logo Cat could see picked out in neon lights up above them. ‘Thanks,’ she said as she took it. ‘I’ll have to check with Sadie to see what her plans are but I’ll definitely be there.’

‘I hope so,’ Jaren replied, meeting her gaze. ‘I am looking forward to getting to know you.’

Cat looked into his dark brown eyes, made almost black by the night around them. Was he flirting with her or simply being friendly? It was hard to tell. ‘Thanks for passing on the invitation,’ she said, filling her voice with warmth. ‘It’s kind of you to make us feel so welcome.’

Jaren smiled. ‘Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.’

*

It felt as though someone had sprinkled grit in Sadie’s eyes the following morning as she negotiated the short drive from her cottage to Lissy’s school in nearby Christleton. Dubbed one of Cheshire’s prettiest villages, it had been Sadie’s home for seven years and she hadn’t wanted to disrupt her daughter’s life any more than necessary when she’d left Daniel, so Lissy still attended the small village primary school there. Unfortunately for Sadie that meant driving past the house on Windmill Lane she’d shared with Daniel, a daily reminder of what they’d had together, but she supposed it was a small price to pay for Lissy’s happiness. And it wasn’t as though she ever saw him as they passed; his job as an investment banker meant early starts and long days, which had been ultimately part of the problem in their marriage.

By the time Sadie had parked in the underground car park beneath Cat’s apartment and made her way along a frost-touched Eastgate Street to the Old Boot Inn, she was in desperate need of caffeine. An arched tunnel beneath the first-floor pub led to the hidden delights of Castle Court; Sadie hurried through, her head nestled down into her scarf against the cold. She didn’t see the man barrelling towards her until it was too late – they collided mid-tunnel. Sadie let out a yelp of surprise and clutched at the wildly swinging bag containing her precious cargo of iced biscuits; Cat would kill her if they were anything other than pristine. The person she’d bumped into wasn’t so lucky; his armful of boxes thudded to the ground.

‘Sorry!’ Sadie gasped, as he reached out a gloved hand to steady her. ‘I didn’t see you.’

The man gazed at her from beneath his beanie hat, his hazel eyes wide with concern as he pulled down his scarf to reveal a beard. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ Sadie said, glancing in distress at the ground, which was now strewn with Brussels sprouts. ‘But your boxes. . .’

His mouth twisted into a smile. ‘Sprouts are hardy vegetables – a quick wash and they’ll be fine.’

He knelt down and started to gather the loose vegetables back into their boxes.

Sadie started to help. ‘I really am sorry. I was off in my own little world.’

‘Me too,’ the man said. ‘But no harm done, as long as you’re all right?’

He glanced across at her then and Sadie felt a shiver of something quite unexpected as she met his gaze. She looked away fast, grateful that her suddenly rosy cheeks could be blamed on the sub-zero temperature. ‘Honestly, I’m fine. Don’t give it another thought.’

He dropped the last of the sprouts into the box and closed the lid. ‘Okay. Well, sorry again,’ he said, straightening up with an embarrassed-looking smile. ‘Nice bumping into you, ha ha.’

Now it was his turn to blush but Sadie couldn’t stop a small smile from creeping across her own face as she stood up. ‘No problem. I hope your day gets better.’

He opened his mouth as though about to say something, then closed it fast. They stood still for a moment, smiling at each other. Then the man seemed to wake up and stepped to one side. ‘Well. Bye then.’

‘Bye,’ she echoed as he walked away. ‘Enjoy your sprouts.’

She forced her legs to move. By the time she’d reached Castle Court and stopped to look back, he was gone. Sadie let out a groan – had she really just told a total stranger to enjoy his sprouts? It was quite possibly the lamest parting shot ever spoken. She shook her head and hurried for the safety of Smart Cookies. And this time she watched where she was going.

‘You look how I feel,’ Cat observed, looking up from the dough she was rolling out as Sadie stashed her coat in one of the basement cupboards. ‘Late night?’

Sadie placed her bag full of biscuits onto the work surface, deciding not to mention her encounter with the runaway greens. ‘Early morning,’ she said, pulling a face. ‘I thought I’d get everything done in time for a nice early night after Lissy went to bed but the icing separated while I was giving her a bath and I had to remake it.’

Cat’s eyes widened in sympathy. ‘All of it?’

‘All of it,’ Sadie confirmed. ‘And then it was one o’clock in the morning before I got everything finished.’

Cat winced. ‘Sorry. What time did Lissy get up?’

‘Five-thirty,’ Sadie said with a weary sigh. ‘So I really hope we’ve got some Nespresso pods here or I might fall asleep on the job.’

‘Coming right up,’ Cat said, dusting off her hands. ‘And then I’ll take a look at your handiwork. I can’t wait to see the finished biscuits.’

Coffee in hand, Sadie held her breath as Cat opened up the boxes. She’d been so worried about them rubbing together in transit and damaging the delicate icing that she’d used a blob of icing to stick each one to its layer of greaseproof paper. But would that be enough to have saved them from the jolt of her collision with Sprout Man?

Cat said nothing as she inspected each biscuit. Sadie’s palms began to itch with sweat – were they about to have their first professional bust-up? But Cat was smiling when her eyes finally met Sadie’s. ‘Has anyone ever told you you’re amazing?’

Sadie let out her breath in a whoosh. Her cheeks grew warm with pleasure at the praise. ‘Not today.’

‘Well, you are,’ Cat said. ‘This is exactly how I imagined them – high quality, unusual and really desirable. I love them and so will everyone else – well done.’

‘It’s a team effort,’ Sadie said. ‘If you hadn’t made such a great base, I’d never have been able to make them look like that.’

‘I can’t wait to see how they photograph,’ Cat said, lifting up a pink and silver butterfly laced onto a dark chocolate base. She tilted it so that the delicate wings caught in the light. ‘The website is going to look awesome.’

Sadie took a long sip of the espresso Cat had given her and almost sighed at the rich bitterness that flowed down her throat. ‘Is that what you’re going to do today – photograph the biscuits?’

‘That’s my plan,’ Cat replied, nodding. ‘I’ve got a photographer friend who says I can use his studio, as long as I’m quick. I’m hoping he might even give me some tips, since what I know about food photography can be written on the back of a Post-it note.’

‘I could come along, if you like?’ Sadie offered. ‘I know a little bit about photographic composition.’

‘Great,’ Cat said. Then her eyes clouded over with doubt. ‘Weren’t you going to paint the window, though? It would be a great way of sparking curiosity in passers-by.’

‘You’re right. Once that’s done, I might take a walk around, check out some of the other shops before I go and collect Lissy.’

And maybe see if I can bump into any more good-looking strangers, Sadie thought dreamily, before giving herself a mental shake. Hadn’t she told Cat the day before that she didn’t have time to spend day-dreaming about men?

Her best friend reached into a pocket and pulled out a business card. ‘That reminds me – what are you doing on Saturday night?’

‘Uh – nothing,’ Sadie replied, forcing the memory of the blue-eyed man out of her head. ‘Why, have you got another urgent load of biscuits for me to ice?’

‘No,’ Cat said, sliding the card towards her. ‘The other shopkeepers are having after-hours drinks and we’re invited. Want to go?’

Sadie thought fast. It was Daniel’s weekend to have Lissy but there had been times when he’d been less than reliable over the course of the past year and she’d grown wary of making plans. ‘In theory, yes. Do you?’

She needn’t have asked; of course her best friend would want to go – she loved socialising. ‘I think it would be a good idea to show our faces, get to know people,’ Cat said slowly. ‘Jaren thought it might be a nice way to break the ice too.’

‘So that’s where the invitation came from,’ Sadie said, raising her eyebrows. ‘I wondered how you’d found out about it.’

‘I saw him last night, as I was heading home,’ Cat replied, her tone casual. ‘He mentioned it then.’

Sadie resisted the temptation to wink. ‘Then it feels like it would be rude not to go, especially since we’ve been personally invited.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ Cat said quickly. ‘And it will be good to meet the rest of the Castle Court crew.’

‘Check out the competition, you mean?’ Sadie observed.

Cat offered her a disarming smile. ‘Of course. But mostly, I’d love to know whether the cocktail list at Seb’s tastes as good as it looks. Besides, we haven’t had a night out in forever – it will do us good.’

‘Mmmm,’ Sadie said, making a mental note to stick to water all night. The last thing they needed was to over-indulge and be the subject of Castle Court gossip in their very first week. She decided to change the subject before Cat tested her resolve with the names of the cocktails on offer. ‘So, what shall I paint on our windows?’


Chapter Three

Once Cat had left for the photographer’s studio, Sadie paid a quick visit to the Court stationery shop, praying they’d have glass paint. It was clear from the moment she stepped inside that they had everything she needed and plenty more besides. She lingered by the beautiful embroidered notebooks and ran her fingers over the rainbow colours of the pen section before dragging herself to the art supplies at the back of the shop, promising herself a return visit very soon.

Back inside Smart Cookies, Sadie got to work on the window display. She and Cat had agreed that it needed to showcase the biscuits they were planning to sell without giving too much detail about the designs of the product. In the end, they settled on a gingerbread theme: children chasing butterflies, families enjoying a picnic, complete with a baby in a pram, while dogs sniffed the grass nearby and birds soared through the sky. Sadie suggested a hint of Christmas with some snow-covered rooftops and candy cane trees dotted here and there.

Several hours later, she was satisfied. Leaving her handiwork to dry, she took a stroll around Castle Court. The weather forecast predicted snow, much to Lissy’s excitement, although it had yet to materialise. Sadie wouldn’t be surprised to see a flurry or two; there was a definite icy stillness to the air and the temperature hadn’t risen much above freezing all morning. Her breath billowed out in steaming clouds as she walked along the top floor, peering into shop windows and admiring the festive displays already on view. She was in foodie heaven, she decided as she passed a trendy wholefood store and the kind of old-fashioned sweet shop Lissy would adore; Sadie made a mental note to pop in there for some stocking fillers nearer to Christmas. Not every business sold foodstuffs; there was a lingerie shop tucked away in a corner that Sadie couldn’t imagine ever needing to visit and a designer handbag store that she was certain would empty her purse with its unnecessary but oh-so-desirable stock. And of course there was Seb’s, dominating the furthest end of the level and affording a bird’s eye view of the whole of Castle Court. Sadie lingered at the window, checking out the cocktail list Cat had so admired. She had to admit it sounded good; even the virgin cocktails were a fusion of mouth-watering flavours that begged passers-by to try them. The window seats would be a great place for people-watching, Sadie thought, as she resisted the temptation to go inside. Another time, she decided; there’d be plenty of time to linger in the months ahead.

The second level boasted a jeweller’s, a bespoke men’s tailors that Daniel would love, a delicatessen and a fromagerie that smelled like cheesy heaven. And then she was back on the ground floor, admiring the glistening, fragrant delights of Elin’s, the chocolaterie, and Patisserie Cherie. Each business had an elegant, understated class, Sadie thought as she waited in line to buy raspberry and white chocolate eclairs, and now more than ever, she understood why Cat had been adamant that Castle Court was the right place for Smart Cookies to open its doors, in spite of the eye-watering rent; iced biscuits were a luxury item and they would fit right in here. But at the same time, Sadie was determined that they wouldn’t just sell biscuits to people with more money than sense. She glanced across at the cheap and cheerful frontage of Let’s Go Dutch and decided to talk to Cat about designing a pocket money range of affordable treats. Not everyone could spare thirty pounds for a tin of animal-shaped biscuits, after all. And they would have samples by the till, to give to any children who came in. Maybe they could even do a tie-in with Chester Zoo and create some individual animal biscuits to sell in their gift shop. There was plenty of scope to spread the joy of a perfectly iced treat all over the city, Sadie thought, and she hurried back to the shop to write down her ideas.

Cat was waiting for her when she returned, leaning over her laptop on the counter at the back of the empty shop, frowning thoughtfully at the screen.

‘Problem?’ Sadie asked.

‘Just admiring the website,’ Cat replied, turning the computer around for Sadie to see. ‘Looks good, doesn’t it?’

The site used the blue and gold branding Sadie herself had designed and she felt a buzz of pleasure when she saw the photographs of all the biscuits she’d made on display. She hadn’t realised how much she’d missed her creative side until she’d begun working up ideas for Smart Cookies. ‘That was fast.’

Cat shrugged. ‘The photographer sent the pictures over to the web designer, who downloaded them and slotted them into place on the site. It isn’t live yet so if there’s anything you don’t like then it can easily be changed.’

Sadie reached for the mouse and started to navigate her way around the web pages. It was a well-designed site – nothing was more than a couple of clicks away from the main page and the layout managed to be both intuitive and logical. And it looked tempting; hopefully it would lead to lots of online orders.

‘Looks good to me,’ she said, relinquishing control of the laptop.

‘Great,’ Cat said. ‘All our web designer needs to do now is add a shopping cart and payment options and we’re good to go.’ She glanced up at Sadie. ‘What have you been up to? The window looks great.’

‘I’m rusty,’ Sadie said, feeling a hot rush of embarrassment. ‘It’s the best I can do for now.’

Cat gave her a fierce look. ‘If that’s your “rusty” then I can’t wait to see you at the top of your game.’ She shook her head. ‘You’ve got to start trusting yourself.’

Sadie stared at her feet, hoping her friend wouldn’t notice the tears brimming behind her eyes. It was all very well for Cat to tell her to trust her abilities; she’d never had a crisis of confidence in her life. In fact, she seemed to have lived a charmed life since graduating catering college at the top of her class and landing a job as a commis chef in one of London’s most up-and-coming restaurants. And it might have all unravelled in the last year but confidence still wasn’t something Cat was short of, Sadie decided. She wouldn’t understand how inferior Daniel’s affair had made Sadie feel; the fear that she’d become too dull and boring for even her husband to give her a second glance. But the truth was that her self-confidence had begun to seep away long before she’d discovered his affair; being with Daniel had made her smaller, somehow, less sure of herself and a shadow of the girl Cat had known so well. It was only after Sadie had left her marriage that she’d realised how much she’d changed and the journey back to who she had been before Daniel was slower than expected. Even so, she knew Cat was right; her artistic instincts were good and the window looked gloriously appealing. She really did need to give herself more credit.

‘Okay,’ she said, glancing up with a small smile. ‘I’ll try.’

‘Good,’ Cat said, with a nod of satisfaction. She reached under the counter and pulled out a pale pink box tied with ribbon. ‘I stopped by the patisserie on my way back. How can we check out the competition if we don’t know what they sell?’

Sadie grinned as she held up her own matching box filled with eclairs. ‘Great minds think alike. I’ll put the kettle on.’

*

Daniel was due to collect Lissy at ten o’clock on Saturday morning and the little girl was bouncing with excitement as she waited for him to arrive. Normally, Sadie made a point of dropping her off at their old home, preferring to keep her ex as separate as she could from the new life she’d made, but she’d stayed up late again decorating stock for the shop and it made sense to give in to his offer to come round. Just this once, she told herself, as she feverishly cleaned the kitchen surfaces of their visible drifts of icing sugar.

‘Trying out some new make-up?’ Daniel asked when she opened the front door to let him into the cramped hallway of the cottage.

She stared at him in confusion. It was very unlike him to notice her appearance these days, much less comment on it. ‘No – why?’

He reached out a finger and brushed the end of her nose. ‘You’ve got powder all over your face.’

Heat flooded Sadie’s cheeks and she glanced in the hallway mirror. Sure enough, her nose and forehead were dusted with icing sugar. She’d even managed to get some in her coppery curls. Mortified, she rubbed her sleeve over her face. ‘Sorry. I’ve been working this morning.’

Daniel gave her a sideways look, causing Sadie to review what she’d said. ‘Just while Lissy was watching television. I was keeping an eye on her, obviously.’

‘Relax, Sadie, it’s fine,’ Daniel said. ‘I know Cat must be cracking the whip. I’m amazed she’s not round here supervising, in fact.’

There was no malice behind the words but Sadie wasn’t fooled. Daniel and Cat had never got on; they hadn’t even pretended to like each other. Cat had resented Daniel for tying Sadie down to a life of drudgery and motherhood and he hadn’t appreciated Cat’s efforts to lure his wife away from their comfortable and happy home. To Cat’s credit, she’d never once said ‘I told you so’ once news of his affair had broken, although Sadie knew she must have thought it.

‘Cat’s in charge of biscuit production, not decoration,’ Sadie said coolly. ‘And, for the record, she’s very happy with my work so far.’

Daniel held his hands up. ‘I’m sure she is. But I know you’ve got a lot to do – I’m more than happy to have Lissy a bit more, to give you extra time to work. All you have to do is ask.’

Sadie couldn’t help it; she bristled. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d hinted that she wasn’t coping with life as a single parent. ‘That won’t be necessary. I’m quite capable—’

‘Daddy!’

Lissy came barrelling into the hallway and wrapped her arms around Daniel’s knees. ‘Hello, princess,’ he said, sweeping her up into his arms.

Her nose wrinkled in disgust. ‘I’m not a princess, I’m a dinosaur trainer in charge of saving the world from the evil carnivores.’

Her father laughed. ‘Sorry, my mistake. Are you ready to bring your fearsome warriors over to my house? There’s a ravenous raptor causing trouble in the rose bushes.’

Lissy’s delighted laughter echoed through the hall as she wriggled to get down. ‘What are we waiting for? Let’s go!’

She vanished into the living room and a series of thuds and clatters filled the air.

‘I hope you know what you’ve done,’ Sadie said, her tone wry. ‘She’ll be packing every dinosaur she has.’

‘As long as she’s happy,’ Daniel said, staring after Lissy.

Sadie gazed at his profile; he was still as good-looking as ever. His dark hair was short and neat, his skin lightly tanned from weekends spent playing golf in sunnier climates. He had the beginnings of laughter lines around his blue eyes – had they always been there? Laughter wasn’t something she associated with Daniel; he’d always been so serious and work-obsessed. An arrow of sadness cut through her; maybe she’d been the reason he hadn’t laughed. He was obviously much happier now.

He glanced across at her, catching her out. She cleared her throat, embarrassed. ‘I’ll get her overnight bag.’

It took three attempts to get Lissy out of the front door – she kept remembering one more vital piece of dinosaur battle equipment. But at last she seemed to concede that she had everything she needed and allowed Sadie to bundle her into her coat. As she skipped down the gravel path towards Daniel’s sleek Mercedes, he turned back to Sadie.

‘Look, I know you think I’m poking my nose in but I meant what I said before – I’m happy to help out more with Lissy if you need me to. Getting a new business off the ground is tough and I’d hate for you to run yourself into the ground trying to do it all when you don’t need to.’

Sadie shook her head. ‘Daniel—’

‘I don’t have an agenda, I’m not trying to score points or anything like that.’ He softened his voice. ‘Just think about it, okay?’

He sounded so reasonable that there was nothing she could do except nod. But that was Daniel all over: reasonable and measured and charm personified while he manoeuvred you into a corner. ‘Okay,’ she said reluctantly. ‘I’ll think about it.’

Daniel reached out to squeeze her hand. ‘Good. I’ll see you tomorrow evening – don’t work too hard.’

Sadie pushed away a stab of guilt as she thought about the party that night. It was business, not pleasure; a way of getting to know their neighbours in Castle Court, of building relationships that would stand Smart Cookies in good stead for the future. And besides, Daniel had no idea she wouldn’t be slaving over row after row of perfectly cooled cookies all night. ‘I’ll try not to,’ she called as she gave Lissy one final wave.

Now, she thought as she closed the door and wandered into the toy-strewn living room. What the hell am I going to wear?


Chapter Four

The problem with working practically every hour of the day, and wearing chef whites to do it, was that Cat had very little to show in terms of clothing, despite having spent three years working in the fashion capital of the world. She stood in her bedroom for a few minutes, gazing thoughtfully into her wardrobe, before grabbing her bag and deciding to hit the shops.

She’d say this for Chester: when it came to retail therapy, there was no shortage of choice. The Rows were packed with shops of all shapes and sizes, from chain stores to quirky little boutiques. The trouble was that Cat couldn’t quite get a handle on what she should wear to the welcome party at Seb’s; should she go dressy or casual? The shops were all gearing up for Christmas; their rails were filled with sequins and sparkle, reds and greens and golds – Christmas party clothes that Cat was sure would be too much for informal drinks at Castle Court.

After more than an hour spent battling the early festive shopping crowds, she gave up and rang Sadie. ‘I need advice. What are you wearing tonight?’

‘Dressy jeans and a rose-gold top,’ Sadie replied promptly, giving Cat the impression that she’d had her outfit planned from the moment she’d heard about the party. ‘Where are you?’

‘In a coffee shop on Northgate Street,’ Cat admitted. ‘I’m hiding from my woeful fashion ignorance.’

Sadie laughed. ‘Cat Garcia, you know you look good no matter what you wear. Do you have any idea what you’re looking for?’

‘None,’ Cat admitted with a sigh. ‘It doesn’t help that it’s wall-to-wall Christmas out here.’

‘Why don’t you head to some of the quieter streets? There are some lovely little shops around Godstall Lane, opposite the cathedral. Maybe something will leap out at you.’

Cat took a sip of her espresso and sighed. ‘Maybe. Haven’t you got anything I can borrow?’

‘Probably,’ Sadie said, sounding even more amused. ‘Shall I bring a couple of tops, just in case? I assume you can manage jeans.’

‘Yes,’ Cat replied dryly. ‘I can manage jeans. What time are you heading into the city? Fancy grabbing dinner before we head to Seb’s?’

‘Sure,’ Sadie replied. ‘I’ll aim for eight-thirty, okay?’

‘Perfect,’ Cat said. ‘You can sleep over if you want to, in my spare room.’

There was a slight pause. ‘I’d better not. I still have a lot of biscuits to ice, remember? They need a steady hand so it’s probably safest if I drive and get an early start on the icing before Lissy comes home.’ Sadie hesitated again, as though she knew it wasn’t what Cat wanted to hear. ‘I’ll sleep over next time, I promise.’

Cat couldn’t help laughing. ‘We’re not nine years old, Sadie. Of course it’s okay – it sounds very sensible to me.’

‘It sounds boring,’ Sadie grumbled. ‘But I really do need a clear head and a steady hand. Sorry.’

She sounded it too: contrite and apologetic and keen to make up for it. That was what eight years of Daniel had done, Cat thought, her mood darkening. But she kept her thoughts to herself. ‘Honestly, it was just an idea. Forget it.’

Once the call had ended, Cat sipped slowly at her coffee. She’d never liked Daniel, hadn’t liked who Sadie became when she was with him, and over the years they’d instinctively given each other a wide berth. When Sadie had revealed the extent of his betrayal last year, during a heartbroken late-night telephone call with Cat, her opinion of him had hit rock bottom. As far as she was concerned, the sooner Sadie moved on from her ex, the better. With a bit of luck Castle Court might provide her with a new romantic opportunity as well as a new career, Cat thought, finishing her coffee and getting to her feet. And with a bit more luck it might do the same for her.

*

Seb’s was still full when Cat and Sadie arrived just after ten-thirty that evening. The windows were thick with condensation and the sound of laughter mingled with a grimy bass beat that made the floor vibrate as they got nearer.

‘Are you sure it’s tonight?’ Sadie murmured as Cat pushed back the door and they were enveloped by a cloud of moist, cinnamon-scented air.

Cat paused, scanning the crowd for a familiar face. She was sure she had the right date – Jaren had definitely said this Saturday. ‘Maybe we’re early,’ she whispered back to Sadie. She cleared her throat and raised her voice. ‘Come on, let’s get a drink.’

They hadn’t got more than halfway to the distressed stainless steel bar when a shout rang out. Cat and Sadie turned to see Jaren waving at the back of the room, standing at the far side of a rectangular table that had a large ‘Reserved’ sign in the middle. ‘Cat, Sadie! Over here.’

There were several others at the table already, Cat noticed as they picked their way over to Jaren; were they shopkeepers waiting for the crowd to get the message and go home? Or were they paying punters, which was equally possible? Cat did her best to study each face in turn, committing them to memory so that she wouldn’t embarrass herself when she ran into them out and about in Castle Court over the coming months.

Jaren beckoned them over again and beamed at them as they approached. ‘Welcome to Seb’s!’ he cried as soon as they slipped into empty seats around the table. He waved expansively at the strangers. ‘Meet Cat and Sadie, everyone. Say hello!’

A chorus of greetings rang out. Once she was seated, Cat took the opportunity to discreetly scrutinise the others. A tiny blonde with a slight hint of a Scandinavian accent introduced herself as Elin the chocolatier and seemed friendly, although she sat so close to Jaren that Cat decided she might as well have been sitting in his lap. Were they an item? Cat wondered, remembering her suspicion that Jaren had been flirting with her a few days earlier. Perhaps she’d misunderstood, she thought with a flicker of acute disappointment.

An older but no less glamorous dark-haired woman at the table seemed considerably less eager to meet Cat and Sadie; her name was Cherie and her lips were pursed as Jaren introduced them.

‘Oh, I visited your shop today,’ Sadie burst out, just as Cat began to say something similar. ‘What marvellous cakes you sell.’

The woman did not smile. ‘I suppose you were checking out my stock, working out which ideas you could steal for your own shop,’ she sniffed.

Cat blinked and she saw Sadie’s eyes widen. Jaren’s smile drooped a bit. ‘Come on, Cherie, we talked about this. Sadie and Cat aren’t running a patisserie or even anything remotely like that. They’re selling biscuits, remember?’

Cherie looked as though she didn’t believe a word of it. Her lips pressed into an even tighter line and her eyes flashed with barely contained annoyance.

‘It’s nice to meet you,’ Sadie said politely, and Cat didn’t dare make eye contact with her friend for fear she might giggle. ‘Your cakes were delicious – thank you. I think we ate them far too fast to think about stealing your secrets, though.’

Jaren coughed and glanced hurriedly at the two clean-cut, twenty-something men seated at the end of the table. ‘Speaking of stealing, make sure you don’t leave anything valuable lying around when these guys are nearby. They’re total magpies, as the front of their shop suggests.’

‘Guilty as charged,’ one of the men said amiably, with an unmistakable American twang. ‘I’m Andrew and this is Earl – we run The Bus Stop diner downstairs.’

Earl nodded and pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘You might have noticed it – the big yellow bus part is kinda hard to miss.’

Cat grinned; she liked them already. Sadie leaned forwards. ‘I hope you don’t mind my asking, but is it a genuine school bus or a replica?’

Andrew adopted an expression of wounded pride. ‘A replica? Don’t insult us, ma’am.’

‘It’s one hundred per cent genuine,’ Earl added. ‘Stolen from outside a school and shipped all the way over from the States.’

‘Those kids can’t get to school now but the good people of Chester have benefited, so it’s – what’s the phrase you use—?’ Andrew wrinkled his nose in thought, ‘— swings and carousels?’

Sadie laughed. ‘But how did you get it inside the Court?’ she pressed. ‘It’s far too big to have been driven in.’

Andrew and Earl exchanged glances, then Earl leaned towards Cat and Sadie. ‘Promise me you won’t breathe a word of this to anyone else, not least the authorities.’

Intrigued, Cat nodded. ‘Our lips are sealed.’

Beside her, Sadie did the same. ‘We promise.’

‘We beamed it over using the USS Enterprise,’ Earl said solemnly.

Andrew shook his head. ‘Ignore this moron. Actually, our house elf did all the hard work.’

Cat grinned. ‘Impressive. Mine can’t even make a decent cup of tea.’

‘But if we didn’t have a house elf and had to do it the old-fashioned way,’ Andrew went on, tapping the side of his nose, ‘we might take it apart in our back yard and transport it here in pieces.’

Earl took a swig of his drink. ‘Then we might rebuild it, bit by bit, to create an impossible-to-ignore centrepiece that customers would love.’

Cat gazed down at the brightly lit bus that dominated the front of The Bus Stop. It showed no signs of having been broken apart and reassembled; she was half-tempted to believe it had been done by magic. ‘Wow. That’s pretty dedicated.’

‘What can I say?’ Earl said, spreading his hands in a modest shrug. ‘We’re marketing geniuses. Or our house elf is.’

Everyone laughed but Cat made a mental note to talk to the two Americans more. Maybe they’d have some advice for her and Sadie about promoting Smart Cookies. She’d make a point of avoiding Cherie, though; the woman hadn’t stopped glowering since they’d arrived.

‘Let’s see, who else is there you need to meet?’ Jaren mused, glancing around. ‘Oh, the guy behind the bar, spinning the bottles like he’s a New York mixologist, is Seb. He’ll come and say hi as soon as he’s finished trying to impress you.’

Cat followed his gaze and saw a rugged, blond-haired man in his mid-thirties juggling bottles as he mixed cocktails in front of an adoring female audience. He wasn’t breathtakingly good-looking, Cat thought – nowhere near as classically handsome as Jaren – but he exuded confidence and a charm that suggested he was used to getting plenty of attention. And if Jaren was off the menu then Seb might turn out to be exactly the kind of distraction she wanted, she decided.

‘And that’s all we have for now.’

Jaren’s voice cut into Cat’s thoughts, just as Seb caught her studying him. She dragged her attention away fast and focused on the Dutchman as he continued to talk. ‘Greg will be over as soon as the bistro closes and by that time, the last stragglers from here should be on their way and we can start enjoying ourselves.’

‘But you don’t have to wait until then to order a drink,’ Elin said, pushing a cocktail menu across the table. ‘Go for something exotic – Seb loves an opportunity to show off.’

‘I bet he does,’ Cat murmured, so quietly that only Sadie could hear. She studied the menu and waited until the other shopkeepers had begun to chat amongst themselves to risk another glance across at the bar. She was both amused and unsurprised to find the bar owner’s eyes were still fixed on her. They shared a long, appraising look.

The exchange didn’t escape Sadie’s notice. ‘Down, girl,’ she said in an undertone, as she peered at the menu over Cat’s shoulder. ‘Tonight is meant to be business, not pleasure, remember?’

Cat watched Seb pour liquid into a cocktail shaker and add a handful of ice. ‘I don’t see why we can’t mix the two – we’re all grown-ups here,’ she said. ‘See anyone here who ticks your boxes?’

‘No,’ Sadie replied and Cat detected a faint hint of irritation. ‘And even if I did, I wouldn’t act on it. Isn’t mixing business and pleasure one of the reasons you left Paris?’

Cat took a deep, calming breath; she loved her best friend very much but sometimes – sometimes – she wished she would let her hair down and relax. And she had no idea of the real reason Cat had fled from Paris – none at all. ‘No, I left because I very nearly had a nervous breakdown brought on by stress and being overworked. Pleasure had nothing to do with it.’

Sadie flushed. ‘I know. Sorry, I’m just – I don’t want anything to spoil things for us here, that’s all.’

‘Nor do I,’ Cat replied. She dredged up a crooked smile. ‘But a bit of window shopping isn’t going to bring about the end of the universe, is it?’

‘No,’ Sadie admitted, glancing across at Seb. ‘And I must admit I do see the appeal. He’s certainly good with his hands.’

‘An excellent observation,’ Cat said, grinning. She glanced across at Jaren, who was deep in conversation with Elin. ‘It looks as though Castle Court has a couple of fringe benefits. Shame Earl and Andrew are spoken for, though. I like a man who can make me laugh.’

Sadie frowned. ‘You mean—’

‘Definitely a couple,’ Cat said firmly. ‘Didn’t you catch the chemistry?’

‘Oh,’ Sadie said, looking back and forth between the two Americans. ‘No, I missed that completely.’

‘Trust me,’ Cat said, ‘they only have eyes for each other. Now, shall we mingle a bit?’

Sadie nodded. ‘That’s what we’re here for. I’ll take the Harry Potter fans and you sweet-talk Elin.’

Cat did her best to ignore a burst of laughter from the bar; Seb was apparently funny as well as talented, and waited for a lull in Elin and Jaren’s conversation. ‘Are you from Switzerland, Elin?’

The blonde woman nodded, her neat bob glistening beneath the lights. ‘Yes, from Geneva originally, although I have lived here for almost seven years now.’ She studied Cat’s dark curls and olive skin. ‘And you?’

‘Spanish dad and English mum,’ Cat said. ‘No one ever believes I’m Chester born and bred, especially since my parents now live in Castile.’

Elin glanced sideways at Jaren. ‘You’ll fit right in at Castle Court – it’s a real melting pot of different nationalities. Greg is from Marseille and Seb is South African.’

‘Really?’ Cat said, mentally ticking the box marked Interesting background on Seb’s information sheet in her brain. ‘Well, maybe that isn’t so surprising – food is one of the oldest ways to bring people together, after all, and Castle Court is very much foodie heaven.’

‘That’s true,’ Jaren said, smiling. ‘So what brings you here, Cat? Apart from a love of food.’

Cat hesitated. She didn’t really want to go into the reasons she’d abandoned her career but, on the other hand, she wanted the other business owners to take her seriously, to recognise a fellow food professional in their midst. So she summoned up a casual smile. ‘I was head chef at La Perle de Paris for three years. But I wanted a change of pace, and Sadie and I had always dreamed of running our own business, so this seemed like the perfect opportunity for both of us.’

Elin stared at her and Jaren whistled. ‘You were in charge of the kitchen at La Perle? But that’s a Michelin-starred restaurant – one of the most famous in the world.’

‘We had two Michelin stars, actually, and were on course for a third,’ Cat replied with a modest shrug. ‘But all good things come to an end. It was time to move on.’

Jaren fixed her with an admiring look. ‘La Perle’s loss is our gain, for sure.’

Was it Cat’s imagination or did Elin’s eyes narrow a fraction? She couldn’t tell. ‘Biscuits are a lot easier than cordon bleu,’ Cat said. ‘And the hardest part is the decoration, which is Sadie’s department. She’s the talent, not me.’

Her self-deprecation seemed to work; Elin smiled. ‘It sounds to me like you’re a dream team. I look forward to tasting some of your work.’

‘Just don’t tell Cherie where you used to work,’ Jaren advised, lowering his voice. ‘She had her eye on your shop, before you swept in and snapped it up, and she’s paranoid you’re going to take some of her trade away. The truth is that Castle Court has room for both businesses – they’re really quite different.’

Cat glanced across at the dark-haired woman, who was stabbing at her phone screen with a ferocity that suggested a lot of bottled-up anger. ‘I’m sorry that she was disappointed over the shop but she’s got nothing to worry about product-wise. The cakes Sadie and I bought today were top class – Smart Cookies isn’t in competition with Patisserie Cherie.’

Elin let out a sigh. ‘She was the same when I opened my shop – accused me of muscling in on her customers. But she’ll warm to you eventually.’ Her lip twisted in wry amusement. ‘It’s only taken five years for her to change from outright hostility to a nod of greeting each morning.’

A shadow fell across the table. Cat looked up to see Seb gazing down at her. ‘Hi, I’m Seb de Jager. Nice to meet you.’

‘Cat Garcia,’ she replied. ‘Good to meet you too – I’ve heard a lot about you.’

Seb raised a quizzical eyebrow and glanced at Jaren. ‘From this guy? Don’t listen to a word he says. He’s just jealous because the beautiful women all prefer to hang out with me.’

He winked at Elin, who blushed and looked away, making Cat wonder whether they had some kind of history together. It wouldn’t surprise her; food and romance were inextricably linked and it was an industry where passions often ran high, especially in a microcosm like Castle Court.

Jaren shook his head in pity. ‘When will you learn that they only talk to you because they feel sorry for you, Seb?’

The other man grinned and turned his attention back to Cat. ‘Seen anything you like?’

He meant the cocktail list, Cat realised, but she had no doubt there was a double-edged meaning to his words. ‘Maybe,’ she said lightly. ‘I haven’t had time to have a good look yet.’

His green eyes fixed on her. ‘Take your time. I’m in no hurry.’

Cat had no idea how long they would have stared at each other if the door hadn’t opened. Seb frowned and looked up. ‘We’re closed.’

A bearded man in a beanie hat and a duffle coat stuck his head into the room. ‘Even to me?’

Seb grinned. ‘Adam! I’m always open for you.’

He went over to pull the newcomer into a bear hug.

‘Adam Tucker,’ Elin explained, noticing Cat’s curious expression. ‘He supplies half the businesses in Castle Court with honey.’

‘Oh,’ Cat said, watching the man take his coat off and hang it on the stand behind the door. ‘Does he work for a wholesaler?’

Jaren shook his head. ‘He’s a beekeeper. Although the bees are dormant at this time of year so he sidelines as a gardener.’

Cat frowned. ‘Isn’t that seasonal too?’

‘Don’t ask me,’ Jaren said, shrugging. ‘All I know is that if I need asparagus in December, Adam is the person I go to.’

Cat studied him with renewed interest. It wasn’t likely she would need asparagus for Smart Cookies but honey was a different matter; she added it to her biscuit dough and much preferred to use locally sourced produce where she could. ‘He sounds like a good man to know.’

Almost as though he’d heard her, Seb made his way back towards Cat, with Adam in tow. ‘Sorry, that was unforgivably rude of me,’ he said. ‘Let me fix you a drink on the house to make up for it.’

Cat shook her head. ‘There’s no need.’ She picked up the cocktail menu and studied the drinks listed there. ‘I think I’m in the mood for something unfussy – can you manage a simple Bombay Sapphire and tonic or is that too pedestrian for you?’

Seb’s expression didn’t even twitch at the barb. ‘Single?’

Cat tutted in mock-derision. ‘Double.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘That wasn’t what I was asking.’

Smooth, Cat thought with a secret grin of delight. His gaze lingered on her for a long second, then he half-turned to beckon the beekeeper forwards. ‘Can I introduce you to Adam Tucker? Adam, this is Cat Garcia – she’s opening the new shop on the ground floor.’

‘Hi,’ Cat said, as Adam smiled in greeting. ‘You need to meet my business partner, Sadie.’

As Seb went to whisk up the drinks, Cat tapped Sadie on the shoulder. ‘There’s someone I want to introduce you to.’

Excusing herself to Andrew and Earl, Sadie swivelled around and gazed up enquiringly. Her eyes widened at they met Adam’s. ‘Oh! It’s you.’

‘Hello again,’ he said, smiling.

Cat glanced back and forth between the two of them, puzzled. ‘You know each other already?’

Sadie nodded. ‘We – uh – bumped into each other a few days ago.’

‘Literally,’ Adam confirmed. ‘I dropped my sprouts.’

‘And I helped him pick them up,’ Sadie added. ‘How did they taste?’

‘Fine,’ Adam said. ‘Like I said, they’re sturdy. I fried them up with some butter and pancetta.’

Cat followed the exchange with interest, noting the sparkle in Sadie’s eyes when she looked at Adam and the answering gleam in his. She sat back, a plan beginning to form in her mind. ‘Adam is a beekeeper and supplies a lot of the Castle Court businesses with honey,’ she told Sadie, her tone as guileless as she could make it. ‘Which is lucky, because we need a good supply of honey for our biscuits. So as long as Adam doesn’t mind another customer, it looks as though we might be seeing quite a bit more of him in the immediate future.’

To Cat’s immense satisfaction, Adam didn’t take his eyes off Sadie when he replied. ‘No, I don’t mind that at all.’


Chapter Five

‘Ow!’

Cat opened one eye and instantly closed it again as a burst of pain shot through her skull. ‘Ow, ow, ow.’

‘I told you not to have that last tequila shot,’ a voice said from the side of the bed.

Cat squinted up, ignoring the pain, and saw Sadie standing there with a cup of tea. ‘What time is it?’ she croaked, shading her eyes.

‘Nine-thirty,’ Sadie replied. ‘I’m heading home soon to get on with the next batch of biscuits. Is there anything you need before I go?’

‘Apart from a new head?’ Cat groaned. ‘What time did we leave Seb’s last night?’

Sadie shook her head. ‘Three-thirty. And I’m not surprised you don’t remember – I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drink so much.’

For a moment, Cat thought her friend was cross but her lips were twisted into a reluctant smile. ‘It’s Seb’s fault,’ she said in a plaintive tone. ‘He kept making all these amazing-looking cocktails – it would have been rude not to drink them.’

‘And yet somehow I managed to resist without mortally offending him,’ Sadie said. ‘Although I will say that the ice is well and truly broken with our Castle Court neighbours. It’s hard to stand on ceremony once you’ve snogged half of them.’

Cat sat up in bed. ‘I did not.’

Sadie grinned. ‘No, you didn’t. But for what it’s worth, I don’t think Seb would have minded a bit of snogging action. The two of you seemed to be getting on awfully well.’

Gingerly, Cat lowered herself back onto her pillow. She remembered talking to Seb on several occasions, and laughing a lot. They’d definitely flirted. But she hadn’t overstepped the mark . . . had she? ‘What about you and Adam?’ she countered. ‘You couldn’t take your eyes off each other.’

Sadie’s cheeks turned pink. ‘I like him, he’s nice. But we were both just being friendly, nothing more. Don’t try to change the subject.’

‘I’m too hungover for this,’ Cat grumbled, closing her eyes. ‘Can’t you make yourself useful and cook me some breakfast?’

‘Don’t you remember?’ Sadie said, in a voice that contained far too much gleeful satisfaction for Cat’s liking. ‘You’ve got a brunch date with Seb. That’s why I woke you up – I’m sure you don’t want to be late.’

Cat’s eyes flew open as a hazy memory of arranging to meet Seb surfaced. ‘Shit, you’re right. We’re going to check out that new chicken and waffles place on Watergate Street.’ She rubbed a hand across her face. ‘Why didn’t you wake me earlier?’

‘There’s Berocca and ibuprofen on your bedside table and you need to be outside Water Wings in just less than an hour,’ Sadie said as she headed to the bedroom door. ‘I expect a full report later – don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!’

*

Seb was waiting outside the restaurant as Cat puffed up five minutes late, her breath making steamy clouds in the chilly morning air.

‘I thought you were going to stand me up,’ Seb said, smiling at her from behind a pair of sunglasses.

‘Sorry,’ she said, squinting up at him in the wintry sunlight. ‘It took longer than I thought to feel human again. I am never letting you make me cocktails again.’

He grinned. ‘You’re not the first person to have said that, actually. Come on, what you need is medicinal protein and carbohydrates.’

It was busy for a Sunday morning, although Cat noticed a higher than usual proportion of sunglasses were on display, suggesting she wasn’t the only person nursing a hangover. Seb looked as fresh as a daisy, which irritated Cat even more; he clearly hadn’t been drinking his own creations.

‘So,’ he said, once they were seated at a table in one corner. ‘What do you think of the Castle Court crew?’

Cat revisited her patchy memories of the night before. Andrew and Earl had turned out to be every bit as hilarious as she’d anticipated. Elin had relaxed once she’d observed Cat and Seb flirting, which suggested Cat’s suspicions about her interest in Jaren were right. Whether Jaren himself had noticed was another thing entirely . . . She hadn’t spoken to Greg, the bistro owner, much, especially after he had tried to pump her for information about her time at La Perle, but he’d spent most of his time whispering with Cherie; Cat caught them firing unfriendly glances her way from time to time. And Seb – well, he’d turned out to be an extremely attentive host. Cat had enjoyed flirting with him, which was probably why she found herself sitting opposite him now. Overall, she’d found her neighbours at Castle Court to be a fun, friendly bunch. With one or two notable exceptions.

‘Honestly?’ she said. ‘I really like them. Jaren said the Court is a bit like a family and I can really see that. So I suppose it’s inevitable that there’s one person I didn’t really get along with.’

‘Cherie,’ Seb guessed.

‘Cherie,’ Cat repeated. ‘Elin said she took a while to warm to her too so I’m trying not to take it personally but there were times last night when I could feel her eyes boring into me. I understand that she’s protective of her business but really, Smart Cookies is no threat.’

Seb tilted his head. ‘Give her time. Some people cope better with change than others and I don’t think her relationship with Greg is necessarily what she needs. They wind each other up.’

‘That makes sense,’ Cat said, thinking back to the way Greg and Cherie had huddled together. ‘Even so—’

‘Even so, Cherie isn’t a bad person,’ Seb said. ‘Greg is probably worse, to be honest.’

Cat rubbed her forehead as she considered his words. ‘Are you sure? Because I’m starting to wonder whether these pains in my head are because Cherie made a voodoo doll of me and is sitting at home sticking pins into the skull.’

He laughed. ‘I’m afraid the only spirits to blame for your hangover are vodka and gin.’ Passing her a menu, he gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘But luckily, I know the perfect cure.’

Their food arrived faster than Cat expected, given the bustling tables. Seb had been right, the twin hit of fried chicken and sweet syrupy waffles helped her almost immediately. She allowed him to do most of the talking, listening as he described growing up in Port Elizabeth and explained how he’d ended up living in one of the garret apartments that lined the top floor of Castle Court. ‘Whirlwind romance with a model from Chester,’ he confided with a grimace. ‘I gave up everything to relocate. Then she met a Premier League footballer and I was unceremoniously dumped. But the city had me under its spell by then so I stayed.’

By the time he’d finished talking, she knew he was thirty-seven, had three sisters and one ex-wife, had spent several years working the bar scene in New York, learning from master mixologists there, and that he hated celery to the point that he’d reinvented the Bloody Mary to avoid ‘any taint of the evil stuff’. On the surface, he was witty and charismatic but Cat was certain there was a lot more to him than he was letting her see – she sensed he used his good looks and charm as a shield to prevent anyone from getting too close.

‘Now it’s your turn,’ he said, once Cat had mopped up the last remnants of maple syrup from her plate. ‘Tell me all about you.’

‘There’s not much to tell,’ Cat said, shrugging. ‘Went to catering college, took a variety of jobs in London to get onto the career ladder, travelled a bit to expand my knowledge of food and ended up at La Perle. Now I’m here.’

Seb stared at her. ‘That’s it? No disastrous career moves, no sweeping romances that broke your heart but taught you more than you dreamed possible in the process? No moments of insane happiness followed by the depths of despair?’

Cat took a long sip of water and avoided his incredulous gaze. ‘I didn’t say that,’ she said quietly.

He grew still. ‘You don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Not really,’ she said and looked up. ‘For a long time, I was married to my work. Does that make me boring?’

He gave her a rueful smile. ‘No. It’s probably easier than being married to a person. Cheaper when you need to get divorced, too.’

He was being flippant on purpose, she realised, trying to make her laugh. ‘Thank you.’

He shrugged and picked up the menu. ‘Don’t mention it. Now, do you think your hangover can cope with sharing a dessert or shall we save that for next time?’

‘Next time?’ Cat repeated, smiling at his cockiness. ‘There’s going to be a next time?’

Seb’s gaze was warm when it met hers. ‘Oh, I think there are going to be lots of next times. Don’t you?’

Cat felt the flicker of attraction she’d noticed the night before turn into a surge. ‘I hope so.’

*

Monday morning dawned grey and foggy. Sadie dropped Lissy off to school and drove into Chester, painfully aware of the slower than usual traffic. Cat had been at the shop for hours, baking fresh batches of biscuits so that they would be cool enough for Sadie to ice when she arrived, and it didn’t really matter that the traffic was crawling along today. But it would be a different story once the shop was open; Cat couldn’t be downstairs baking and upstairs serving customers at the same time. Sadie needed to find a way of making sure she reached the shop by nine-thirty each day. The trouble was that Lissy’s school day didn’t start until eight-fifty and it only took one accident on Sadie’s route into the city to cause major problems. She was starting to wonder whether they were going to need some help to run the shop, especially in the run-up to Christmas.

She arrived at the shop just after ten o’clock, red-faced and flustered from hurrying through the slippery streets. It didn’t matter how many times Cat reassured her that there was no harm done, Sadie felt uncomfortable and out of sorts for the rest of the morning. She couldn’t settle to pipe icing onto the biscuits, something that she’d come to find soothing now that she was more practised at it, and began to arrange the shelves instead.

Cat appeared at her elbow just after midday. ‘Come on,’ she said, handing Sadie her coat and bag. ‘I’m taking you out for pancakes.’

Let’s Go Dutch was starting to fill up with lunchtime trade. Jaren greeted them both warmly and found them a table in the window so they could observe the behaviour of customers around the Court.

‘He’s so thoughtful,’ Sadie said, watching Jaren stop by another table and check everything was to the diners’ satisfaction. ‘Don’t you think?’

Cat’s eyes were fixed on Seb’s, three floors up. ‘Hmmm?’

‘Jaren is so thoughtful,’ Sadie repeated, narrowing her eyes at her friend. ‘He and Andrew are planning to elope together on the big yellow school bus.’

‘Good,’ Cat replied absently. ‘That sounds like a great idea.’

Sadie folded her arms. ‘Is the only reason you brought me here so that you could spy on Seb?’

‘What?’ Cat stared at her in guilty surprise. ‘No, of course not. I just thought you could do with a change of scene, that’s all. And I’m quite curious about Jaren’s menu so coming here seemed like a good idea, but we can go somewhere else if you’d rather.’

‘Of course we can’t,’ Sadie said. ‘What would Jaren think?’

‘What would I think of what?’ Jaren said, appearing at their table with a small notepad in his hand.

‘Nutella-flavoured pancakes,’ Cat said without missing a beat. ‘They’re very popular in France but I’m not sure so I wondered how you felt about them.’

Sadie wanted the ground to swallow them up. He must know Cat was lying, surely? But he shook his head, as though giving the question serious thought. ‘If you asked me outside of these walls,’ he said in a hushed tone of voice, ‘I would tell you that Nutella and pancakes have no business even being in the same sentence. But since they are one of our most popular menu items, my official response is that they are a match made in heaven.’

Sadie laughed. ‘What do you recommend for someone who only eats pancakes once a year, with lemon and syrup?’

He studied her thoughtfully. ‘For you, I recommend the creamed spinach and ricotta pancake, with a side order of bitterballen. They’re a kind of meatball, with a mustardy sauce.’ He turned his gaze to Cat. ‘And for you, perhaps the smoked salmon pancake with sliced green beans and a lemon and dill dressing, with cheesy kaasballen as a side?’

Sadie gave Cat an enquiring look. ‘Sounds delicious,’ Cat said, nodding.

Jaren made a note of their order and hurried away to the kitchen. ‘He’s probably going to warn him that he’s got a Michelin-starred chef to impress,’ Sadie joked, but she knew it was probably closer to the truth than either of them wanted to admit. All of Castle Court’s food business owners had seemed a little in awe of Cat once they’d discovered where she’d worked before coming back to Chester; all except Cherie and Greg, who continued to remain aloof. And Cat would probably maintain that a bit of awe and respect was no bad thing in the food industry but Sadie wasn’t so sure.

‘Cat, do you think we’ve bitten off more than we can chew by diving straight into opening a shop?’ she said suddenly. ‘Do you think perhaps we should have done a business course first, learned how to do things properly?’

Cat frowned. ‘What do you mean, properly? What have we done so far that isn’t proper?’

‘It just feels a bit sudden, that’s all,’ Sadie said, beginning to wish she’d kept quiet. ‘A bit rushed.’

‘It’s taken a while to get to this stage, Sadie,’ Cat replied, still frowning. ‘And things are starting to come together – I’m not sure what you think we ought to be doing differently.’

Sadie hesitated. Cat wasn’t wrong; the various strands of Smart Cookies did seem to be dovetailing. But worry still nagged at her. ‘Maybe we should have gone with an online business first,’ she said, gnawing at her lip. ‘Started small and worked up.’

‘What is this really about?’ Cat demanded, staring at Sadie. ‘Come on, out with it.’

Heart thudding, Sadie explained her concerns about getting into the shop each morning. ‘What if Lissy is ill and I can’t come in at all?’ she said. ‘How will you cope on your own?’

‘We’ll hire some staff,’ Cat said, gazing at Sadie as though she’d grown two heads. ‘I was going to wait until the shop was open but we can start the process now if it makes you feel any better. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the past few years, it’s that you can’t do it all yourself.’

Sadie sagged in relief; she’d expected Cat to hate the idea but it turned out they were thinking the same thing all along. ‘Great,’ she said weakly, just as Jaren appeared with their food.

‘Here you are – the finest Dutch pancakes this side of the North Sea,’ he said, laying plates of delicious-smelling food before them.

Cat smiled at him. ‘Do you serve all your customers personally?’

Jaren grinned back at her. ‘No. Only the VIPs.’ He waved a hand at the steaming plates. ‘Enjoy.’

Sadie sighed as he walked off. ‘I’ve always admired a man who can cook.’

Cat picked up her knife and fork. ‘Believe me, the appeal wears off after a while. But Elin clearly agrees with you. I think she’s got a bit of a thing for Jaren.’

Sadie took a mouthful of food, savouring the delicate flavours for a moment. ‘You’re right,’ she said, once she’d swallowed. ‘But I’m not sure he has a thing for her. He told me on Saturday night that he was definitely single.’ She paused. ‘I also got the impression Seb and Elin had got together at some point in the past.’

‘Me too,’ Cat said. ‘But Seb practically admitted he’s been a bit of a ladies’ man since his divorce came through.’

‘Just be careful,’ Sadie advised. ‘The last thing you want is to end up just another one of his conquests.’

Cat gave her a look that suggested she wouldn’t mind that at all but she said nothing. They ate in silence for a few minutes. Sadie couldn’t believe how good her pancake tasted; maybe she’d try and introduce Lissy to the idea of savoury fillings too. She glanced around; everywhere she looked, people were enjoying their food. Jaren had a very successful business on his hands.

She spotted him in the corner, watching their table like a nervous parent on the first day of school. ‘Don’t look up, but Jaren is staring at you.’

Cat sighed. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have told him about working at La Perle. Now he thinks I’m judging him when all I want is a decent lunch.’

Sadie glanced over again and shook her head. There was a look on Jaren’s face that she thought she recognised. She opened her mouth to explain but just at that moment, Cat glanced out of the window at Seb’s. Sadie closed her mouth. Whatever Jaren did or didn’t feel for Cat, now wasn’t the time to mention it. Not when Cat was so clearly interested in someone else, Sadie decided.

She concentrated on finishing her pancake, swapping a few of her meatballs for some of the cheesy mozzarella balls, and pushed her reservations about Cat and Seb to the back of her mind. Because the truth was, when it came down to it, her best friend’s love life was really none of her business.


Chapter Six

In what felt to Cat like the blink of an eye, it was the weekend again. With only two weeks left until Smart Cookies opened, her days seemed to be filled with an endless blur of baking, biscuits and paperwork. The stock was building up, thanks to Sadie’s dedication, and the shop was actually starting to look the way it should, but Cat still found herself waking up in a cold sweat during the early hours of the morning, worrying about all the things she had forgotten.

Sadie was busy looking after Lissy and had no plans to come into the city. Cat was meant to have the weekend off too but she’d been restless at home on Saturday, unable to concentrate. She’d stopped by Castle Court just before lunchtime, intending to spend an hour or so finalising their order for packaging to keep the biscuits safe when they were sent out in the mail. Six hours later, she was still there. On the plus side, she now had an extra four batches of treacle-spiced biscuits ready for Sadie to ice on Monday morning and an advert for temporary staff to stick up in the window.

Scrunching her stiff shoulders, she climbed the stairs and gazed around the shop. Everywhere she looked, she saw signs of Sadie’s artistic talent; the shelves were packed with samples of the biscuit collections they’d designed together and that Sadie’s skill with icing had brought to life. A Nativity scene lay inside a Perspex box, ready to be assembled, complete with donkeys, shepherds and a tiny crib. And the Christmas tree stood by the door, waiting to be hung with shimmering edible baubles. It was going to be amazing once it was all in place, Cat thought, as she put the advert in the window and stared out at the shoppers and diners wandering through the freezing winter gloom. Everything was under control. So why couldn’t she relax?

It was a throwback to her final few months in Paris, when she told herself over and over again that everything was fine when it wasn’t. Not by a long way. And now she couldn’t trust herself. Cat almost laughed; it would have been funny if it wasn’t so tragic. She thought about going home but the idea of a long evening in front of the television made her feel even worse. It was too early to go for something to eat. But it wasn’t too early for a drink.

She found herself in Seb’s almost without being aware of deciding to go there. He blinked when she walked in, wincing at the noise from the early evening crowd, and then smiled. ‘Hey. You’re a sight for sore eyes.’

She slipped into an empty seat in front of the bar. ‘What do you recommend, Mr Mixologist?’

Seb raised an eyebrow. ‘For a pre-dinner drink?’

Cat shook her head. ‘For when you want to stop thinking.’

‘Right,’ Seb said and reached for a bottle. ‘How do you feel about Jack Daniel’s?’

‘I think he sounds like someone I could make friends with really fast,’ Cat said honestly.

Nodding, Seb set to work. ‘Bad day?’ he asked, pouring a generous measure of whiskey into the cocktail shaker.

Cat pulled a face. ‘Do you ever think about how many plates you keep spinning and wonder what would happen if you suddenly just stopped?’

‘Sometimes,’ Seb said. He picked up a bottle of sugar syrup and added a measure, then reached for the Angostura bitters and dropped three drops into the shaker, followed by some ice. ‘Do you want to stop spinning?’

‘No, although I did do that once,’ Cat said. ‘All the plates came crashing down and almost took me with them. But that’s not my problem today.’

He glanced up at her. ‘No?’

She sighed. ‘My problem today is that I think I’ve forgotten where my plates are. And that’s just as bad as walking away from them – they come crashing down just as hard whether you meant them to or not.’

Seb smiled and gave the cocktail shaker several hard shakes. ‘It sounds like you need to chill out. I bet your plates are totally under control,’ he said, pouring the mixture into a glass.

‘Which is what brings me here, asking for a cocktail that will help me to stop thinking,’ Cat replied.

He scraped his knife across the surface of an orange, releasing a length of peel and a heady burst of citrus that made Cat’s mouth water, and then picked up a lighter and ran the flame along the length of the peel. It burst into bright light for a moment, then Seb dropped the peel into the glass and pushed it towards Cat. ‘Here. Try this.’

Cat held the drink up to the light, admiring the way the tawny liquid was turned amber by the orange peel garnish. Then she put the glass to her lips and downed the contents in one.

Seb studied her for a moment, then puffed out his cheeks and grinned. ‘Same again?’

Elin arrived just after seven o’clock and insisted that Cat join her for something to eat. Cat wasn’t sure whether Seb had summoned the chocolatier or whether, like Cat, she’d merely wanted a drink, but it didn’t really matter. By mutual agreement, they ate away from Castle Court.

‘So, tell me about you and Jaren,’ Cat said, once steaming baskets of dim sum covered the table in front of them.

Elin paused before removing a bamboo lid and helping herself to a dumpling. ‘There isn’t anything to tell. We’re friends, that’s all.’ She fixed Cat with a level stare. ‘Tell me about you and Seb.’

Cat smiled. ‘The same as you and Jaren. Nothing to tell.’

‘Nothing to tell yet,’ Elin corrected her. ‘I recognise the look in Seb’s eyes and believe me, if he gets his way you’ll be more than just friends.’

‘Oh?’ Cat said, taking a sip of her jasmine tea. ‘That sounds like the voice of experience.’

The blonde woman shrugged. ‘It was a long time ago – I imagine there have been plenty of others after me. We went on a couple of dates, spent the night together and quickly realised we were better off as friends.’

Cat nodded; it was pretty much exactly as she’d suspected. ‘And you think that’s what he wants from me too.’

‘It fits his pattern,’ Elin said, her tone cautious. ‘But I could be wrong. He might want much more for all I know. I’m an expert in chocolate, not Seb de Jager.’

‘Luckily for Seb, I am very much in the market for a distraction,’ Cat told the other woman.

Elin smiled and raised her bottle of beer to tap against Cat’s. ‘Then it sounds like you might both get what you want. Cheers!’

*

The bar was much busier when they returned. Powder-fine snow had begun to drift down from the blackened sky and it seemed that plenty of Saturday night revellers had decided to take refuge from the wintry chill in Seb’s. Cat hovered beside Elin in the doorway, surveying the crowd and wondering whether she should head for home, but Seb spotted them and pointed at a table in the corner marked ‘Reserved’, close enough to the bar for him to be able to chat when he had a spare few minutes. Remembering her hangover of the week before, Cat switched to water after the first cocktail; however the rest of the night panned out, she wanted to remember it.

Elin’s natural reserve loosened after a few more drinks and Cat was surprised to discover she had a wickedly sharp sense of humour hidden beneath her Scandinavian coolness. She made Cat laugh with her descriptions of Greg’s pomposity and Cherie’s mean-spirited miserliness. ‘Honestly, if ever two crotchety souls deserved each other, it’s them.’

Cat conjured up an image of Cherie’s haughty demeanour and Greg’s balding, rotund head. ‘I must admit, I wouldn’t have put them together. How long have they been a couple?’

‘About a year,’ Elin said. She gave Cat a shrewd smile. ‘And I know what you mean – they are an odd couple. But Castle Court has a way of bringing people together.’

By the time Seb was ushering out the last reluctant leavers, Cat had developed a genuine warmth for Elin and felt better than she had for days.

‘Another drink?’ Seb offered, once he had turned the Open sign to Closed and locked the door.

‘Not for me,’ Elin said, getting to her feet. ‘Two’s company, after all, and my bed is calling me.’

Cat smiled as the other woman winked at her and made her way to the door, pausing only to whisper something to Seb. ‘Goodnight, Cat,’ she called as she left. ‘Have fun.’

Seb shut the door after her and turned to gaze at Cat. ‘And then there were two.’

Cat watched Elin make her way along the covered passageway. ‘Has the snow settled?’

He ducked his head to peer out of the window. ‘It’s turned to sleet. We’re in no danger of being snowed in tonight.’

Cat couldn’t decide whether he sounded relieved or disappointed. ‘Shouldn’t we call Elin a cab?’ she said, as the other woman turned right and vanished into the stairwell. ‘It’s after eleven.’

He shook his head. ‘Elin’s another garret rat – she lives two doors down from me, almost directly over our heads. I think she’ll be safe enough.’

‘Right,’ Cat said, feeling a sudden quiver of nervousness. Now that she was alone with Seb, she wasn’t sure exactly what she wanted to happen next. ‘Did you mention another drink?’

‘I did,’ Seb replied. ‘Although I need to know how fast you’re going to drink it. Because if you’re going to down it in one like the last two I made you, I’ll just pour a shot straight from the bottle.’

Cat laughed. ‘That sounds perfect.’

He went behind the bar and picked up two glasses and the bottle of Jack Daniel’s, then came and sat beside her. ‘So,’ he said, pouring a measure of whiskey into each glass. ‘How are those plates doing?’

‘Much better,’ she said, taking a sip of the drink he handed her. ‘I think they’re all under control right now, even the ones I’ve forgotten about.’

Seb downed the shot and poured himself another. ‘I’m very glad to hear that. I wouldn’t want them to come crashing down in here – I have much more interesting things in mind for us to do than clearing up broken crockery.’

‘Oh?’ Cat said, gazing at him. ‘Like what exactly?’

He studied her for a moment, as though gauging her mood, then leaned towards her. ‘Like this,’ he whispered, brushing her lips with his.

She felt her mouth burn where he’d touched her and she wasn’t uncertain any more; she wanted Seb. Reaching one hand behind his head, she pulled him towards her and closed her eyes, giving herself up to the moment.

When the kiss ended, they were both out of breath. Seb’s sea-green eyes were cloudy. ‘Want to get out of here?’ he asked, and Cat nodded.

Pausing only to switch off the lights, Seb led Cat through the back of the narrow kitchen behind the bar and up a short staircase to the attic rooms above Castle Court. Another time, Cat might have spent a few minutes gazing around the low-beamed apartment, appreciating its quirky charm, but Seb was demanding all her attention. Her fingers wrapped themselves in his hair as they kissed and tumbled their way into the bedroom. And then she was fumbling with shirt buttons, jeans, punctuating each item of clothing with small, urgent kisses.

‘Okay?’ Seb asked, in between caresses.

Cat gazed up at him, aware that he was giving her the chance to change her mind, to back out before the ground underneath them shifted for good. For half a second, she was tempted. Then she realised it had been months – more than a year – since she’d felt this alive. She nodded and reached out to tenderly touch his cheek. ‘Okay.’

*

Sadie knew something was different the moment she saw Cat on Monday morning. She was humming, for a start, bent over the work surface in the basement kitchen of the shop, a biscuit cutter in her hand.

‘Morning,’ Cat said, mouth curving into a soft smile. ‘Good weekend?’

Sadie tried hard not to frown. ‘Not as good as yours, from the look on your face. Is there something I should know, or are you just happy in your work?’

Cat cleared her throat. ‘Uh, maybe a bit of both?’

‘Tell me everything,’ Sadie demanded. ‘No, wait – I need coffee first. Then I want to hear all the details.’

Typically, it took her several impatient minutes to find the coffee pods, during which time Sadie ran through the possible options. There had to be a man involved – the softness of Cat’s smile spoke of intimacy and connection, the kind of things you didn’t get from even the most perfectly baked biscuit – the question was, which one: Jaren or Seb? There was an outside chance that it could be a stranger, Sadie mused, as she waited for the coffee machine to stop hissing, but one-night stands weren’t really Cat’s style. Sadie was willing to concede there was a first time for everything, however.

Placing a cup in front of an empty stool, she sat down at the table block and cradled her own drink. ‘So. Tell me.’

‘I was in a really weird mood on Saturday,’ Cat began, not quite meeting Sadie’s eyes. ‘Everything felt too much, like something was going to go catastrophically wrong and it would be all my fault.’

Sadie shifted on her seat. It was understandable that Cat would feel that way, given the way her career had gone in Paris, but this was the first time she had ever openly acknowledged it. ‘Okay.’

‘I needed to be somewhere that would take my mind off all the thoughts buzzing around it, so I went to Seb’s.’

Sadie did her best to keep her face neutral, although her heart sank at the mention of Seb’s name. She really had been hoping for Jaren.

‘It was busy and Elin turned up, so we went for a meal. And then we went back to the bar.’ Cat fixed Sadie with a crooked half-smile. ‘You’ll be amazed to know that I was Captain Sensible and switched to drinking water.’

‘I am amazed,’ Sadie said, unable to prevent a smile from creeping across her face. ‘Maybe even impressed.’

Cat grinned. ‘I think you can probably guess what happened next. Elin left, the bar closed and it was just me and Seb.’

‘And?’ Sadie asked, even though she knew exactly what was coming.

‘And we didn’t get much sleep, had a late lunch at a pub just outside the city walls and I slept for eleven and a half hours last night. At home, in my own bed. Alone.’

Sadie swallowed a sigh. She wanted to warn Cat, because Seb might be fun but he didn’t seem to her to be boyfriend material; his track record suggested he was strictly short-term. But Cat looked so content, so happy, that Sadie didn’t have the heart to burst her bubble. Besides, who was she to lecture anyone about relationships? Her own marriage had ended in infidelity and betrayal.

‘How do you feel today?’ she asked Cat, even though the evidence of her own eyes told her everything she needed to know.

‘Better,’ Cat said simply. ‘Like everything isn’t falling apart and we can actually do this.’

Sadie tipped her head. ‘And you got all of that from one night with Seb? He must be good.’

Cat laughed. ‘He is. But I think it was a combination of things – getting a fresh perspective on life was one. Acting on an uncomplicated mutual attraction was another. But—’ She held up a hand as Sadie opened her mouth to interject. ‘I’m not stupid. I know Seb isn’t going to be a long-term solution. But as temporary fixes go, he’s pretty good.’

There were a million warnings Sadie wanted to give. She swallowed them all. ‘So you’re happy?’

‘I’m happy,’ Cat replied, her tone warm and gentle.

‘Then that’s all I care about,’ Sadie said, getting up to give her friend a hug.


Chapter Seven

Sadie was surprised and delighted to see Adam tapping at the door of Smart Cookies on Wednesday morning, although she did her best to hide both. She hurried over to let him in.

‘Hi,’ she said, hoping she didn’t sound as breathless as she felt. ‘What brings you here?’

He held up a paper bag. It chinked. ‘Honey,’ he explained. ‘Cat said she wanted to buy some for your biscuits. So here it is.’

Sadie took the bag and peered inside at the jars of crystal-clear amber. ‘Great – thanks so much for dropping it in. How much do we owe you?’

Adam grimaced. ‘Forty-five pounds, please. I know it sounds like a lot but it’s premium, organic honey and a little goes a long way. It costs a lot more in the shops, believe me.’

‘I’m sure it does,’ Sadie said, charmed by his very British embarrassment at wanting to be paid for providing something of value. ‘My bag is in the kitchen – hang on.’

She was halfway to the stairs when a daring thought occurred to her. She knew very little about Adam, other than that he lived on a farm where he grew vegetables and kept bees, and she was curious. He hadn’t mentioned a girlfriend, and Cat said Seb seemed to think he was single, but Sadie couldn’t be sure without asking him. Maybe it was time to take a leaf out of Cat’s book and go after what she wanted . . .

Taking a deep breath, she stopped and turned around. ‘Actually, the kettle’s not long boiled. Have you got time for a cup of tea?’

‘Of course. I’d love one,’ he said, smiling. ‘Although it smells so good in here that you might never get rid of me.’

Sadie laughed. ‘I know what you mean. Come on, I’ll give you the grand tour.’

In the end, they had three cups of tea and talked almost non-stop. Adam explained how he’d fallen in love with beekeeping after inheriting his first hive from the previous tenant of the cottage he rented on the edge of Waverton village.

‘You’re serious?’ Sadie had said, staring at him in incredulous disbelief. ‘You live at Waverton farm? That’s less than a mile from my house!’

He’d let out a bark of laughter. ‘You’re kidding me. Where do you live – in Waverton?’

‘No, in Rowton. On Rowton Lane, in fact. We’re practically neighbours.’

From there, Sadie had discovered he was thirty-four and definitely single. The last time they’d talked she hadn’t revealed much about her home life, other than to mention that she had a young daughter, but now she saw no reason to be coy; she told Adam honestly about Daniel’s affair and the new life she was building with Lissy.

‘And now you’re starting a business with Cat,’ he said, throwing her an admiring glance. ‘It sounds as though you’re going from strength to strength.’

‘I hope so,’ Sadie replied. ‘Although opening Smart Cookies isn’t the least stressful thing I’ve ever done. I had no idea how much time it would take to get everything in place – we’re having to take on staff already and we’re not even open yet.’

‘I saw,’ Adam said, and hesitated. ‘Actually, I was going to ask you about that.’

‘Oh?’ Sadie said, noticing the tips of his ears had turned pink as he blushed.

‘Gardening is mostly seasonal work and winter is a quiet time of year for growing – I’ve pretty much only got sprouts and cabbages on the go at the moment. Beekeeping is the same – the hives need all the honey reserves they have to get them through the colder months.’ He paused and his cheeks grew even rosier. ‘So I’m sort of between jobs right now and I wondered whether you might. . .’

‘Whether we might take you on?’ Sadie finished as he trailed off. She bit her lip. ‘I don’t know – I think we were looking for someone with actual retail experience.’

Adam nodded. ‘I understand.’

Sadie eyed him thoughtfully, picturing him behind the counter upstairs. He’d certainly be popular with the hordes of female shoppers who were bound to be scouring Chester’s streets in search of the perfect Christmas gifts for their loved ones. And it would give Sadie an opportunity to get to know him better . . .

She made up her mind. ‘You know, I’ve often thought that enthusiasm is sometimes as good as experience. I’ll need to speak to Cat first but, just hypothetically, when might you be able to start?’

Adam smiled, bathing Sadie in a warm glow. ‘Does tomorrow sound too keen?’

*

Cat spent most of Wednesday evening propping up the bar at Seb’s, although she stuck to virgin cocktails. At the end of the night, he’d made them both a nightcap and they’d moved to one of the leather sofas at the back of the bar.

‘I hear you’ve given Adam a job,’ Seb said, as Cat snuggled against him.

‘Not me,’ Cat said mildly. ‘It was all Sadie’s idea.’

‘How do you feel about it?’

Cat shrugged. ‘We’d already agreed we needed help so I don’t mind, as long as he learns fast and pulls his weight.’ She thought for a moment longer. ‘And gives me discounted honey, of course.’

Seb laughed. ‘Hey, don’t overwork the supply – the rest of us need honey from those bees too. You won’t be popular if he runs out.’ He paused. ‘And speaking of being popular, there’s something you need to know. Greg and Cherie have been trying to stir things up amongst the other businesses around the Court.’

‘In what way?’ Cat asked, frowning.

He eased away from her and looked her in the eye. ‘They’re saying that you haven’t been honest with us – that you’re not who you say you are. Is that true?’

Cat almost dropped her drink. ‘What?’

Now it was Seb’s turn to shrug. ‘It’s all talk at the moment – no one is taking them seriously.’

She stared at him, outrage and confusion battling for supremacy. ‘I don’t understand what they even mean – of course I am who I say. Why would I lie?’

‘I have no idea,’ he said, spreading his hands helplessly. ‘I’m only telling you what Andrew and Earl told me. Obviously, Greg and Cherie aren’t stupid enough to approach me directly with any of their suspicions.’

Cat stiffened. ‘Suspicions? What does that mean?’

Seb took a long sip of his drink and sighed. ‘I think they’re casting doubt on your professional qualifications. But I don’t have any more detail than that. Maybe you should stop by the diner, speak to the guys there.’

Cat narrowed her eyes in fury. ‘Or maybe I’ll call into the bistro or the patisserie and get the dirt straight from the horses’ mouths.’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘I’ve barely even spoken to either of them. What exactly is their problem?’

‘I don’t know but whatever it is, it only seems to be with you,’ Seb said. ‘I haven’t heard Sadie’s name mentioned.’

‘Great,’ Cat said, slumping back against the sofa. ‘Just great.’

Seb slipped an arm around her shoulders. ‘Like I said, no one is paying them much attention. I just thought you ought to know, that’s all.’

She did her best to smile at him but she knew it was a poor effort. ‘I know. Thank you.’

‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe you should confront them and find out what it’s all about.’

‘Believe me, I intend to,’ Cat said, with a grim little smile. ‘First thing tomorrow morning.’

*

Cherie didn’t look surprised to see Cat when she walked into the patisserie shop early on Thursday morning. ‘What do you want?’ she asked, without so much as a ghost of a smile.

‘I think you know,’ Cat said, equally cold.

Cherie gave a single short nod and glanced at the young assistant behind the counter. ‘Keris, go and grab yourself a coffee.’

The girl looked up, startled, but didn’t argue. ‘Yes, Cherie.’

The older woman waited until she had gone before glaring at Cat once more. ‘Well? Say what you’ve come to say.’

‘I heard you’ve been saying some pretty slanderous things about me,’ Cat said, her tone blunt.

Cherie folded her arms. ‘It’s only slander if it isn’t true.’

‘Really?’ Cat demanded. ‘So you telling everyone that I’m not who I say I am – that’s true, is it?’

Cherie said nothing.

‘And you saying that I’ve lied about my qualifications – that’s true as well?’ Cat went on furiously. ‘Because I can assure you, I haven’t. I’ve got the framed certificates to prove it and I’m more than happy to let you see them.’

The other woman’s gaze flickered with uncertainty. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she snapped.

‘I’m not the one being ridiculous here,’ Cat exploded. ‘You are. What is your problem, Cherie? You wanted our premises, is that it?’

Cherie’s eyes tightened. ‘My problem is that people deserve to know the truth about the people who sell them food, especially when those people claim to be some hoity-toity chef from Paris. My problem is that you’re not fit to call yourself a chef in the first place!’

Cat stared at her in complete bewilderment. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. Are you ill? Because I promise you, I was a hoity-toity chef in Paris, as you call it. Want to see my references?’

And now Cherie did allow herself a thin-lipped smile. ‘No need. Greg’s got all that in hand. Now, get out of my shop before I call the police and have you arrested for harassment.’

*

Sadie stared, open-mouthed, as Cat recounted the exchange.

‘She said what?’

‘I know,’ Cat said, managing a shaky laugh as she leaned against the kitchen table. ‘Another particular highlight was when she followed me along the Court, telling me she was going to ruin me. I honestly think she might be a bit unhinged.’

‘That certainly explains the look she gave me yesterday morning,’ Sadie said, thinking back to the ferocious scowl Cherie had sent her way when she’d passed her in the Court and said good morning. ‘How – it’s just so weird.’

Cat ran a hand through her curls and glanced at the stairs that led to the shop, where Adam was painstakingly hanging biscuit baubles onto the Christmas tree. She lowered her voice. ‘The thing is, even if Cherie thinks she knows something about what happened at La Perle, she’s almost certainly got the wrong end of the stick. No one who knows why I left could be under any illusion that it was in some way my fault.’

Sadie shook her head. ‘You had a breakdown brought on by overwork and stress,’ she said gently. ‘It definitely wasn’t your fault.’

Cat hesitated. There was more to the story of why she’d left La Perle. But she wasn’t sure she was ready to share that with Sadie – she wasn’t sure she was ready to share it with anyone. ‘I know,’ she said, sighing. ‘I suppose I’m going to have to confront Greg next.’

‘Don’t do it alone,’ Sadie said, her eyes widening in alarm. ‘Take Seb or Adam with you.’

‘I don’t need back-up,’ Cat said dismissively. ‘Greg’s hardly likely to get violent.’

‘Even so,’ Sadie insisted. ‘Promise me you won’t confront him on your own. Apart from anything else, I need you in one piece to interview the woman who came in about the job.’

Cat sighed. ‘Fine. I promise. I’ll see if Seb can take a break and come with me this afternoon.’

*

They waited until the lunchtime rush was well and truly over to visit Greg’s bistro. La Clé d’Argent still had plenty of customers lingering over chocolates and coffee after their meals. Greg was standing by a desk near the door, consulting a diary, when Cat and Seb walked in.

‘Good afternoon, Greg,’ Cat said as he looked up, her tone cool but designed to carry across the half-empty restaurant. ‘I imagine you’ve been expecting me.’

His plump jowls quivered with disdain as he glared at her. ‘Not out here, please,’ he snapped. ‘Or do you lack even the most basic business sense? But what am I saying – you were strictly a behind-the-scenes employee at La Perle, weren’t you?’

It was such a flatly ironic statement that Cat wanted to laugh. Beside her, Seb bristled. ‘Watch it, Greg. There’s no need to be rude.’

‘I think you’ll find there’s every need,’ Greg responded. He snapped his fingers at them. ‘Come this way.’

Cat exchanged a hard look with Seb as they followed the bistro owner to an office. Once inside, he turned to scowl at them. ‘Well?’

‘Have I done something to offend you?’ Cat asked Greg, nonplussed. He hadn’t acted this way the first time they’d met, at the after-hours drinks party.

Greg smirked. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘Stop playing games,’ Seb said, not bothering to disguise the irritation in his voice. ‘I’ve lost count of the number of people who’ve mentioned your little smear campaign about Cat. What’s going on, Greg?’

‘She’s really sucked you in, hasn’t she?’ the other man sneered, tipping his head to one side. ‘That’s what she does – take it from one who knows.’

Cat let out an incredulous laugh. ‘Knows what? I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about. Until a few weeks ago we’d never even met.’

‘Word gets around in this industry,’ Greg replied. ‘We don’t need to have met for me to know all about you.’

‘You’re talking in riddles,’ Cat said, exasperated. ‘Cherie said she didn’t believe I had the right to call myself a chef – that I’d somehow faked my qualifications. Is that what you’re getting at?’

Greg gave her an oily smile. ‘I’ve no doubt you’ve faked many things in recent years, although I am willing to concede you completed your course at catering school. But your claim that you were good enough to run the kitchens at La Perle – that is more . . . controversial, shall we say?’

‘Spit it out,’ Seb growled.

‘He can’t,’ Cat said in disgust. ‘Because it isn’t true. I worked my arse off to make it to the top of the catering industry and you don’t get to be head chef at a Michelin-starred restaurant unless you are the best. There isn’t a single thing you can say that will change that.’

Greg’s eyes gleamed. ‘Interesting choice of phrase,’ he said. ‘I have no doubt you did “work your arse off”. In fact, I know many people who would totally agree.’

Cat stared at him for a moment, then shrugged. ‘I don’t have time for this. Are you going to stop bad-mouthing me to the rest of the Castle Court shopkeepers?’

‘No,’ Greg said, his voice suddenly cracking like a whip. ‘I don’t like liars and I especially don’t like those whose lies damage my friends. So you may rest assured, Cat Garcia, that I will not rest until I have exposed your deceit. Goodbye.’

White-lipped and furious, Cat turned on her heel and stalked out of the office. She waited until they were clear of the bistro and among the crowds in Castle Court before she spoke. ‘What did he mean, damage his friends?’ she asked Seb in bewilderment. ‘Does he think I’ve done something to hurt Cherie?’

Seb raised his shoulders helplessly. ‘Don’t ask me. It’s no secret she wanted your shop but that doesn’t explain this level of vitriol. I’ve got no idea what’s going on.’

‘Me either,’ Cat said. She pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling the start of a headache looming. ‘None of this makes any sense.’

‘I suppose we’ll just have to hope they get bored of being so unpleasant,’ Seb replied. ‘And if they don’t—’

He stopped and gave her a meaningful look.

‘And if they don’t, what?’ Cat asked.

He pulled her close and dropped a kiss on her forehead. ‘If they don’t, they’ll have me to deal with, and a few of the other business owners around here. Elin in particular is a force of nature when she’s angry.’

Cat tried to picture the chocolate-shop owner in a rage about anything and failed. She sighed. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, eh?’

*

Thursday rolled into Friday. Cat and Sadie became wrapped up in making sure everything was ready for the shop to open on Saturday. Seb consulted the other shopkeepers and reported that Cherie and Greg appeared to have calmed down, and once Cat had filled Sadie in on the showdown with Greg, the two friends agreed to let the bizarre behaviour slip to the back of their minds. They had more important things to worry about.

‘Left a bit,’ Cat instructed, late on Friday afternoon, as Adam balanced on a stepladder to pin bunting on the ceiling. ‘No, that’s too far. Right a bit. There – perfect!’

Adam pressed the drawing pin into the plaster and climbed down to admire the effect. ‘Nice,’ he said, glancing around the fully stocked shop. ‘It looks great, actually.’

Sadie smiled. ‘It does, doesn’t it? And I don’t think we’d have managed it without your help, Adam.’

He blushed, causing Cat to glance at Sadie with undisguised amusement. ‘Rubbish,’ he said. ‘All I’ve done is stack things on shelves.’

‘Which has freed me up to finish icing the final batches of biscuits ready for the morning,’ Sadie pointed out.

‘And allowed me to start processing the website orders,’ Cat added. ‘So thank you from both of us. I think we might just about be ready.’

Sadie checked her watch, grateful that Daniel had been able to step in and collect Lissy from school. He’d been keen to help out for weeks, wearing down her instinctive refusal until she’d finally given in. But she didn’t want to rely on him too much; she had no idea when, or if, the old Daniel would reappear and she didn’t want Lissy to grow too used to spending time with her father if he was only going to let her down again.

‘I should get going,’ she told Cat reluctantly. ‘Is there anything else you need me to do?’

‘No,’ Cat said. ‘Go home and get an early night. You too, Adam. With a bit of luck, tomorrow is going to be busy.’

Sadie glanced across at Adam. ‘How are you getting home?’ she asked, aware that he usually relied on the infrequent bus in and out of the city. ‘Do you need a lift?’

Instantly, he shook his head. ‘No, don’t worry. It’s out of your way.’

She smiled. ‘Yes, it will probably add a whole five minutes onto my journey. Don’t be silly – let me drop you off at the farm.’

He hesitated, causing Cat to roll her eyes. ‘Just accept, Adam, and make everyone happy.’

With one last glance at Sadie, he nodded. ‘Okay. Thank you.’

Sadie felt a sudden squirm of pleasure at the thought of a whole thirty minutes alone in the car with him. ‘Great,’ she said, hoping her eagerness didn’t show on her face. ‘I’m parked at Cat’s, underneath Victory Street. Grab your coat and let’s go.’

When they were both ready, Sadie let Adam wander out into the fairy-lit glow of Castle Court and took a moment to stand beside Cat, gazing around at the shop.

‘Well, we did it,’ she said, with a little laugh of disbelief.

‘We did,’ Cat replied. ‘And now the hard work really begins.’

Sadie puffed out a long breath. ‘I suppose so. What time is the new assistant arriving tomorrow?’

‘Eight-thirty,’ Cat said. ‘There should be just enough time to show her the ropes and then it will be showtime.’

‘I hope people come,’ Sadie said, gnawing at her lip.

‘So do I,’ Cat answered, giving her shoulders an affectionate squeeze. ‘Otherwise we’re going to be eating these biscuits for the rest of our lives.’


Chapter Eight

The car journey whizzed by faster than Sadie could have thought possible. Typically, there was no traffic to slow them down, no rain that meant she could rationalise driving below the speed limit; all too soon, they were pulling up outside Adam’s cottage in Waverton.

‘Thanks for the lift,’ he said, as Sadie pulled on the handbrake. ‘You’ve saved me around an hour and a half of standing at a freezing cold bus stop.’

She smiled. ‘Don’t mention it. And you should drop me a message if you’re ever heading into town first thing in the morning – it’s no trouble to pop down and pick you up.’

Adam nodded. ‘Thanks, I might just take you up on that.’ He paused and threw her an embarrassed look. ‘I’d invite you in but I wasn’t really expecting company when I left this morning and it’s not really what you’d call guest-fresh in there.’

Sadie laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I have to go and collect Lissy now anyway.’ Her stomach fluttered as she glanced over at him. ‘Another time, maybe?’

His hazel eyes crinkled as he smiled. ‘I’d like that.’

Reaching for the door handle, he climbed out of the car, then bent to peer inside again. ‘See you in the morning, then.’

Sadie nodded. ‘See you then.’

He closed the car door and she watched him walk up the path to the darkened cottage. Then, worried her behaviour might seem borderline stalkerish, she put the car into gear and set off towards Christleton.

*

‘You’re later than I expected,’ Daniel said when he opened the door. ‘Everything okay?’

Sadie gave him a sideways glance but there was no accusation or blame on his face, just curiosity and concern.

‘No, just traffic,’ she fibbed. ‘You know how it is. How’s Lissy?’

‘She’s fine,’ Daniel said. ‘Her teacher said she had a fall in the playground at lunchtime but we patched it up with a dino-plaster and everything is right with the world again.’

He smiled and Sadie couldn’t help smiling back, marvelling a little at the fact that he’d had plasters in the house, let alone dinosaur-themed ones. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Well, thanks for picking her up.’

‘No problem. I’ve given her some tea – fish fingers and rice. Is that all right?’

‘Fine,’ Sadie said, even more astonished. ‘Thanks.’

He glanced across at her. ‘You don’t have to keep thanking me, Sadie. Lissy is my child too – I’m not doing anything a million other dads don’t do every day.’

Sadie chose her words with care. ‘Yes, but you haven’t ever done it before, Daniel,’ she said gently. ‘That’s why I’m a bit taken aback.’

He glanced towards the kitchen, where Sadie could just see Lissy’s back as she sat at the table. ‘Have you got a minute?’ he asked, turning back to Sadie. ‘There’s something I’ve been meaning to say for a while.’

Sadie’s heart lurched into her mouth. The last time Daniel had done this, it had been to confess to having an affair. What was it going to be this time – he wanted an easy divorce so that he could marry the woman?

‘If you’re quick,’ she said, hearing the tightness in her own voice.

He led her along the hallway and into the living room. ‘Have a seat. This won’t take long.’

Sadie did as he asked, trying to ignore the thudding of her heart. Whatever Daniel had to say, it couldn’t be more shattering, more world-destroying than last time, she reminded herself. He couldn’t hurt her like that ever again.

‘I’ve been doing a lot of thinking over the past month or so,’ he began, perching nervously on the sofa beside her. ‘Spending more time with Lissy has made me realise what I’ve been missing since the two of you moved out. I want to be part of her life, Sadie.’

‘Daniel—’ Sadie said but he held up both hands.

‘Just hear me out. I haven’t told you this because I wasn’t sure how you’d take it, but I finished things with Emma. It was never serious, anyway, more of a cry for help and it soon fizzled out.’ He took a deep breath. ‘And I know it’s crazy to even think this but there’s a part of me that hopes there might still be a chance for us, Sadie. You know, in time.’

Sadie felt as though someone had tipped a bucket of ice over her. This was the last thing she’d expected to hear.

‘Don’t say anything now,’ he urged. ‘I know I’ve totally blindsided you. But just give it some thought. And if you decide that there’s no way back then I’ll accept it. But I still want to play a bigger role in Lissy’s life – I want to be there for her, even if I can’t be there for you.’

‘Daniel,’ Sadie groaned, fighting the temptation to bury her face in her hands. ‘This isn’t fair. What the hell has got into you?’

He hung his head. ‘I’m sorry. But I can’t help how I feel. It’s like I’m waking up from some kind of weird out-of-body experience and only just seeing what an idiot I’ve been.’

She stared at him in bewilderment.

‘Just say you’ll think it over,’ he said again. ‘That’s all I ask.’

There was nothing to think about, Sadie thought. He was the one who’d been unfaithful. He’d been the one who had broken their marriage. But he’d also opened her eyes to what her life could be, who she was without him; would going back rob her of the independence she’d come to value so much? There was Lissy to consider too; she’d adjusted to their new life without much difficulty. Would more upheaval simply confuse her?

Sadie sighed, sagging under the sudden weight Daniel had saddled her with. What else could she do but agree to consider what he’d said? ‘Okay. I’ll think about it.’

His breath whooshed out in a grateful sigh. ‘Thank you.’ He got to his feet, his face shining with hope. ‘Now, let’s go and see the walking wounded.’

When Sadie got back into her car, she saw that she had a message from Adam.


Thanks again for the lift. Wouldn’t mind catching a ride in the morning, if that’s OK?


She sighed and glanced in the rear-view mirror at Lissy. It would mean dropping her off with Daniel first, then doubling back to collect Adam. But it would undoubtedly save him a lot of time and she’d be lying if the idea of spending more time with him didn’t give her a quiet thrill. She wrestled with herself for a few more seconds, then gave in and tapped out her reply:


Sure. See you at eight!


*

If Cat noticed that Sadie and Adam arrived at exactly the same time on Saturday morning, she didn’t mention it.

‘There’s tea in the pot,’ she said, as they stowed their coats away. ‘If you want coffee you’ll have to make it yourself.’

Just before eight-thirty, the shop door rattled and the new assistant, Clare, arrived. Sadie showed her around, explaining how the stock system worked and introducing her to the computer that powered the till system. ‘And lastly, don’t forget to give away the samples,’ she said, pointing to the bite-sized biscuits in cellophane packets that were piled up on the counter. ‘With a bit of luck once they taste them, they won’t be able to resist buying some.’

Just before ten o’clock, the Lord Mayor arrived to formally declare Smart Cookies open. A small crowd had gathered to watch as, with a flourish of silver scissors, she sliced through the blue and gold ribbon. Sadie grinned as the crowd cheered – she spotted Andrew and Earl applauding near the back, and Elin and Jaren right at the front with Seb. Cherie and Greg were nowhere to be seen but Sadie found she could bear their absence very easily. The Lord Mayor posed for photos with Sadie and Cat, and seemed delighted when they presented her with her very own Smart Cookies goody bag. And throughout the day, it seemed to Sadie that the till didn’t stop beeping as customer after customer fell under the spell of Sadie and Cat’s efforts.

The sky was beginning to darken and the crowds were starting to thin when Sadie saw Greg and Cherie marching purposefully across the Court towards the shop. ‘Adam,’ she called, trying to keep her tone even and calm, ‘could you do me a favour and pop across to Let’s Go Dutch and The Bus Stop, please? Ask Jaren, Andrew and Earl to come here right away.’ She lowered her voice and fixed him with an urgent look. ‘It’s an emergency.’

He didn’t need to be told twice. Once he’d vanished into the crowds, Sadie hurried downstairs to where Cat was chatting to some customers about the way Smart Cookies had come about.

‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to cut this short,’ Sadie said, interrupting with an apologetic but firm smile. ‘If you stop by the till upstairs, Clare will let you have some free samples to take home and try.’

Cat gave her a puzzled look but didn’t argue.

‘We’ve got trouble,’ Sadie said in an undertone. ‘Greg and Cherie are coming this way and they look like they’ve got something on their minds.’

Cat groaned. ‘Perfect. Just perfect.’ She squared her shoulders. ‘Okay, let’s get it over with. There’s no such thing as bad publicity, right?’

‘Right,’ Sadie said, with a confidence she didn’t feel.

Then Clare’s worried face appeared halfway down the stairs. ‘Er . . . there’s a man and a woman asking for you, Cat. They don’t look happy.’

‘Thanks, Clare,’ Cat called and glanced across at Sadie. ‘Showtime.’

Greg and Cherie were waiting outside, where Sadie assumed they’d decided they would have the biggest audience for whatever it was they wanted to say. Arms folded, they stared at Sadie and Cat with undisguised contempt.

‘There she is, the fraud,’ Greg called, pointing at Cat as passing shoppers slowed to a halt and exchanged puzzled looks. ‘Cat Garcia, ladies and gentlemen, the worst head chef La Perle restaurant has ever had.’

Cat grimaced. ‘Oh, please. Not this again.’

‘Don’t shop at so-called Smart Cookies,’ Cherie said, loud enough to cause more passers-by to turn their heads. ‘Who knows what you might catch?’

Sadie’s stomach tightened in outrage. ‘There’s nothing wrong with our premises,’ she countered, making eye contact with as many people as she could. ‘You’re very welcome to come inside and have a look.’

‘If you’re such a world-class chef, how come you’re working in a poky little biscuit shop in Chester instead of running another Michelin-starred restaurant?’ Greg said, his jeering tone carrying over the now-quiet court.

‘Sadie and I have dreamed about running our own business since we were kids,’ Cat answered in a level voice. ‘I’d had enough of working eighteen-hour days so the timing was right for both of us to open Smart Cookies. I handed in my notice and came back to Chester – not that I should have to explain any of this to you.’

A murmur of agreement rippled through the crowd and Sadie saw Adam pushing his way through, with Jaren, Andrew and Earl behind him. Obviously sensing he was losing sympathy, Greg upped his game. ‘There’s a reason you started your own business instead of trying to get a job at another restaurant, isn’t there?’ he sneered. ‘Something you don’t want anyone to know.’

Cat stared at him. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking—’

Greg didn’t allow her to finish. He cut across her with white-hot scorn. ‘You didn’t leave La Perle of your own free will. You were fired, weren’t you?’

Cat scowled in fury. ‘That’s not true,’ she snapped. ‘I resigned because of work-induced stress – I wasn’t fired.’

Greg gave a derisory snort. ‘You left before you were pushed, then. Either way, no one who worked there was sorry to see you go.’

Sadie felt Cat tense beside her. ‘Go home, Greg,’ she called, edging closer to Cat in support. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Don’t I?’ Greg said, his lip curling in disgust. ‘I know a lot more than you think – you convinced almost everyone with this superchef act. But not me – I saw right through you. You’re a fraud who crumbled under pressure, because the truth is you slept your way to the top!’

The crowd gasped. Whispers filled the air as Cat’s cheeks turned red. ‘I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, Greg, but I can assure you they are wrong.’

‘It’s true,’ Greg crowed, turning around. ‘I know people who work there – she was having an affair with the owner and that’s why he gave her the job. Look at her, guilt is written all over her face.’

Sadie glanced across at Cat and saw from her expression that there was something in Greg’s accusation. ‘Cat?’

‘It’s not true,’ she whispered back. Her mouth twisted with regret. ‘Not all of it anyway. I’m sorry – I didn’t want you to find out like this.’

Pulling herself up to her full height, Cat shook her hair down her back and gazed at Greg with contempt. ‘Okay, you want to know what happened? Here it is. The truth is, I didn’t leave La Perle willingly but it wasn’t because I was having an affair with anyone.’ Her eyes ranged across the crowd. ‘I had to leave because I wouldn’t have an affair, and the person trying to coerce me into one refused to take no for an answer.’

Angry mumbles broke out as the crowd took in what Cat was saying. Greg looked suddenly deflated, as though someone had pricked his balloon. He leaned down to whisper furiously to a pale-faced Cherie.

‘And before you demand that I tell you who it was, let me save you the trouble – I signed a non-disclosure agreement as part of my very generous settlement package when I left,’ Cat went on. She fixed Greg with a final glower of disdain. ‘So it seems your “source” had no idea what they were talking about. And neither do you.’

Seb pushed his way to the front and pulled Cat into a tight embrace. ‘Show’s over, everyone,’ he called. ‘And if you have any sympathy at all for what Cat has been forced to very publicly reveal, I suggest you make your way over to Smart Cookies and buy every single biscuit you can find.’

He waited until the crowd started to disperse and then made his way over to where Greg and Cherie still stood. ‘As for you two, don’t ever try to set foot over the doorstep of Seb’s again. You’re barred.’

‘That goes for The Bus Stop too,’ Earl called, his expression disgusted.

‘And Let’s Go Dutch,’ Jaren added.

Elin shook her head in pity as she glared at Greg. ‘Don’t expect me to supply your after-dinner chocolates any more either. Our deal is now terminated.’

‘Come on,’ Seb said, wrapping a protective arm around Cat’s shoulders. ‘Let’s get you away from all these prying eyes. I don’t know about you, but I could really do with a drink.’


Chapter Nine

It took several days for the trauma of having to publicly reveal her secret to leave Cat, and almost a week for her to stop feeling as though everyone was staring at her.

Sadie was horrified that she’d never guessed the truth. ‘I knew there was more to it than you let on but I thought you were embarrassed about losing control. Why didn’t you tell me?’

Cat sighed. ‘I didn’t tell anyone. I signed a non-disclosure agreement, remember?’

‘But still,’ Sadie said. ‘I hate the thought of you coping with all this on your own.’

‘I wasn’t entirely alone. I had a very good, very expensive French lawyer that François de Beauvoir ended up having to pay for,’ Cat said dryly.

Sadie studied her. ‘Is that who it was? The owner’s son?’

Cat nodded. ‘As you can imagine, he denied everything at first. But luckily for me, one of my sous-chefs had seen him trying to force me to kiss him and she wasn’t afraid to speak up when he finally realised I wasn’t going to give him what he wanted.’ She paused and shook her head in disgust. ‘It turned out I wasn’t the first member of staff François had put pressure on, but hopefully I will be the last. I cost him an awful lot of money.’

‘It’s all behind you now,’ Sadie said, squeezing her hand.

‘I thought it was,’ Cat said quietly. ‘But it turns out François had one last parting shot to send my way. I wouldn’t be surprised if he and Greg are friends, actually. That would explain Greg’s venom, and all those comments about damaging his friends. I assumed he meant Cherie but perhaps he was talking about François.’

‘That would make sense,’ Sadie replied. ‘Although he didn’t have a clue what had really gone on. I don’t think we’ll have any more trouble with him, anyway – Jaren says he’s been keeping a very low profile around the Court. But don’t hold your breath waiting for an apology – from what I hear, he’s too busy trying to patch things up with Cherie. She’s furious he fed her a load of wrong information.’

Cat folded her arms. ‘Huh – she’s only furious their ridiculous plan failed. But I don’t care about an apology. As long as they both stay out of my way, I’ll be happy.’

News of Smart Cookies had spread like wildfire and both Cat and Sadie had to work long and hard to keep up with demand as December flew by and Christmas loomed on the horizon. Their edible tree decorations were featured in Stylist magazine and The One Show sent a camera crew to film in the shop, taking particular interest in Sadie’s biscuit Nativity display. Sadie found herself relying on Daniel more and more for help with Lissy; he’d even started saving her a cooked meal at the end of the day and refused to let her leave without it. And Cat had been forced to put things with Seb on hold, warning him she barely had time to brush her teeth before tumbling exhausted into bed, let alone do anything else. He hadn’t seemed to mind – Christmas was a crazy time for all the Castle Court businesses.

‘It’s great that Daniel is helping out so much with Lissy,’ Cat observed to Sadie early one morning, as they worked side by side in the basement kitchen. ‘Are you sure he hasn’t been captured by aliens and replaced by a newer, kinder version?’

Sadie hesitated. She’d never told Cat about her conversation with Daniel, mostly because the events of the Smart Cookies opening day had pretty much eclipsed everything but also because she knew exactly how her best friend would react. But it was festering away inside her, keeping her awake even when she was worn out from long days in the shop, and she was starting to worry that if she didn’t tell someone, the whole thing would burst and poison her from the inside out.

‘He wants us to get back together,’ she told Cat bluntly.

But instead of looking shocked, Cat simply nodded. ‘I did wonder. He’s had such a personality make-over that it wasn’t hard to guess what was in his head.’ She gave Sadie a long, thoughtful look. ‘How do you feel about the idea?’

Sadie sighed. ‘There are times when I think it would be so much easier,’ she admitted. ‘But I haven’t really had time to think about it properly, to be honest. Things have been so manic here – it’s easier just to push it out of my head. You know how it is.’

Cat grimaced. ‘Oh yes. I know how it is. But I also remember how being with Daniel made you feel, and what he did to you. Don’t rush into anything, that’s my advice. And if you do decide it’s what you want, Daniel has a lot of making up to do. Let him work for it.’ She paused and glanced meaningfully at the stairs. ‘Or not, as the case may be. You do have other options, you know.’

She meant Adam, Sadie thought, dipping her head to hide the blush that was creeping up her cheeks. He’d been a rock since the shop had opened, cheerfully doing everything asked of him and more besides – Sadie had caught herself admiring his skill with their customers more than once as the days passed by and she could tell from the flirtatious smiles they sent back that plenty of other women appreciated his unselfconscious charm too. But it was more than just a physical attraction, she decided; she liked everything about him, from his passion for nature to his gentle, self-deprecating humour. In fact, the twenty minutes they spent together in the car travelling to and from the city was fast becoming one of the bright spots of Sadie’s day. She found him incredibly easy to talk to and they had so much in common – she’d lost count of the number of times they’d spent the entire journey laughing. But as lovely as it was to get to know Adam better, Daniel still loomed large in her life and his assertion that he saw a future for him and Sadie simply muddied the emotional waters. The only way to deal with her conflicting feelings was to push them to the back of her mind and focus on her work. After Christmas, she told herself. I’ll think about it all then.

Somehow, Sadie juggled Lissy’s end-of-term commitments without feeling as though she had totally failed as a parent but it came as a relief when school broke up two days before Christmas Eve. She’d reluctantly agreed months earlier to Daniel’s demands that he had Lissy on their first Christmas Day apart, anticipating that he might change his mind and jet off somewhere exotic and non-child-friendly with his new girlfriend instead. But Daniel had surprised her; now that he was embracing his role as a father in a way he never had before, Sadie was faced with the prospect of spending Christmas Day on her own. Unwilling to give Daniel even more time with Lissy, on the first day of the holidays Sadie packed a bag of games and toys and told Lissy she was going to visit Mummy’s work. Adam took the extra passenger in his stride, spending the drive into Chester playing I Spy instead of chatting with Sadie. She didn’t mind giving up his attention in favour of Lissy; it made her heart melt to see them getting along so well.

At the shop, everyone made a big fuss of Lissy.

‘Wow,’ Elin said, when she popped in with a chocolate snowman lolly for the little girl. ‘She is such a mini you.’

Sadie laughed. ‘She might look like me but when it comes down to getting her own way, she’s definitely her father’s daughter.’

Cat looked up and gave Sadie an enigmatic look, before busying herself with her work again. Lissy sat downstairs at one of the long trestle tables, colouring or playing with Sadie’s discarded icing bags, enjoying the attention she was getting from the Smart Cookies staff. The system was working well, until a large last-minute order came in from a luxury hotel in the centre of Chester.

‘They want how many festive gingerbread men?’ Sadie squeaked, when Clare passed on the message.

‘Four hundred and fifty,’ Clare repeated. ‘By tomorrow.’

Cat rolled up her sleeves and fired Sadie a determined look. ‘Right. We can do this. You can ice the stock we have already and I’ll bake some more.’

Sadie was so engrossed in her work that it took her a little while to notice Lissy was no longer perched at the long table. ‘Lissy?’ she called, frowning. ‘Where are you?’

Cat looked up. ‘Is she in the toilets?’

Lowering her icing bag, Sadie went to check. There was no sign of her daughter. Feeling uneasiness wash over her, she hurried upstairs.

‘Have you seen Lissy?’ she murmured to Adam, once he’d finished serving his customer.

He shook his head. ‘She’s not downstairs?’

‘No.’ Sadie looked around with a rising sense of panic. ‘Did she come up here? Has she gone outside?’

Cat was upstairs too, her face tense. ‘She’s not under the tables. Let’s spread out and check the Court. If she did wander out, she can’t have gone far.’

Trying hard to control her breathing, Sadie scanned the bustling courtyard. But with only two days until Christmas, the public was out in force buying last-minute presents; it was hard to find anyone in the crowd, let alone a five-year-old.

‘Please let her be okay,’ she mumbled to herself, pushing her way through the shoppers as tears pricked her eyes. ‘Please let one of us find her.’

But it was hopeless, she realised, as terror took over her heart. Once or twice, she caught a glimpse of auburn hair and forced her way towards it but it turned out to be someone else’s child. Breaking into wild sobs, Sadie climbed up onto an empty chair and opened her mouth. ‘Lissy! Lissy, where are you?’

People stared up at her as though she was mad. ‘Please,’ she cried. ‘I’ve lost my daughter. She’s wearing a blue dress and has red hair like mine. Please help me find her.’

Word started to make its way through the shoppers and they began to look around. Then, just as Sadie thought she would lose what little self-control she had left, a shout rang out. ‘Here! She’s over here!’

Sadie pushed her way forwards, not caring who she elbowed in her efforts to reach Lissy. When at last she arrived at the spot, she almost hardly dared to look. What if it wasn’t her, she thought wildly. But it was – she stood holding Adam’s hand under the branches of the fairy-lit oak tree. Tear-stained and terrified, Lissy’s small face dissolved into tears the moment she saw Sadie. ‘Mummy!’ she cried. ‘Mummy, I was so scared.’

Sadie gathered her daughter into her arms and held her as tightly as she dared, raining kisses onto the top of her curly head. ‘You’re safe now,’ she said, through her own tears. ‘That’s all that matters. You’re safe.’

She glanced up at Adam, almost too grateful to speak. ‘Thank you,’ she mouthed.

‘No problem,’ he said with a gentle smile. ‘No problem at all.’

*

‘Are you sure you don’t want to go home?’ Cat asked Sadie, for the fifth time. ‘You’ve both had a terrible shock.’

They were sitting at the long table in the basement, Lissy clinging onto Sadie and only letting go to take a bite of a chocolate pancake from Jaren that was bigger than her head.

‘No,’ Sadie said, stroking her daughter’s hair. ‘We’ve got so many gingerbread men to decorate – I can’t go.’

‘So take some with you,’ Cat said. ‘Work on them once Lissy is asleep later and bring them back tomorrow. We’ve got time – we can spare you for a few hours.’

Sadie shook her head stubbornly. ‘We’ll never get them all done. I need to stay here.’ She tried to get up but Lissy moaned, tightening her grip.

‘Face it, Sadie,’ Cat said in a kind voice. ‘You’re not getting anything else done this afternoon.’

Clare poked her head around the top of the stairs. ‘I’ve got an A-level in Art. If someone shows me what to do with a piping bag, I could probably copy Sadie’s designs.’ She hesitated and looked embarrassed. ‘I’m not saying they’ll be anywhere near as perfect but they’ll do the job.’

‘See?’ Cat said, making a shooing motion. ‘You’re not indispensable after all.’

Sadie glanced up the stairs, where Adam was serving behind the counter. ‘I need to give Adam a lift—’

Cat let out an exasperated growl. ‘He’s a big boy – he can get the bus. Now go – none of us is getting anything done while you’re in the way.’ She smiled, to let Sadie see that she was only joking. ‘We’ll see you in the morning.’

Defeated, Sadie managed a weary nod. ‘Okay. I’m gone.’

It wasn’t until later that evening, when she was tucking an exhausted Lissy under the covers, that the full emotional fall-out hit Sadie. She knelt at her daughter’s bedside, stroking her sleeping head and letting enormous silent tears drop unchecked onto her lap. And afterwards, when she’d had no more tears left, she’d sat at her kitchen table, surrounded by gingerbread men and icing sugar, staring at nothing, reliving the moment when she first realised there was no way she could find Lissy in the crowd. Eventually, she gave up any pretence at work and sent a text to Daniel:


Could you have Lissy tomorrow? I need to go into the shop.



His reply was almost instant.


Of course. Your place or mine?



Sadie sighed; if this evening had been anything to go by, Lissy would want the comfort of familiar things around her:


Here. Can you arrive by eight o’clock?



See you then, was his response.

And then Sadie went to bed. She lay awake for what felt like hours, then eventually fell into a dreamless sleep that was broken only by Lissy crawling into bed and nestling against her.

*

Getting ready to leave Lissy on Christmas Eve was even harder than Sadie expected. Daniel arrived just before eight and frowned when he saw her subdued expression. ‘Cheer up,’ he told her when she opened the cottage door to let him in. ‘It’s nearly Christmas.’

Sadie tried her best to dredge up a smile. She’d already decided not to tell him about the events of the day before; not until she had time to explain properly. ‘Take it easy with her today,’ she told Daniel, nodding to where Lissy was curled up on the sofa, watching a dinosaur cartoon. ‘She was up in the night.’

‘Sure,’ he nodded. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Fine,’ she said quickly. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

The weight of Sadie’s mood lifted slightly when she picked Adam up. He did almost all of the talking, describing two customers who had almost come to blows over the last angel biscuit in the shop and taking deliberate care not to ask her how she was feeling. At the shop, Cat gave her a long, warm hug and then pushed her towards row after row of gingerbread men. ‘Ice,’ was all she said.

Sadie didn’t leave the basement kitchen all day, although she checked in with Daniel often. Visitors came and went; Elin stopped by with a cuddly woolly mammoth for Lissy, Andrew and Earl had found what seemed to be the world’s largest toy school bus and had wrapped it in dinosaur paper. Jaren brought over some Stroop waffles – sweet waffles that needed to sit on top of a hot drink to melt the toffee inside – and a pair of exquisite wooden clogs. Seb had nothing for Lissy but presented Sadie with a bottle of ready-mixed cosmopolitan with a label that read: God knows you’ve earned it. And Sadie said thank you over and over, and hid her face more often than she cared to admit because their kindness was overwhelming.

When the enormous gingerbread man order had been delivered, the last frantic customer had been served, and the doors of Smart Cookies had finally closed, Sadie, Cat, Adam and Clare stood in the middle of the decimated shelves and gazed at each other.

‘Well, that happened,’ Cat said, shrugging in wide-eyed amazement. ‘I can’t quite believe we made it through but somehow, we did.’

‘Thank you,’ Sadie said, looking at Adam and Clare. ‘It doesn’t seem like enough just to say it so there’s a little present to show you how grateful we are behind the counter, and you’ll find a little extra bonus in your pay packets this month. We really couldn’t have managed without either of you.’

‘Don’t forget, we open again at nine-thirty on 27 December,’ Cat said, raising her eyebrows. ‘The public are going to need New Year’s biscuits and we’re going to be the only place in Chester they can get them.’

Both Adam and Clare nodded.

‘And I hope you’ve got the New Year’s Eve party at Seb’s in your diaries?’ Cat went on. ‘Friends and family are welcome too and Seb promises me it will be a night to remember.’

Adam glanced enquiringly at Sadie, who laughed. ‘Don’t tell me – you’re going to need a lift.’

Cat raised her eyebrows. ‘There’ll probably be a couple of spare beds at my flat, if you’re interested,’ she said, her tone dripping with innocence. ‘That way, no one has to worry about driving.’

Sadie was too embarrassed to look at Adam, especially when she saw Clare hide a quick smile behind her hand. Not for the first time, Sadie found herself wishing Cat could be less obvious – surely Adam had picked up the implication behind her offer? But when Sadie finally plucked up the courage to glance across, he looked exactly the same as always.

Cat took her arm as she was leaving. ‘See you tomorrow, right? Twelve-thirty at Seb’s.’

Sadie started to shake her head. ‘I’ll just be in the way. Why don’t I stay at home?’

‘Not a chance,’ Cat replied. ‘There’s no way I’m letting you spend the day on your own.’

‘Okay,’ Sadie said, giving in. ‘Twelve-thirty at Seb’s.’

The drive home was slow but Sadie barely minded the delay. Every radio station was in relentless Christmas mode; she and Adam sang along to the well-worn tunes and chatted for the entire journey. Snow began to fall as they reached Rowton, tiny flakes that danced onto the windscreen and melted into speckles of rain. When they pulled up outside Adam’s cottage, he gave Sadie a long thoughtful look. ‘I’ve tidied up. Want to come in for a coffee?’

Sadie watched the snowflakes whirl this way and that outside the window and thought she knew how they felt; the temptation to say yes to Adam was almost more than she could resist but at the same time, her mind was full of Lissy and getting home.

She cast an anguished look at the clock on the dashboard and sighed. ‘I can’t today. Sorry.’

He nodded, a smile of understanding pulling at his lips. ‘Another time, then.’

An awkward silence began to form. Sadie reached into the back seat of the car and retrieved a gift-wrapped box exactly the same size and shape as a Smart Cookies gift box. ‘Merry Christmas. I think you can probably guess what it is – even my parents got them this year.’

Adam smiled. ‘Believe it or not, I’ve never actually eaten one of your biscuits. So thank you – I’ll enjoy every bite.’ He pulled out a badly wrapped present that looked a lot like a glass jar from his bag. ‘Merry Christmas to you too.’

She shook her head in warm-cheeked delight as she took it. ‘You shouldn’t have.’

He shrugged. ‘Don’t get excited. I’m afraid this won’t be much of a surprise, either.’

Sadie tipped her head. ‘It’s the thought that counts,’ she said, and twisted around to plant a kiss on his cheek.

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. Then Adam slowly turned his head until he was facing her and gazed into her eyes. Sadie felt her pulse start to quicken as she psyched herself up to close the distance between them. And then, with a muffled sound that was almost a gasp, she leaned forwards and kissed him.

It only lasted a few seconds but it was enough. ‘Are you sure you can’t come in?’ Adam murmured, when she opened her eyes. ‘Not even for a minute?’

Sadie sighed again. ‘I’m sure. But there’s always Wednesday. We could leave work early,’ she said with a wink. ‘I know the boss.’

He laughed as he got out of the car. ‘I might hold you to that.’

‘Merry Christmas,’ Sadie called, as he walked up the path. ‘See you next week!’

Turning the radio up and giving in to the DJ’s relentless festive cheer, she sang all the way home.

Her good mood vanished the moment she opened the front door and saw the expression on Daniel’s face.

‘I think we need to talk,’ he said grimly, casting a meaningful look at Lissy. ‘Don’t you?’


Chapter Ten

Christmas Day arrived silently in Sadie’s cottage. There was no excited squeal as Lissy woke up ridiculously early and discovered the overflowing stocking at the bottom of her bed; no thud thud thud of little feet as she made her way to Sadie’s room, determined to share the unwrapping of all the presents her mother had spent the preceding few days so carefully packaging up. There was no noise at all.

Sadie lay there for a few minutes, listening to the unaccustomed hush. It was still dark; the day stretched ahead of her, long and empty in spite of her invitation to lunch with Cat and Seb. Another morning she would have revelled in the luxury of having nothing to do, no one else to cook for and run around after, but the memory of having lost Lissy in Castle Court was too fresh. Besides, this was Christmas Day and all she felt was her daughter’s absence. Lissy had cried the night before, when she’d realised that Sadie wasn’t coming with her to Daniel’s house, and no amount of reassurance that Sadie would see her on Boxing Day could placate her. Daniel had messaged late in the evening to say she’d worn herself out and was now sleeping and the thought had tormented Sadie. This was how it would be from now on, she thought, as the silence weighed down upon her; every other year, Christmas Day would be spent alone, while Lissy missed her and made the best of things with Daniel. Every other year, it would be something to dread rather than celebrate.

But it doesn’t have to be that way, a voice whispered. Daniel was offering her another option; a way to ensure Lissy didn’t have to split herself between her parents. If she accepted his offer, put everything into repairing the colossal damage their marriage had suffered, then she would never need to spend another Christmas Eve listening to Lissy sob again, or another Christmas Day aching with her absence.

Sadie and Daniel had talked for hours the night before, their voices hushed so as not to alert their daughter. Daniel had been furious; angry and scared that Lissy had been in danger but more upset that he’d had to hear it from her instead of Sadie. And as the conversation had worn on, it had inevitably swung back to their marriage. Daniel’s words still echoed in Sadie’s head the following morning: You’re not coping, Sadie. I’m not coping. And more importantly, Lissy is suffering because of us. We used to be happy once – can’t we find a way to be happy again? For her sake as well as our own.

She climbed out of bed and went downstairs, trying to ignore the small pile of unopened presents beneath the Christmas tree that was much more modest than the one Lissy had been delighted to help decorate in Daniel’s living room. ‘Daddy had to lift me up to put the star on the top,’ she’d told Sadie breathlessly when she’d arrived to pick her up the week before Christmas. ‘Isn’t it pretty?’

And Sadie had been forced to agree that it was; Daniel had surprised her once again.

The presents underneath Sadie’s own tree were mostly for Lissy: a couple from Cat, and some from Sadie that she’d kept back so that she and Lissy could open them together on Boxing Day. The largest one had Sadie’s own name on it – she had no idea what was inside; Cat had refused to give her any hints at all. And there was the small one that Adam had handed to her last night. The sight of it pierced her heart; if she went back to Daniel now, there could be no more tentative kisses with Adam. Their relationship would have to become strictly business-like if she was to survive the journey to and from work each day and resist the temptation to accept his invitation to venture inside the cottage for coffee.

Outside, she saw in the half-light that the garden was covered in a light dusting of snow. She stood at the kitchen window, staring out at the blanket of white. Lissy would be delighted when she woke up – it gave everything a shimmering, magical air; a freshness that hinted at new beginnings and fresh starts. But above all Sadie noticed the absolute stillness, here as in the rest of the house. Would it be so very bad to wake up with Daniel again, if it also meant waking up with her daughter on Christmas Day?

Of course it wouldn’t. But Adam, her heart agonised, what about Adam? And what about you?

Ultimately, there was no choice at all, Sadie realised, pulling her dressing gown tighter with a little shiver. Adam would understand that she had to put Lissy first; Cat would too, although she wouldn’t approve. And Daniel had shown another side to himself these past few weeks – he had made an effort and proved he cared. They hadn’t always been unhappy; perhaps, given time, they could find their way back to love. In the meantime, there was Lissy to hold them together.

*

In Castle Court, Cat woke up to the smell of bacon.

She stretched, gazing up at the beamed ceiling of Seb’s garret, and considered getting up. But if she did that then they might not come back to bed to snuggle beneath the covers and that was something she wanted very much. So she lay still instead and waited for Seb to reappear with breakfast, wondering whether Sadie was also awake. How would she be coping on her first Christmas alone? Cat reached for her phone, intending to send her a message, and she saw that Sadie had beaten her to it. Smiling, she clicked it open.


Spending the day at Daniel’s. Don’t be angry with me – I couldn’t bear to be without Lissy. Will explain everything when I see you. Merry Christmas xx


Cat dropped her phone onto the duvet with a groan of pure frustration. She’d known this was going to happen, right from the moment that Sadie had told her that weasel Daniel had suddenly started being Father of the bloody Year. Why hadn’t Sadie divorced him straight away? She’d certainly had good reason.

The bedroom door swung open just a few seconds later and Seb appeared, a tray laden with plates and steaming mugs of tea. ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said, sliding the tray onto the bedside table. ‘You’ll be delighted to hear there’s at least two centimetres of snow out there. We might even manage a snowball fight later. . .’

‘No thanks,’ Cat drawled, then squeaked as he climbed back into bed. ‘Your feet are freezing.’

He bent his head to kiss her. ‘But my lips are warm.’

Cat did her best to surrender but the thought of Sadie niggled at her. After a few moments, Seb drew back and studied her. ‘I’m sensing your heart isn’t in this. What’s the matter?’

Wordlessly, Cat showed him Sadie’s message.

‘Ah,’ he said, slumping back against the pillow. ‘Well, I can’t say I am completely surprised.’

‘Me either,’ Cat replied. ‘And that’s the most infuriating thing – I’m ninety-eight per cent sure she’s in love with Adam but Daniel has somehow managed to convince her to give him a chance.’

‘You can’t tell her how to live her life,’ Seb pointed out. ‘No matter how much you want to protect her. Just like you can’t make her face up to her feelings for Adam.’

‘I know,’ Cat said, sighing. ‘But I wish she could see Daniel the way I do. I thought she did see him that way, to be honest.’

Seb snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her close. ‘Give her time. Christmas does strange things to people – maybe she’ll feel differently in the New Year.’

Cat gave her phone another troubled glance; she knew Sadie well enough to read between the lines. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘There’s always your party, I suppose – Daniel won’t be around for that. Who knows what might happen as the clock strikes midnight?’

He nuzzled her neck. ‘Exactly. And in the meantime, Christmas is doing something strange to me. I think I might need your help to take care of it.’

Reluctantly, Cat pushed the thought of Sadie out of her head; there wasn’t much she could do about the situation now, anyway. It would keep until Boxing Day at least, she decided.

She gazed deep into Seb’s eyes. ‘You’re right, there is something I need to take care of,’ she told him, her lips curving into a smile of anticipation. ‘I’ve got a bacon sandwich to eat.’

*

The drive to Daniel’s took less than ten minutes, in spite of the snow. Sadie parked in the driveway and pulled out the front door key she’d kept in a drawer at home for emergencies. It was always possible Daniel had changed the locks but she didn’t think it would have occurred to him, and her suspicion was borne out when her key turned and the door opened. She kicked off her boots, leaving them beside the front door, and padded towards the kitchen.

‘Sadie?’ Daniel appeared at the top of the stairs, wrapped in a dressing gown, his sleep-creased face wary and amazed. ‘What are you doing here?’

Sadie took a deep breath. ‘I thought about what you said. And I realised you’re right – Lissy has to come first. So, if you want to try again—’ She paused and sucked in another gulp of air. ‘If you want to try again, then I’m up for it.’

Daniel’s face lit up. He hurried down the stairs but stopped when Sadie held up a hand. ‘I’m not rushing into anything, we’ll take things slowly. Lissy and I will continue to stay at the cottage but – if things go well – maybe you can come over to stay occasionally, or I can sleep here.’

‘Whatever you want,’ Daniel said, his voice shaking a little. ‘However you want it to be – I just want for us to be a family again. You, me and Lissy.’

Sadie swallowed hard. ‘That’s – that’s what I want too.’

He stepped forwards again and she knew this time there would be no stopping him; he was going to pull her into his arms. But then a door opened somewhere upstairs and the thud of little feet she’d missed so much that morning saved her.

‘Mummy!’ Lissy cried as she hurtled down the stairs and the delight in her voice swept away any last doubts Sadie had about whether she was doing the right thing. ‘I didn’t know you were going to be here. Daddy said—’

Sadie wrapped her daughter in a warm hug and closed her eyes as she breathed in the warm, sleepy scent of her. ‘I know but I bumped into Father Christmas in the snow and he offered to give me a lift so I decided to come and surprise you.’

Lissy stared at her, eyes wide. ‘You got a lift on his sleigh? In the snow?’

Sadie nodded, crossing her fingers behind Lissy’s back. ‘I did. Are you surprised?’

‘Yes,’ Lissy said. ‘Did he remember to leave some presents too?’

Sadie laughed. ‘I’m sure he did. Shall we go and look under the tree?’

‘Can we?’ Lissy cried, before darting off down the hallway towards the living room. Sadie followed but Daniel caught her arm as she walked past and swung her towards him, pressing his lips to hers in a brief, fierce kiss. ‘I love you. I always have. You know that, don’t you?’

Sadie hesitated, then nodded. As long as he didn’t expect her to feel the same way, they might just be okay. ‘Yes.’

He let go and sent a swift glance towards the front door. ‘I suppose I’d better go and put your car in the garage, before Lissy sees it and realises you weren’t entirely telling the truth.’

A delighted squeal rang out in the living room, followed by a feverish rustling that suggested Lissy had dived head first into the presents under the tree.

‘I didn’t think of that,’ Sadie said to Daniel. ‘Would you?’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Anything.’

‘Oh my goodness, there are so many presents!’ Lissy bellowed. ‘This is the best Christmas ever!’

‘You’ll get no argument from me,’ Daniel said. ‘There’s a little something for you too, under the tree. I got it in case – well, you know why.’

Sadie opened her mouth to object but Daniel hurried on. ‘Don’t worry that you haven’t got anything for me. Now you’re here I’ve got everything I need.’

She stared at him in silence, taken aback to see his eyes were moist with tears. ‘I—’

He shook his head, as though he couldn’t believe his luck, and smiled. ‘Merry Christmas, Sadie.’

Time seemed to stand still as Sadie stood in the hallway. Then a particularly excitable squeal from Lissy broke the spell. Sadie took a deep breath and dug deep for a smile of her own. ‘Merry Christmas, Daniel.’
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