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From fairy cakes to first dates!

Maddie Lamington’s dreams are crumbling around her. If she doesn’t come up with a plan to save her little teashop on Sweet Street soon, it might be too late…

So when she sees how the perfect apple crumble brings together her lonely father and faithful customer Birdie, inspiration strikes: she’ll set up a dating night involving all her sweetest bakes.

Luckily, seriously gorgeous Caleb is on hand to help sprinkle a little magic – and a lot of sugar! Could one night of scrumptious first dates fix Maddie’s heartbreak and save her beloved teashop, too?

A deliciously charming romance, perfect for fans of Caroline Roberts, Jane Linfoot and Debbie Johnson.
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Chapter One

There are lots of different kinds of kisses, from friendly pecks on the cheek to passionate, tongue-swirling embraces and detached air kisses (the latter of which aren’t even kisses at all, in my opinion). Currently, I’m being subjected to a rather enthusiastic (and rather wet) hello kiss, my entire face on the receiving end of a thorough licking.

‘Hello to you too, Franklin.’ I pull the podgy French bulldog’s wriggling body away so that his doggy kisses lap at the air instead of my face, and place him down on the pavement outside my little teashop, winding his lead around the drainpipe and securing it. Franklin – or rather his owner, Birdie – is a regular at the teashop. They arrive each Friday morning, after Birdie’s shampoo and set at the salon two doors down. I adore Franklin. He’s utterly gorgeous with his smooth, tan fur with a darker muzzle and a small patch of cream on his chest. His pink-lined ears are always alert and his chocolatey eyes are always on the hunt for a treat.

‘You spoil him,’ Birdie says with a good-humoured tut as I reach into the pocket of my pink-and-white polka-dotted apron and pull out a homemade, bone-shaped doggy biscuit. I don’t have a dog of my own – I don’t have any pets as the tiny flat above the teashop is barely big enough for me – so I make the treats especially for Franklin. I don’t mind. I love baking, whether it’s for my human customers or their four-legged companions.

‘I can’t help it.’ I hold out the treat and Franklin takes it gently between his teeth, drawing it from my fingers. ‘He’s so adorable.’ I pat Franklin on the head before Birdie and I step into the teashop. It’s quiet inside, with only one other customer sitting at the table closest to the counter. Robbie works for his mum at the florist’s three doors away, but I suspect he spends more time sipping banana milkshakes in my teashop than he does arranging flowers.

‘What can I get you today?’ I ask Birdie as she sits at the table by the window so she can keep an eye on Franklin.

Birdie doesn’t even bother to glance at the menu or specials boards. ‘Is the apple crumble on today?’

‘Of course.’ Apple crumble is Birdie’s favourite dessert, so I always make sure there’s a dish ready on Friday mornings. ‘Warm custard?’

Birdie grins up at me, her eyes sparkling. ‘Perfect.’

I’ve always loved baking. It’s my passion and has been ever since my grandmother tied a floral apron around my waist (wrapping the belt around my middle three times before tying it in a bow as I was only a tiny three-year-old at the time) and helped me to whip up my first batch of fairy cakes. I remember the warmth of the oven as Gran opened the door, the delicious smell of the hot buns, the anticipation of waiting for them to cool. I remember the gloopy icing sugar and the rattle of the tub of hundreds and thousands, the rainbow of bright colours as they tumbled onto the still-wet icing sugar.

Most of all I remember the sweet, sugary taste as I finally bit into the very first cake I’d ever made. The wonder that I, Madeleine Lamington, had mixed up a bunch of ingredients and produced an actual, edible and delicious treat. It was magic, pure and simple.

I’ve been making magic ever since.

Gran taught me everything she knew about baking – all the recipes passed down from her own grandmother, all the little tricks she’d honed over the years, and I’d always dreamed of opening my own teashop serving delicious treats, but it didn’t happen straight away. There was a long road ahead after I left school clutching an A* GCSE in food tech. A road that involved college, A Levels and waitressing.

Later came greasy kitchens and grumpy bakers, more waitressing and admin jobs to pay the bills (plus a soul-destroying stint as a cold caller trying to flog double glazing to people who had no desire to buy it. The only saving grace with that job was meeting Penny, who would become my best friend and ultimately help me to achieve my dream).

Through it all, I baked and I dreamed and now I’m the proud owner of number 5 Kingsbury Road, aka Sweet Street Teashop. It’s hard work, but I love every single minute of it. There is little else I enjoy more than seeing the pleasure my cakes, puddings and biscuits bring to my customers.

‘Cup of tea?’ I ask Birdie.

‘Yes please. I’m gasping. I had one at the salon, but the sheer volume of hairspray clogging up the air has undone all its good work. I’m spitting feathers.’

I make Birdie’s much-needed tea, placing it on her table before heading into the kitchen to warm the custard and spoon a generous serving of apple crumble into a red-and-white polka-dot bowl. I like polka dots. I like patterns in general, mixing and matching them throughout the teashop, from the bright, patterned tabletops (each of my five tables has a different pattern, ranging from a simple but cheery polka-dot design to a yellow rubber duck print) to the crockery I use to serve my desserts.

‘Lovely, thank you,’ Birdie says as I carry her order through to the teashop and place it before her on the table. ‘I don’t know how I’d get through the week without my Friday treat.’ She pats her slightly rounded tummy. ‘My body would thank me if I gave it a miss though.’

‘Nonsense. We all deserve a treat. Speaking of which …’ I pull the little bag of doggy treats out of my apron pocket and hand them over to Birdie. ‘For Franklin.’

‘Thank you, dear.’ Birdie takes the bag and pops it into the handbag hooked onto the back of her chair. ‘You really shouldn’t go to so much trouble.’

‘It’s no trouble at all.’ I place my hand on Birdie’s shoulder briefly before I move through to the little room adjoining the kitchen. Part storeroom, part office, the room is filled with boxes and sacks and the roll-top bureau that once belonged to Gran and now acts as my desk.

‘Is it busy out there? Do you need a hand?’ Mags, one of my wonderful assistants at the teashop, looks hopeful as she glances up from the desk. Mags has been working with me for almost a year, taking on the role of baker, waitress and bookkeeper (she really is Wonder Woman without the metallic knickers) when Sweet Street Teashop opened. I’m pretty poor at facts and figures (any numbers that don’t involve pounds, kilograms or other such measurements sail way over my head) but Mags is brilliant. Give her a pencil and a calculator and she’s perfectly happy to sit in this windowless room and take care of the business side of the teashop. Equally, give her a bowl, wooden spoon and access to ingredients and she’s just as happy and capable. I’d be lost without Mags.

‘We’re not busy at all,’ I say as I step into the room. If only. ‘There’s only Robbie and Birdie out there.’ I close the door and lower my voice. ‘How are the books?’

The corners of Mags’s bright red lips turn down. ‘Not so good.’ She shakes her head. ‘We need more customers. And fast.’

I’m already scarily aware of this fact. Have been since I opened the teashop doors almost a year ago and welcomed three customers that day. When, by the end of the week, I’d served a grand total of twenty-six customers – including my dad and my mum and her partner – I knew we were in trouble. The problem was, knowing this fact didn’t provide me with a solution for how to fix it.

‘Do you think another round of flyers would help?’

Mags shrugs her shoulders. ‘Perhaps. It didn’t have much of an impact last time, but we have to get the word out there somehow. Shall I get on to the printers?’

I press my lips together, unsure of the answer. Mags is right – we do have to spread the word – but printing flyers is a cost I could do without, especially when the outcome isn’t looking particularly promising. We’ve tried dropping flyers through letterboxes or handing them out to shoppers in the town centre a few times, and we’ve targeted specific groups, such as the local NCT group and the over fifties leisure classes, but it’s had little impact so far and we’re still pretty much welcoming the same core group of regulars that we started with. We need a proper push, something to attract a wider customer base.

‘Hold off for now,’ I say, opening the door and stepping over the threshold. ‘We’ll put our heads together later and have a proper think. I’m sure we’ll come up with a solution.’

We have to, otherwise the dream will be over and we’ll both be out of a job.




Chapter Two

Kingsbury Road is a gorgeous little oasis away from the hustle and bustle of Woodgate town centre. With its quaint cobbled road and short terrace of double bay-fronted shops facing a community garden, you can almost imagine you’re in a picturesque village rather than within spitting distance of a shopping mall and busy high street. We’re a twenty-minute drive away from Manchester City Centre, but there’s nothing urban about Kingsbury Road.

Unfortunately, as beautiful as our little road is, it’s a largely forgotten-about side street with little footfall despite its close proximity to the town centre. Attempts to entice hungry shoppers over in this direction haven’t been working out too well for Sweet Street Teashop.

There are five shops in the terrace, starting at one end with Paper Roses, a craft supplies shop, and ending with Sweet Street Teashop. Sandwiched between us is a florist – where banana milkshake addict Robbie claims to work – a hair and beauty salon and a letting agency. I can see Rehana and George from the letting agency right now, sneaking past the window with their cardboard cups and greasy paper bags from one of the coffee shops on the high street. Despite sitting next door to Sweet Street, they never pop in for their morning coffee, preferring instead to sip their caffeine from branded cups.

We have everything they could possibly want first thing on a Saturday morning – freshly baked croissants and bagels, pancakes and waffles with whipped cream and fresh fruit or gooey maple syrup, Danish pastries and cinnamon buns and all the coffee they could wish for – but we’ve never been able to tempt them away from the lure of the high street.

‘What are you doing here?’ Mags asks when she emerges from the kitchen with a batch of chocolate chip muffins and sees me hovering by the window. I’m tempted to wave at Rehana and George as they scurry past but I chicken out. ‘You shouldn’t be here. It’s your day off.’

Mags thinks I work too hard. She’s probably right but I don’t feel I have a choice right now. Not when my business is sinking faster than a mafia target tossed into a canal wearing concrete boots.

‘I’m not here.’ I step away from the window as Rehana and George disappear from view. ‘Not really. I’m just picking up the leftover apple crumble from yesterday.’ I head into the kitchen, leaving Mags and our sole customer (Robbie, again) in the teashop. Victoria, the final cog that makes up the Sweet Street machine, is blitzing bananas in the blender for Robbie’s daily milkshake. Making milkshakes and washing up is as far as Victoria’s expertise stretches when it comes to the teashop’s kitchen. I tried to teach her the basics when she first started working with us, but it was a bad idea. Very bad indeed. Sometimes, if you inhale deeply enough, you can still smell the charred fairy cakes.

But Victoria is great out front, serving the customers and chatting with them. I’m a bit awkward when it comes to the face-to-face stuff, feeling much more at ease with my mixing bowl than my fellow human beings, but Victoria’s a natural. She’s the youngest of the Sweet Street team at twenty-two (I’m six years older and Mags is thirty-something. Mags won’t tell you what the ‘something’ is and I won’t risk my safety by passing it on) and though she has a tough exterior, she’s as soft and squishy as a melted marshmallow inside. The lead singer of a band, Victoria is waitressing at Sweet Street until they’re offered a record deal.

‘How did the gig go last night?’ I ask as I open the fridge and pull the apple crumble out.

Victoria turns the blender off. ‘Good. He didn’t turn up though.’

‘He’ is a manager that Victoria’s band are hoping to impress so he’ll sign them and rocket them to stardom. She’s talked of little else over the past few weeks so I’m gutted for her.

‘Why not?’ It seems pretty shady to me to arrange to watch a band’s gig and then not bother to show up. Especially when Victoria’s been so excited about the gig and what it would mean for the band’s future.

Victoria shrugs. ‘He didn’t promise anything. We’ve got another gig next week so Nathan’s going to see if he’ll come to that.’

I want to tell Victoria not to get her hopes up but I know she will. She and the band (including her boyfriend, Nathan) formed when they were still at school and they’ve been working hard to achieve their dream ever since, performing insignificant little gigs for little to no money just for exposure. I know how it feels to have a dream, to want to turn your passion into a career so much it’s actually painful and the thought of not reaching your goal is enough to make you cry. I’ve been there. I am there, because although I have the teashop, it’s quickly slipping from my grasp and I don’t know what I’ll do if I have to say goodbye to it so soon.

‘I’ll cross my fingers for you,’ I say instead.

‘Thanks.’ Victoria smiles at me and she looks so young, despite her heavily lined eyes and piercings. Victoria has ten piercings – one each in her lip, nose, right eyebrow and bellybutton, plus three studs in each ear. She also has three tattoos but her leggings and oversized hoodie combo currently cover them up.

Victoria finishes the banana milkshake and takes it out to Robbie while I transfer the leftover apple crumble from its heavy dish into a plastic container. When I return to the teashop, I’m pleased to see a couple more customers enjoying coffee and pastries by one of the windows.

‘Don’t forget Paper Roses’ order this afternoon,’ I say to Mags as I pop the tub of apple crumble into a canvas bag and hook it onto my shoulder. The girls at the neighbouring craft shop run weekly classes and usually order a small selection of cakes for their tea break. I’m so grateful for their custom, I often buy sequins, spools of ribbon and other supplies from the shop even though I don’t have a crafty bone in my body.

‘I won’t,’ Mags says. ‘Now get out of here and enjoy your day off before I have to physically eject you.’ Mags places her hands on her wide hips and cocks an eyebrow in challenge. I hold my hands up in surrender.

‘Okay, okay, I’m going.’ I say goodbye to Mags and Victoria before I head out, praying custom magically picks up during my absence.

Dad lives on his own, in the house I grew up in on the outskirts of Manchester City Centre. The three-bedroomed house is too big for him to potter about in on his own but he likes to cling on to the memories of our family before it fractured. Mum and Dad divorced seven years ago but while Mum is happy with a new partner, Dad can’t seem to move on. I worry about him and it breaks my heart that he’s alone, which is why I visit every weekend – without fail – with his favourite dessert. We’ll sit in the kitchen with a bowl of warm apple crumble and custard and a cup of tea while we catch up.

‘Will tinned custard do?’ Dad asks, as he does every single week. I play along, releasing a long sigh.

‘I suppose it’ll have to.’ Gran taught me to make my own custard, which I use in the teashop, but it’s a bit of a faff at the weekend when I just want to relax.

Dad heats the apple crumble and custard in the microwave while I make cups of tea and then we sit at the table and Dad asks, ‘How’s your mum?’

Like the tinned custard, this question is routine and, as always, I feel awful when I answer. I want to tell him she’s not so good. That she and Ivor have split up, that she’s regretting ever leaving Dad after twenty-three years of marriage. That she wishes she’d worked harder, that she hadn’t given up, that she was mistaken when she’d said that she cared about Dad but didn’t love him any more.

But I can’t.

Mum’s happy.

And she still cares about Dad but doesn’t love him any more. She loves Ivor.

I’m happy for Mum, really I am, but I feel for Dad. I’ve been the dumped party, the one left behind. Left devastated.

‘She’s okay,’ I tell Dad, though I know it won’t be enough. Mum is a wound Dad likes to prod, even if it hurts like hell. When I split up with my last boyfriend, I couldn’t bear to think about him, let alone talk about him. I’ve shut the door on my relationship with Joel and locked, bolted and welded it shut. But Dad likes to know every little detail of Mum’s life because if he’s out of the loop, he’s truly lost her.

‘Did she have a nice holiday?’ I nod, a mouthful of hot apple crumble and custard rendering me unable to speak. ‘I bet she’s tanned, isn’t she? She only has to think about the sun and she’s golden. Not like me, eh?’ Dad lifts up an arm, flashing his pale, freckly skin. ‘Luckily you got your mum’s colouring.’

While I’ve inherited Dad’s auburn hair, I don’t have his perma-pale skin tone. All our family holiday snaps show Mum and I beaming at the camera, our teeth a flash of white against golden flesh while Dad grimaces, his skin painfully raw with sunburn. It doesn’t matter how frequently he applies his Factor Fifty, Dad will always, always burn to a crisp. It was one of the reasons he refused to holiday abroad and why Mum makes up for it now with Ivor, jetting off at least twice a year. I have a postcard from their latest trip to Hawaii on my fridge.

‘I haven’t seen her since they got back,’ I tell Dad. I hope that this will offer some comfort to Dad. To know that while I visit him often, I’m not off playing happy families with Mum and Ivor the rest of the time.

‘You should see your mum more often. I bet she misses you.’

‘I saw her just before they went away,’ I say, though this isn’t technically true. It was a month before they left but we’ve both been busy – Mum with planning her trip and me with trying to keep the teashop afloat – and we don’t have the same easy relationship I have with Dad. Not any more.

‘This is good apple crumble,’ Dad says as he scoops a giant spoonful towards his mouth. ‘Just like Gran used to make.’ He wedges the spoon into his mouth and closes his eyes. This is the best compliment I could ever receive. Gran baked the most delicious desserts and if my own creations taste nearly as good as hers, I’ll be very proud of myself.

‘How’s the teashop going?’ Dad asks once we’ve finished eating. He usually pops in at least once a week but I haven’t seen him since my visit home last weekend.

‘Great.’ I force a smile on my face and nod my head like Churchill the dog. ‘Really great.’

There are some things I can’t lie about. I’m truthful while telling Dad week after week how happy Mum is without him or while telling my friend Nicky that the guy she’s been bombarding with unanswered texts probably isn’t interested in her. I don’t lie about these things, no matter how difficult it is to tell the truth, but I do lie to Dad about the teashop. I can’t tell him that it’s failing. That I’m failing. That the money Gran left me in her will may have been wasted on a dream not come true.

‘It’s no wonder it’s doing so well if you keep making desserts like these.’ Dad gathers our empty cups and dishes and carries them over to the sink to wash up. When the doorbell rings, he holds up his wet, soapy hands. ‘Would you get that? If it’s those energy people, tell them to bugger off. I’m happy with the service I’ve got.’

‘Will do,’ I say, though I know I won’t. I’ll stand there while they blather on about the better deals they can offer and then I’ll politely decline, apologising as I gently close the door. I don’t do confrontation. Ever. Luckily it isn’t a door-to-door ‘I’m not trying to sell you anything’ salesman. It’s a woman (without a clipboard, ID badge or charity tabard), who takes a startled step back when I open the door.

‘Oh.’ Her eyes flick to the door, checking the number, checking she has, in fact, got the right house. ‘Is Clive in? I’m Jane? From next door?’ She poses the last two statements as questions, as though I may have an inkling who she is.

‘Jane?’ Dad booms from the kitchen. ‘Come in!’

I open the door wider and Jane-from-next-door takes a tentative step over the threshold, the corners of her lips twitching into an awkward smile. She follows me through to the kitchen, where Dad is drying his hands on a tea towel.

‘I’ve brought your screwdriver back.’ Jane reaches into the handbag looped over her arm and pulls the tool out, holding it out to Dad between finger and thumb, as though it could burst into life and attack at any given moment.

‘Did it do the trick?’ Dad asks as he takes the screwdriver and places it on the table.

Jane nods, the awkward smile flicking at her lips again. ‘Yes. Thank you.’

‘Thought it would.’ Dad moves towards the kettle, plucking it from its stand. ‘Would you like to stay for a cup of tea?’

Jane’s eyes brush over me, the smile flickering on her lips again. She looks like she’s got a tic. ‘You’ve got company.’

‘That’s just Maddie.’ Dad fills the kettle and flicks it on. ‘My daughter.’

‘Oh!’ The smile is wider now, more genuine. I try not to feel offended by the ‘just’ in Dad’s introduction. ‘I see! Of course. Hello, Maddie.’

I raise my hand and give a little wave, the awkward bug having been passed on.

‘So,’ Dad says. ‘Tea?’

Jane eyes me briefly before she turns to Dad. ‘I have to dash, actually. Maybe another time? Tomorrow?’

Dad nods, already striding across the kitchen so he can see Jane-the-neighbour to the door. ‘Sure.’

Jane beams at Dad, placing a hand on his arm now he’s reached her. ‘Thank you again for the screwdriver.’

‘Any time.’

I watch as Dad and Jane disappear into the hall, hear their muffled voices as they chat at the door. The kettle’s boiled by the time Dad returns to the kitchen.

‘What was that all about?’ I ask Dad, indicating the screwdriver still on the table.

‘Jane asked to borrow it yesterday. Asked me if I knew anything about plugs. She needed to replace one of hers so I wrote down some instructions and let her borrow the screwdriver.’

I want to drop my face into my hands. ‘Da-ad. She didn’t want to borrow a screwdriver! She wanted you to go over.’

Dad shakes his head. ‘Nah. Jane’s not like that. She’s very independent. Capable, like.’

Facepalm, round two. ‘She didn’t want you to go round to replace the plug.’ If there was ever a plug in need of replacing in the first place.

Dad grabs the tea caddy and pulls a couple of bags out. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘She fancies you.’ I am almost giddy. With relief. With hope. A woman fancies my dad. He doesn’t have to be alone any more! ‘Jane-from-next-door fancies you and she was trying to lure you round to her house.’

Dad shakes his head as he plops teabags into two cups. ‘Oh, no. It’s nothing like that. Jane’s friendly, that’s all. A good neighbour.’

I’m not convinced. I fling myself at Dad, wrapping my arms around his middle and planting a noisy kiss on his stubbly cheek.

‘Jane-from-next-door has a crush on you. I’m sure of it.’

‘Don’t be daft,’ Dad scoffs. ‘People our age don’t have “crushes”. And I’m not interested anyway. I’m too old for all that nonsense.’

By nonsense, I assume Dad means having fun and being happy with somebody other than Mum.

‘You’re never too old for love. Besides, you’re sixty-two and sixty is the new fifty, which is the new forty, so you’re practically a spring chicken.’

Dad grabs the kettle and pours boiling water into the cups. ‘I don’t think your logic pans out quite right there.’

‘Oh yes it does.’ I open the fridge and take out the milk, passing it to Dad. ‘I want you to be happy.’

‘And you can’t be happy and single?’ Dad raises his eyebrows at me and I feel myself squirm.

‘You can. Of course you can.’ I’m an example of that. I’ve been single for a year now and I’ve never been happier. I push the thought of waking up wrapped in Joel’s arms away, of feeling safe and loved. ‘But aren’t you ready to move on? To find someone new?’

Dad places the fresh cups of tea on the table and looks pointedly at me. ‘Are you?’




Chapter Three

I’d been working at the Blue Llama – a super-pretentious, celeb-chef-endorsed restaurant – for three weeks when I first met Joel. The tips were amazing (super-pretentious people can be pretty free with their wads of cash when they’re tipsy, full of good grub and showing off in front of their friends, colleagues or dates. Especially when they’re showing off in front of their dates), but I was fed up. Fed up of blisters on my feet from the compulsory heels. Fed up of being patronised by the diners and yelled at by the chef.

And then, one evening shortly before Christmas, when the restaurant was particularly packed with diners enjoying a festive night out, I was accosted as I passed the men’s toilets down in the basement bar. Hands and lips were on me before I even realised the tray of empty glasses I’d been carrying had slipped from my grasp and had crashed to the floor, glass shattering on the tiled floor around my feet.

‘You. Are. Gorgeous,’ the bloke drawled and I recognised his voice. I’d been waiting on his group of friends earlier, sidestepping wandering hands and pretending not to hear the vulgar comments as I went about my duties, reminding me that money doesn’t always buy class. ‘You’re coming back to mine, princess.’

Before I could reply that no, actually, I wasn’t going back to his place, his mouth was on mine again, his fat tongue squirming against the roof of my mouth and making me gag. His whole body was crushing mine, his hands pinning my shoulders to the wall so any attempts to push him away were futile. I knew a swift knee to the balls would help my case, but as he’d jammed one of his legs between my knees, I couldn’t even deliver the blow.

‘Whoa, mate. What do you think you’re doing?’

Glass crunched underfoot as the bloke was wrenched away from me and I dipped slightly as my jellied knees gave way. I swiped a hand across my mouth, trying to rid myself of the taste and memory of his lips and tongue.

‘Piss off and mind your own business,’ he growled at my rescuer. ‘Go and find a bird of your own. This one’s taken.’

‘I don’t think so.’ My rescuer turned to me. ‘Are you okay?’

The bloke snorted. ‘Course she’s all right. We were only kissing.’

‘Didn’t look that way to me,’ my rescuer said. ‘It looked like you were pawing at the poor girl while pinning her to the wall. Whatever it was you think you were doing, she wasn’t enjoying it.’ He turned to me and repeated his question. ‘Are you okay?’

I nodded, though I didn’t feel okay at all. My body was suddenly trembling and I wasn’t sure my legs would allow me to move away from the wall even though I wanted nothing more than to run like hell.

‘Come on.’ With a hand almost but not quite touching my back, he guided me away from the secluded spot and into the main bar area, where he caught the attention of one of the other waitresses and explained what had happened. You’ve probably guessed Joel was my rescuer, but I didn’t know that yet and wouldn’t for a while longer yet. The waitress took me away to the staff quarters, where I promptly burst into tears before quitting my job and taking a cab home. Being assailed by a slobbering drunk was the final straw and it was time to try something else.

‘It’s different for me,’ I tell Dad as I sit down at the table, cradling my cup of tea. The too-hot cup anchors me back down into the present, stops me drifting back to Joel and our relationship. ‘We only split up a year ago and although I haven’t started a new relationship, I have moved on.’ I blow on my tea so I don’t have to look at Dad’s face. There are signs that Dad hasn’t moved on in every room in the house: the framed wedding photo on the mantelpiece, Mum’s dressing gown still hung up on the back of the bathroom door, her favourite wine in the rack, even though Dad doesn’t drink wine. He keeps Mum in this house and I’m worried he’ll never let her out.

‘Plus, I’m pretty busy with the teashop. I don’t have time for a new relationship.’

Dad laughs softly and eases himself into the chair opposite mine. ‘Don’t you think I used to say the exact same thing when your mum left? I was too busy with work, with looking after Gran, with the allotment.’ Dad even keeps Mum in his little shed there, the floral gloves and pink trowel he bought for her to use still on the shelf, waiting for her return. ‘You make time if you really want to.’

Dad doesn’t understand just how much work is involved in keeping the teashop going, but then why would he when I don’t confide in him how difficult it is? How much we’re struggling?

‘Won’t you give Jane a chance?’ I ask. ‘Go on one date. Take her to the pub or out for a meal. Take her to the allotment if you have to.’

Dad shakes his head. ‘No. I’m sorry but I can’t.’

I don’t push it further. I’ve tried in the past to get Dad interested in other women but he won’t even entertain the idea and I don’t want to cloud the rest of our morning together. So we drink our tea and creep away from the subject of relationships. I tell Dad the good bits about the teashop, making him laugh with stories about Mags and the builder she flirts with whenever he comes in for a sneaky afternoon treat, and he tells me about work and his feud with Gerry, the bloke at the neighbouring plot at the allotment. He tells me about catching Gerry helping himself to Dad’s cabbages and Dad’s revenge pilfering of his swedes.

‘You’ll come into the teashop during the week, won’t you?’ I ask as I’m getting ready to leave. ‘If you come on Friday, there’ll be another bowl of apple crumble waiting for you.’

‘How can I say no to that?’ Dad kisses my cheek and gives me a squeeze. ‘Friday it is.’

I return to the teashop and am disappointed when I see there are only three customers. It’s Saturday lunchtime – the teashop should be packed. Mags and Victoria should be rushed off their feet. Instead, Mags is staring into space while Victoria is perched on top of the counter, texting on her phone.

‘There must be something we can do,’ Mags says when she follows me into the storeroom slash office. ‘There are so many potential customers just up the road. We just need to find a way to get them in here instead of the high street.’

‘You mean rather than dragging them down by their hair?’ Victoria has followed us through, though she’s remained on the threshold so she can keep an eye on the teashop.

‘I don’t think that would make happy customers,’ I say. ‘And unhappy customers don’t return.’

‘Why don’t we have a party?’ Victoria suggests. ‘A belated launch night.’

‘We’ve been open a year,’ I point out, but I’m intrigued by the idea. ‘But I think you might be onto something. We could have a summer celebration. Strawberries and cream, ice-cream sundaes, fruit salad.’

‘We could make mini sample versions of our cakes,’ Mags says. ‘People like a freebie. We’ll let them try what we have to offer and hopefully they’ll come back.’

‘With cash,’ Victoria says.

Mags nods. ‘That’s the idea.’

Victoria gasps, her eyes wide. ‘We could play. The band! We could put together a summer set. Unless Terry Sergeant signs us and we’re too busy recording our album.’ Victoria winks at us, to show she’s joking but I wouldn’t hold it against her if she dropped her waitressing job like a hot potato if the manager signed them. She’s young. She has dreams and I wouldn’t begrudge her grasping hold of them as tight as she can. ‘I’ll text Nathan, see what he says.’ Victoria spins around, almost colliding with another body that has sneaked up behind her. We’ve been so busy chatting, we haven’t noticed the teashop door opening, haven’t noticed the customer wandering ‘backstage’ to search for a member of staff.

Luckily, it’s only Nicky from the salon along the terrace. Nicky goes by several names, depending on whose company she’s in. She was named Nicole Seraphina Vickery at birth, but luckily she is rarely given the full-name treatment (and then only by her parents and grandmother). To her family she is Nicole, to her clients she is Nico (from Nico’s Hair & Beauty – she thinks Nico sounds more glam than Nicky) and Nicky to her friends, of which I am one.

I’ve known Nicky for just over a year. We met as I stood on the pavement, staring into the grimy window of Sweet Street Teashop (which wasn’t actually Sweet Street Teashop back then. It was Val’s Caff – though only in name. Val had packed up and gone. Without cleaning her windows, it would seem). It was a decent size; not exactly large but reasonable for the asking price. There was already a counter in place, which was handy, and I could probably fit five or six tables in the available space. I adored the façade, with its creamy rendering and bay windows either side of the glass-panelled door. The paint was peeling on the frames, but it wouldn’t be difficult or too costly to fix.

‘It’s a shame, isn’t it?’ a voice asked as I squinted past the filth. ‘About Val?’

‘Sorry?’ I stepped away from the window, my stomach churning with guilt. Had the previous owner died? Is that why she hadn’t cleaned her windows?

‘I said it’s a shame about Val.’ The voice belonged to a woman wearing a hot pink tunic and matching, slim-fitting trousers. She was beautiful with smooth brown skin, large dark eyes and full, glossy lips. Her thick black curls were pulled off her face in a high ponytail with twisty tendrils framing her face. ‘She did the best full English breakfasts. So greasy but so delicious.’ The woman sniffed the air, deep and long. ‘Nope, doesn’t even smell the same without Val around. Lucky cow though, eh?’

‘Sorry?’ It seemed that one word was my entire contribution to the conversation.

‘Winning that cruise. Meeting Arnold. Mega rich Arnold. Marrying him and retiring to the south of France.’ She sighed and gave a slow shake of her head. ‘Some people have all the luck. I can’t even find a date for Friday night and Val’s hit the jackpot.’

‘I didn’t know Val,’ I admitted. ‘I’m waiting for an estate agent. I’m viewing the teashop and the flat upstairs.’

‘You’re buying Val’s?’ The woman’s eyes grew even larger. ‘How’s your full English?’

I shrugged. ‘Okay, I guess. But it won’t be that kind of teashop.’

Her eyes narrowed as she tilted her head to one side. ‘What kind of teashop will it be?’

I explained the idea behind Sweet Street Teashop, where I’d serve freshly baked desserts, biscuits and pastries. There would be no full English breakfasts on offer but would fluffy, American-style pancakes do instead?

‘Are you kidding me?’ A pair of arms were suddenly thrown around me and I was being squeezed tighter than was comfortable. ‘You’re my new best friend!’

‘Whoa, there.’ Nicky now takes a step back from Victoria, hands raised and palms out. ‘Where are you off to in such a hurry?’

‘Sorry. I need to text Nathan.’ Sidestepping Nicky, Victoria dashes out into the teashop, where she’s left her mobile under the counter.

‘Young love, eh?’ Nicky sighs as she joins us in the storeroom/office. ‘Not that I’d know how that feels. I’ve been single for ever.’

Nicky’s been single for a couple of months, though her last three relationships have hardly been long-term and the word ‘love’ wasn’t mentioned by either party. Nicky doesn’t have much luck with men. She has no trouble finding dates (she’s gorgeous) but she always seems to pick the wrong kind of men. The kind that are after a quick fumble and won’t even remember your name – never mind your phone number – the next day.

‘Love is overrated anyway,’ Mags says. ‘I’ve been happier since the divorce than I ever was while I was with Graham.’

‘Surely the beginning was good?’ I ask. ‘Why else would you get married?’

‘I was pregnant and Mum is very old-fashioned about that sort of thing. She swore me and Graham to secrecy until after the wedding so my grandmother wouldn’t find out. She left it a month before she told Abuela that I’d had Brian and she said he was two months early. By the time Abuela and Tito made it over from Spain, Brian was six weeks old but supposedly a two-week-old prem.’ Mags – or Magdalena – is half Spanish, but she’s lived in Manchester all her life and is as northern as Blackpool Tower – and as Spanish as a supermarket frozen paella. ‘If Abuela suspected, she didn’t say anything. Brian still has to wait a month for his birthday cards from our Spanish relatives.’

‘I can’t wait to get married,’ Nicky says. She’s joined us in the ‘office’ and is leaning against the chest of drawers that houses both the business files and my recipes. ‘I want a massive wedding, with a dozen bridesmaids.’

I don’t even know a dozen women I like enough to be part of my wedding. Not that I’ll ever have a wedding. I’m with Mags’s ‘love is overrated’ view.

‘I want the whole puffy-white-dress, horse-and-carriage-to-the-church affair and an eight-tier cake, which you’ll make, of course.’ Nicky grins at me. ‘And I want to do the Dirty Dancing routine for my first dance.’

‘Sounds like you’ve got it all planned,’ Mags says and Nicky nods.

‘Pretty much. Just need the husband now.’

‘Ah, the hard part.’ Mags turns to me. ‘What about you? Have you mapped out your wedding?’

I feel betrayed. As though Mags has turned on me. What happened to our shared ‘love is overrated’ view?

‘Maddie doesn’t believe in marriage,’ Nicky says as I squirm awkwardly. ‘In fact, I don’t think she even believes in relationships full stop.’ Nicky purses her lips as she observes me. ‘No, she hasn’t had one date in all the time I’ve known her. Me, I’ve had tons of dates in that time. Not that any of them have been worth it in the long run …’

‘And you wonder why I don’t bother with men.’ I haven’t told Nicky about Joel. I haven’t told Mags or Victoria either, as I try to block the whole episode from my mind and not talking about it helps a lot. Mum tries to talk about it (which is probably why I don’t see her as often as I should, if I’m honest) and Penny tried in the very beginning, but I refused to hear a word of it.

Victoria scuttles into the room, squeezing between Nicky and a sack of self-raising flour, and I’m glad of the distraction. ‘Nathan loves the idea! As long as you pick a date where everyone’s free, we can play at the party!’

‘What party?’ Nicky asks so I explain about our plan to host a summer-themed party to entice more customers into the teashop.

‘And your band is going to play?’ Nicky asks Victoria, who attempts to do a little dance in the cramped space while nodding her head. ‘But where? I hate to break it to you, hun, but you’re not going to fit in the teashop. Not if you want customers inside at the same time.’

Victoria’s animated jig freezes. She frowns, trying to work out the logistics, her shoulders slumping when she realises Nicky’s right.

‘We can’t play at the party then.’

‘Maybe you can,’ Nicky says with a shrug. ‘Just not inside the teashop.’

‘Then where?’ Victoria asks. ‘On the roof?’

Nicky ignores Victoria’s sarcasm. ‘If you’re going to have a party, why not make it big? Have it out there, in the garden.’

The garden! Of course! Opposite the teashop, running the length of the Kingsbury terrace of shops, is the little community garden. When I’d viewed the teashop all those months ago, I’d assumed the gated garden would encourage families onto Kingsbury Road. I thought that employees from the town centre would wander over on warm days to sit by the fountain or picnic on the grass. And once they clocked my teashop and its sweet treats on offer …

I’d been wrong. Nobody uses the poor, neglected garden. But perhaps we can. Perhaps the garden across the road is the answer to all my problems.




Chapter Four

I’m buzzing about the party as we start to make plans, moving out into the teashop and taking over one of the tables as it really is far too cramped in the office and the teashop is empty anyway. Mags brings a pad and pen with her, jotting down the ideas we fire at her.

Picnic blankets.

Sample-sized treats.

Victoria’s band.

A bouncy castle (kids love a bouncy castle, Mags tells us, and there’s nothing stronger than pester power).

Face-painting (see above).

‘Why don’t we get the other shops involved?’ Nicky asks. ‘Make it into a Kingsbury Road open day? I can offer free mini manicures or eyebrow shaping and I’m sure Marjorie from the florist’s and the girls from Paper Roses will be keen to drum up new business.’

‘How will George and Rehana fit in?’ I ask as Mags makes a note of Nicky’s suggestion. Although the pair offer a valuable service, I’m not sure what freebies a letting agency would be able to provide at an open day.

Nicky shrugs. ‘Why would we want them to fit in? They’re hardly loyal to us. Rehana gets her nails done at that tacky, overpriced salon off Piccadilly Gardens and I spotted George the other day with a spray tan that wasn’t applied at Nico’s.’

‘We should mention it to them anyway,’ I say. ‘It’d be rude otherwise.’

Nicky shrugs again. ‘If you really want to, go ahead. They don’t deserve it though.’

‘So, first thing on Monday morning, I’ll go and have a word with the others,’ I say, decision made. ‘Maybe Imogen and Zoe can run some free classes at Paper Roses? Make something cheap and cheerful?’

Mags nods. ‘Run it past them. I’m sure they’ll want to be part of it.’

I feel a warm glow inside as we throw around some more ideas. The party is taking on a real community spirit and I hope the others will want to be involved. We’ll make a far bigger impact if we’re all working together and it’ll benefit us all in the long run.

We’re still sharing suggestions when the teashop door opens and Birdie steps inside, murmuring to Franklin that she won’t be long. I’m surprised to see Birdie as she doesn’t usually pop in on a Saturday.

‘I’m after cake to take away,’ she explains when I stand up to serve her. ‘My great-granddaughter is coming over for a tea party and I’ve promised her cake.’ Birdie’s eyes crinkle in the corners as her mouth stretches into a wide smile. ‘I can’t wait to see the little angel. I don’t see her much, you see. My grandson’s ex-wife is … difficult.’

I sense Birdie wants to use much more colourful language to describe the woman but she manages to rein it in. ‘She wouldn’t let my grandson see their daughter much after the divorce. It’s been so stressful for poor Caleb. For everyone. But he’s finally been granted joint custody, which means I’ll get to see her more often. So we’re celebrating this afternoon.’

Birdie heads over to the refrigerated counter and peers at the cakes on offer. There are peanut butter blondies, chocolate fudge cupcakes and raspberry cream cheese brownies as well as homemade jammy dodgers. ‘I’ll take one of each of the cakes and some of the biscuits, please. Oh, and I’ll take those as well.’ Birdie points at the two chocolate chip muffins in a basket on top of the counter. ‘We’re really going to treat ourselves. Celine won’t like Cara having all that sugar, but it’s a special occasion.’

Birdie wanders over to the table we’ve been working at while I box up her order. If only we had more customers like Birdie, it wouldn’t be such a worrying time.

‘What’s going on here?’ she asks and Nicky explains about the community open day. Birdie thinks it’s a brilliant idea and says she’ll pass on the details to her grandson once they’re in place. It’s the kind of positive response we’ve been hoping for but our bubble is momentarily burst by her next words.

‘I’m surprised you got permission to use the garden from the council. My friend’s granddaughter wanted to erect a marquee on her village green when she got married but they refused, miserable beggars.’

I’m reaching out to take the money Birdie is handing towards me, but I freeze, my eyes wide as they lock onto Mags’s equally wide-eyed look.

‘The council?’ Why didn’t we think of that? It seems so obvious now that we’d need permission, but it hadn’t even occurred to me.

‘You have got permission to use the garden, haven’t you?’ Birdie asks.

‘Not yet.’ I take the money and slide it into the till, handing over the change and the boxed treats. ‘But I’m sure it won’t be a problem.’

My eyes find Mags’s again.

Will it? they desperately ask. They don’t receive an answer.

The obstacle of gaining permission to use the garden is only a minor one. A tiny blip, really. Mags says she’ll get on to the council on Monday morning as she’s far more assertive than I am, will push for this stronger than I could ever imagine pushing and hopefully we’ll get the result we want. The result we need. In the meantime, I’m using every spare minute planning our menu. I take my books and Gran’s handwritten recipes up to the flat, spreading them out across the sofa while I make notes.

Sitting directly above the teashop, my flat is tiny with one bedroom, a doll-sized bathroom and an open-plan kitchen and living area. But living above the teashop is handy and I was in a bit of a pickle, accommodation-wise, when I started looking for a suitable property for my new business. Finding the shop with a flat above it had been fortunate and certainly helped me to make my mind up about the Kingsbury Road location.

Nicky joins me with a bottle of wine once the salon is closed for the day and we order a takeaway, sifting through the recipes as we wait for our food. Nicky had wanted to go into town tonight, but as I have to work, we’ve compromised with indulgent food, wine and Gilmore Girls on Netflix in the background.

Besides, it’s been a while since I braved Manchester’s clubs on a Saturday night. I’m usually too exhausted to face a night out after being up at the crack of dawn to bake – or at least that’s the excuse I go with. The truth is, I’d rather curl up at home with a bottle of wine and a DVD, where I’m safe from men like Joel. I can’t risk being hurt again.

‘Why hasn’t he texted me?’ Nicky suddenly growls, dropping the recipe for Gran’s treacle tart so she can snatch up her phone from the arm of the sofa. ‘He said he’d be in touch.’

‘You only saw him last night,’ I point out as I pick the recipe up off the floor and add it to the pile we’ve already looked at. ‘Give him a chance. He’s probably been busy with work. What does he do?’

Nicky shrugs. ‘No idea.’

‘But you slept with him.’ Nicky has, unfortunately, shared all the details of her date the previous night.

‘So?’

I close the recipe book I’ve been poring over, saving my page with the aging slip of paper containing Gran’s recipe for blackberry pie. ‘Do you know anything about him, other than his name?’ And by name, I’m referring to the username on the dating app Nicky uses to meet men. I don’t know if she knows his actual – and full – name.

‘I know that he’s got a mole right here.’ Nicky places a finger a couple of centimetres below her right hip. ‘And a tattoo of an eagle here.’ She trails her finger up to her shoulder blade.

‘Have you ever thought about playing it a bit cooler?’ I ask. ‘Waiting for a guy who’ll respect you enough to call you afterwards before you have sex with him?’

Nicky nods and takes a sip of wine. ‘I’ve thought about it but I sort of get caught up in the moment.’ She nudges me playfully with her elbow. ‘We can’t all be Snow White like you.’

‘Hey, I’ve had my moments.’ I think of Joel, even though I shouldn’t.

Nicky sighs. ‘I’ve had lots of moments. Too many.’ She looks down at her phone and growls. ‘Why hasn’t he texted? Do you think I should send him a message on the app?’

‘No, I really think you should leave it for now.’ We’ve been down this path so many times before, the trail has practically worn away. Nicky will send a message to this guy, wait a day (at the most) before sending another. And another. Until she’s sent a barrage of increasingly desperate messages, none of which will be replied to. In the end, Nicky will be blocked and she’ll move on to the next guy, restarting the cycle.

The takeaway arrives and I take the foil dishes and paper packages into the little kitchenette to distribute onto the plates I’ve already set out. The plates are piled high with noodles and fried rice, roast duck and stir-fried vegetables, crispy spring rolls and prawn toast. I have similar restraint when it comes to the local Chinese takeaway that Nicky has with men on her dating app. Joel used to say I had hollow legs, marvelling that I could eat so much and still stay slim. When we first met at the call centre, Penny used to joke that she hated me as she only had to glance in the general direction of a takeaway and she put on a couple of pounds.

Nicky looks guilty as I carry the plates into the living area, a bag of prawn crackers tucked under one arm and another bottle of wine under the other. I soon see why when I place the plates down on the coffee table and relieve myself of the prawn crackers and wine. Nicky’s phone had been on the arm of the sofa when the doorbell rang. It’s now been tossed across the coffee table.

‘You sent him a message, didn’t you?’

Nicky cringes. ‘Sort of.’

I pass Nicky a plate and a set of cutlery and join her on the sofa. It’s done now. All we can do is wait for him to reply. Or not, as the case will probably be. And we may as well stuff ourselves stupid while we wait it out.

After the Chinese, I pull the leftover raspberry cream cheese brownies out of the fridge and top up our glasses. Stuffed and a little bit squiffy, Nicky has to be practically rolled down the stairs and wedged into the waiting taxi. I return to the flat and pick up a recipe book for one last look before bed. Most of the desserts we serve at the teashop can be downsized, from apple crumble served in ramekin dishes with a dollop of warm custard to bite-sized brownies and mini cupcakes.

Caught up and forgetting I have to be up at five the next morning, I start to compile a list, noting ingredients and quantities so I can gauge how much cash the party will eat up. I’ll get Mags to take a thorough look on Monday but a rough estimate will do for now.

Ouch. It’s quite a hit but fingers crossed it will do the trick and earn us a healthier customer base. Because we can’t keep going as we are. My funds are quickly dwindling and soon, if things don’t pick up, I’ll be forced to close the teashop and I’ll be as heartbroken as I was a year ago.




Chapter Five

‘Too much?’ Penny lifted her face away from the mirror propped up on top of the chest of drawers and turned towards me, pouting her cherry-red lips at me. I was sitting cross-legged on her bed, applying a coat of mascara using the shaving mirror from the bathroom. Penny and I shared a flat so my own bedroom was only next door, but it was more fun to get ready together, our favourite music blasting from the CD player.

I was twenty-two and living away from home for the first time and I’d honestly never had so much fun. Yes, the bills were a pain and the discovery that there wasn’t a washing-up fairy (or a laundry or toilet-cleaning fairy) was a shock to the system and I was constantly plagued with pangs of guilt at leaving Dad on his own, but living with Penny was amazing.

We’d met six months earlier, at the call centre where we attempted to coax people (who neither liked being disturbed or being coaxed) into buying double glazing, and we’d gravitated towards each other. Penny was so fun and vibrant, it was hard not to smile when she was around and she seemed to enjoy my company too. We quickly became best friends and when Penny’s flatmate moved out, I took his place. Not only did I get to live with my best friend, the flat was a short walk to the Deansgate call centre where we worked, which saved on travel costs.

‘You look fierce,’ I told Penny as she pouted at me. She’d spritzed her usually frizzy ginger hair with some kind of magical potion that had given her bouncy, shimmery curls, applied a perfect eyeliner flick and finished off the look with a glossy cherry-red lipstick.

‘That’s exactly the look I was going for,’ Penny said, attempting an air of uber-confidence but spoiling the effect with a self-conscious giggle. ‘Do you think I’ll finally pull Jack?’

Jack was our team leader at the call centre and Penny had a major, major crush on him. We were getting ready for a night out with the team to celebrate his birthday so Penny had made an extra special effort, both with her hair and make-up and the super-clingy, super-low-cut dress she’d bought that afternoon.

‘He’d be mad not to fancy you,’ I told her, which made her go all giggly, which in turn made me go all giggly.

We finished getting ready and then made our way to the pub to meet the others. Penny made a beeline for Jack, flinging her arms around him and giving him a birthday kiss on the cheek that branded him with a bright red lipstick mark. We had a couple of drinks before we moved on to a club, where Penny pulled Jack onto the dance floor. I followed, dancing with some of the other girls from the team while Penny worked her magic on Jack. It was a good night, a proper let-your-hair-down kind of night with lots of dancing and laughing and team bonding. My feet were in agony as my shoes slowly murdered them and I was sure I’d have a killer hangover in the morning, but I didn’t care.

‘Oh my God. He is gorgeous.’ Penny had hauled herself off the dance floor for refreshment purposes and we were at the bar, trying to catch the attention of the harried bar staff. ‘He makes Jack look like Quasimodo.’ I followed Penny’s wide-eyed gaze and understood what she meant as I spotted the object of her lust. Tall and muscular without being too bulky, he was throwing back his head as he laughed, his blue eyes sparkling despite the dim lighting of the club. Wow. Just wow. He was stunning.

‘Hey, Pen.’ Jack – without a hunchback, despite Penny’s assessment – draped an arm around her waist and pulled her away from the bar. ‘Come and dance. I love this song.’

‘Grab me a drink!’ Penny yelled as she was towed away and I nodded before turning back towards the blond God. But he was gone and I couldn’t even catch a glimpse of his retreat through the throng. Not that I’d have followed in pursuit. Why would a man like that look at me?

Eventually, I managed to buy our drinks and I headed to the perimeter of the dance floor in search of Penny and Jack. They weren’t difficult to spot, entwined in the middle of the jiggling bodies, feasting on each other as they gyrated to the music. They were still devouring each other by the time I finished my drink so I made a start on Penny’s. There was no point in wasting it, after all.

I’d perhaps had a little more to drink than I should as I started to feel a bit fuzzy around the edges. My feet weren’t quite so co-ordinated as I made my way up to the loos and I found myself stumbling on the last couple of steps that led back down to the bar. A hand grasped me by the elbow, keeping hold until I was steady on my feet again.

‘Hey, are you okay?’ Oh, God. It was the gorgeous blond and he was looking at me with concern, which wasn’t quite the look I’d wished for. ‘Every time I see you, you’re in trouble.’

‘Sorry?’ I moved – carefully – away from the staircase, my eyes scanning for Penny. And then something clicked. I’d seen him before, months earlier. ‘Oh, it’s you! The Blue Llama. You rescued me from that sleaze.’ It had happened six months ago and he remembered me? How odd. ‘Did I even say thank you?’ I’d been so shaken at the time, I hadn’t properly registered him (otherwise I’d have noted how gorgeous he was, obviously) so I doubted I’d shown an ounce of gratitude.

‘There was no need,’ he said with a shrug.

‘There was.’ I couldn’t believe how rude I’d been. That sleazy bloke could have done anything to me that night if it hadn’t been for my rescuer. ‘Let me at least buy you a drink.’

He grinned and my knees went a bit wobbly, which had nothing to do with the excess alcohol swimming around my bloodstream. ‘I won’t say no to that.’


His name was Joel and he was a property developer who was out with his mates. I would meet them all later, but not tonight. Tonight was about us, about getting to know all the fascinating little details that we could cram into the remainder of the night as we huddled in a corner, blocking out the noisy revellers, thumping beat and the multicoloured lights flashing around us. When the night came to an end, when we found we were the only ones left (Penny, Jack and the others had all trickled away at some point without me noticing), we found we couldn’t say goodbye and I did something I’d never done before. I went back to Joel’s place.

To some people, this is no big deal. It’s an ordinary, sometimes weekly, occurrence but to me, this was momentous. I didn’t have sex with virtual strangers, ever. But it felt right with Joel. It felt as though I’d known him for ever rather than a couple of hours in a sweaty club. And I knew, without a doubt, that this wouldn’t be a one-night thing. My actions were so unprecedented, Penny was in a bit of a state when I performed the walk of shame the following morning.

‘Where. Have. You. Been?’ Penny leapt on me as soon as I pushed open the front door, her hands squeezing my shoulders tighter with each word. ‘I’ve been worried sick! I’ve been pacing the flat. I’ve phoned your dad. Your mum. I was about to phone the bloody police!’ Penny reached into my bag and tugged out my phone, turning it so that I could see the blank screen. ‘Why is your phone switched off?’

I nudged the door closed with my foot and wandered into the living room as I attempted to process the information she’d just dumped on me. She’d phoned Mum and Dad? She’d been thinking about phoning the police?

‘The battery died.’ Kicking off my shoes, I collapsed onto the sofa with a part happy, part weary sigh. ‘I’m sorry you were worried but I’m fine.’

‘I can see that.’ Penny looked almost put out that the drama had come to a sudden halt. ‘But where were you?’

My face itched until I gave in and allowed the huge Cheshire-cat grin to spread. ‘Do you remember that blond guy we saw?’

‘The totally fit one?’

‘The one you said made Jack look like Quasimodo.’

‘Sssssh!’ Penny’s eyes were wide, her head bobbing towards her bedroom next door. ‘Don’t tell him I said that.’

‘Jack’s here?’ I whispered.

‘Sleeping last time I checked. I tried to wake him up when I realised you weren’t here but the lousy sod said you’d probably pulled and started snoring again. I thought it was rubbish. Maddie doesn’t go on the pull. Maddie doesn’t have one-night shags.’ I flinched at the vulgar word. ‘But it turns out I was wrong. You’re a dark horse, aren’t you?’ Penny flopped down on the sofa next to me and nudged me with her elbow. ‘So what was it like? Are you seeing him again?’

The Cheshire-cat grin made a return. ‘It was amazing and I’m seeing him tonight.’

Penny’s mouth gaped open. ‘Tonight? Blimey, he’s keen. It must have been good!’

‘It’s not just sex,’ I told Penny, who patted my knee in a patronising of-course-it’s-not kind of way. But I proved her wrong. I knew, without a doubt, that it hadn’t been a one-night thing and my gut instinct was verified by the five-year relationship that followed.




Chapter Six

Sunday at the teashop was quiet (even by our usual standards) and even Robbie failed to turn up for his banana milkshake, so I sent Victoria home early to spend some time with Nathan. One of us may as well make the most of their loved-up status and, as I’d been single since my relationship with Joel ended, it obviously wasn’t going to be me.

Luckily, business picked up on Monday morning, with a breakfast rush (if you can call six customers a rush). The only downside was that Mags didn’t manage to get onto the council until mid-morning. Still, we were confident that our request would be approved. Why wouldn’t it? We wouldn’t damage the garden or prevent anybody else from using it. In fact, we’d be doing the council a favour by drawing attention to the neglected public area.

So it comes as an unexpected blow when we receive the rejection from the council a few days later, refusing permission to use the garden for our proposed summer party. We’re back at square one and nothing can haul us out of the slump the news has brought. Even The Builders, a group of jovial blokes who have been popping in for an afternoon treat once or twice a week while they’ve been working on a nearby housing development, fail to raise a smile. They usually arrive like sunshine in their fluorescent jackets, cracking jokes and making us laugh, but today we’re far too down in the dumps to play nicely. Even Owen, the foreman of the group, fails in his attempts to flirt with Mags.

‘Come to the pub with me tonight,’ Owen coaxes while a nonplussed Mags swipes at a table with a cloth. ‘I’ll cheer you up over a few drinks.’

‘It’ll take more than you buying me a few drinks to cheer me up,’ Mags says with a weary sigh.

‘Who said I was buying?’ Owen asks, which would usually crack us up but today it’s only Owen’s fellow builders, Connor and Little Jordan, who laugh while Mags and I can’t even raise a half-hearted smile to play along. Connor and Jordan (nicknamed ‘Little Jordan’ by his workmates as he’s on an apprenticeship scheme and the youngest on site) usually accompany Owen on the treat run, though others occasionally make the trip too. They’ve been popping into the teashop for the past six weeks and I’ll miss them when their job is completed and they move on. Although Mags will claim otherwise, she’ll miss Owen’s visits too.

‘Don’t be daft. He isn’t being serious,’ Mags will insist every time I broach the subject of her accepting Owen’s offer of a date, but her cheeks will take on a rosy tinge and her smile will be a little wider after his visits.

‘What are we going to do now?’ Victoria asks once The Builders have trooped out with their goodies. It’s her day off but she’s popped in with Nathan for a crisis meeting. They’re sitting at the rubber-duck-patterned table, Nathan’s hand making soothing circles on Victoria’s back. It’s so sweet, I have to look away otherwise I’ll either burst into tears or combust with jealousy.

‘We could still have the party,’ Mags says, though she can’t seem to muster much enthusiasm. ‘But on a smaller scale. We can do the samples as planned, just in here.’ She sits down opposite Victoria and Nathan, the corners of her mouth turning down. ‘I’m afraid that’d mean the band couldn’t play.’

Victoria nods. ‘It’s okay. It would have been fun, but the teashop and drumming up business is the most important part.’

‘And we’ll still help out if we can,’ Nathan says which, again, is incredibly sweet of him. ‘I’m not much use in the kitchen but I can hand out flyers and stuff. I’m sure the others will chip in too.’

I manage my first genuine smile since we received the council’s rejection. ‘That would be amazing, thank you.’

‘So we’re going ahead with the free samples?’ Mags asks.

‘Let’s do it,’ I say, because we have to do something and this is all we’ve got.

So we forge ahead with the revised plan over the next few days. I plan the menu of sample-sized treats, ordering the required supplies and plotting a timetable to keep me on track on the day, while Mags contacts a local printer to provide the advertising materials we need. Victoria, Mags and I will distribute the flyers between us during the run-up to the event, covering the town centre, the local college and as many of the nearby primary schools as we can.

On the actual day, Nathan and the band (minus Victoria) will distribute more flyers in the town centre to catch any potential last-minute customers. Mags has also placed an advert in the local paper and I’ve been busy putting up posters in every permitted spot in town. I’m currently tacking one of the posters to the teashop’s window to grab the attention of any passers-by.

‘Is this the party you were talking about last time I was here?’ Birdie asks. She’s sitting by the window with her usual bowl of apple crumble and custard while Franklin waits patiently outside, his doggy treat long gone.

‘Sort of.’ I step back, gauging whether the poster is straight. ‘We didn’t get permission to use the garden so we’re having a scaled-down version here in the teashop. There’ll be lots of free samples and Victoria’s going to do some face-painting for the kids.’ I grab a flyer from the box that I’ve kept handy behind the counter and hand it to Birdie.

‘I’ll see if my Caleb can pop along with Cara,’ she says. ‘She loved the cakes and biscuits I took home for our tea party so I’m sure she’ll want to come.’

‘They’re more than welcome,’ I tell Birdie as the door opens. Dad is stooped in the doorway, scratching Franklin behind the ears as he slowly inches inside the teashop. He finally straightens, closing the door reluctantly as Franklin blinks at him with wide eyes through the glass.

‘You’re just in time,’ I tell Dad as I lead him to one of the tables. ‘The apple crumble is just out of the oven.’ I seat Dad before heading into the kitchen where I scoop a generous serving of apple crumble into a bowl and pour on thick, freshly made custard.

‘Best apple crumble I’ve ever had,’ Birdie says, lifting her loaded spoon as I place the dish in front of Dad.

‘She’s a smashing little baker,’ Dad says, winking up at me. ‘Always has been.’

‘This is my Dad,’ I explain. ‘Dad, this is one of my most loyal customers, Mrs Conrad.’

‘Birdie, please.’ Birdie reaches a hand across the small distance and shakes Dad’s hand. ‘Mrs Conrad is what the children call me at school.’

‘You’re a teacher?’ Dad asks.

‘Semi-retired. I do supply work now, three days a week. Keeps my brain active but I still get to enjoy leisurely days, stuffing myself with Maddie’s apple crumble. What is it you do …? I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’

‘Clive,’ Dad says and I back away, leaving them to bond over their apple crumble while I join Mags in the office. She seems to spend more time in here than she does in the teashop and each time I see her hunched over the books at the desk, I grow more and more anxious.

‘The poster’s up,’ I tell Mags. ‘And Nathan and the others are going to pass the flyers out in exchange for baked goods.’ I’m doubly grateful for Nathan and the band’s generosity. They’ve not only stepped in to help spread the word, they’re doing it for free. ‘This is going to work, isn’t it?’

Mags tries to smile, though she can’t quite pull it off and it resembles a grimace. ‘I hope so. I really, really do.’

The alternative is unthinkable, so I busy myself with a bit of cleaning, making a start on the washing up while we’re quiet. Dad and Birdie are the only customers in the teashop and, as they’re entertaining themselves, I’m not really needed out in the teashop. Dad and Birdie are still chatting away as I clear their empty dishes but Birdie says her goodbyes when a fed-up Franklin start to yap outside the door.

‘Don’t forget these.’ I wave the usual bag of doggy treats and Birdie tuts and says I shouldn’t go to any trouble. ‘It’s no trouble. You know that.’

‘Franklin appreciates you going to the trouble, no matter what you say, so thank you from both of us.’ Birdie places the treats in her handbag and zips up her jacket. ‘I’ll hopefully see you tomorrow. It was nice meeting you, Clive.’

‘You too, Birdie,’ Dad says and he waves as Birdie and Franklin pass the window.

‘Cup of tea?’ I ask Dad.

He checks his watch and nods. ‘I should have enough time to squeeze a quick one in.’ I make cups of tea for Dad, Mags and I, placing a cup beside Mags in the office before joining Dad out in the teashop.

‘So how’s your mum?’ Dad asks as he takes a sip.

‘Good, I think.’ I haven’t actually seen Mum since I last visited Dad so I have no further news. I can see Dad is itching for more information so I’m glad when Nicky descends noisily into the teashop, flopping down onto one of the chairs at our table.

‘So all the shops in the street now have a flyer in their window,’ she says as she shrugs off her jacket and drapes it over the back of her chair.

‘Sorry?’ I have no idea what Nicky is talking about.

‘The flyers. For the party tomorrow. I offered to put one in the salon window and Mags said yes. I thought I may as well ask the others if they’d put one up too and they all agreed. Rehana and George weren’t so keen at first, the miserable buggers, until I pointed out that Rehana’s eyebrows were looking a bit uneven and offered to tidy them up for mate’s rates.’

‘Thank you.’ I’m taken aback by how kind everyone is being. ‘Let me get you a cup of tea and some cake. On the house.’

‘Don’t be daft. You’re going to be giving away more than enough freebies tomorrow.’ Nicky grabs her purse and heads over to the fridge to see what we have on offer today. She selects a chocolate fudge cupcake before joining Dad again. They see each other quite regularly in the teashop so they chat easily but it wouldn’t matter if Dad was a stranger; Nicky has such a breezy confidence and a chatterbox nature, she could start a conversation with thin air.

‘Have you thought any more about asking Jane out?’ I ask Dad when I join them with Nicky’s cup of tea. I’ve asked in front of Nicky on purpose so she can back me up.

Dad shakes his head. ‘I’ve told you, I’m too old for all that dating malarkey.’ Dad says the word ‘dating’ as though it’s the new term for dogging, scrunching up his nose and almost shuddering at the mere thought.

Nicky is about to plunge the cupcake into her mouth but she pauses, cocking an eyebrow at Dad. ‘I beg your pardon? Nobody is too old for dating. I’m going to be dating until the day I’m shoved into a wooden box and buried in the ground.’

‘Oh, come on,’ I scoff. ‘I bet even death won’t stop you.’

Nicky laughs. ‘That’s true. I’ll probably flirt with the undertaker as he’s embalming me.’ She turns to Dad, eyebrows low to show her sincerity now. ‘Seriously, Clive. You’re never too old to date and you’re only what … mid-fifties?’

Nicky knows this isn’t true but her flattery works and the corners of Dad’s lips lift. ‘Sixty-two.’

‘Really?’ I think the squeak in Nicky’s voice is overkill but Dad is lapping it up, full-on grinning now.

‘I’ll be sixty-three in a couple of months.’

‘Wow, you’re looking good, Clive. This Jane is a very lucky woman. You should definitely ask her out.’

Dad’s grin slips. ‘Nah. I’m really not after a relationship. Far too long in the tooth for all that.’

‘Who said anything about a relationship?’ Nicky asks. ‘Go out, have a bit of fun. No strings.’ She winks at Dad and I feel a shudder of my own coming on. ‘You only live once, Clive.’

‘Why don’t you bring Jane along tomorrow?’ I suggest, and not only because it’ll mean an extra body in the teashop.

‘Like I said …’ Dad stands and slips on his jacket ‘… I’m too old for all that, strings or not.’




Chapter Seven

I’m up extra early on Saturday morning, my eyes bleary as I move around the teashop’s kitchen, measuring, mixing and pouring ingredients, sliding trays in and out of the oven, transferring cakes and biscuits to cooling racks and containers. The croissants and cinnamon buns are already cooling by the time Mags arrives just after six and a batch of double chocolate chip muffins are being lifted onto the counter.

‘Blimey, girl. Have you been baking all night?’ Mags asks as she removes her jacket.

‘Not quite, but who needs sleep anyway?’ I say through a yawn.

Mags grabs an apron and slips it over her head. ‘Where do you need me?’

I consult the list that’s already splattered with flour and gooey cake mix. ‘Can you make the chocolate custard for the trifles?’ As well as our regular menu, I’m making the sample desserts for the party this afternoon, including Nicky’s favourite Black Forest trifle. I made the black cherry jelly last night, which is now set in little pots in the fridge. We’ll top the jelly with chocolate custard and whipped cream, adding chocolate sauce and a glacé cherry to finish.

‘Will do.’ Mags ties the apron around her waist and washes her hands before she makes a start on the custard while I pop a batch of bite-sized cherry scones into the oven. We work our way through the list, adding more tiny desserts to the menu, including all our favourites: peanut butter blondies (Victoria’s), raspberry cream cheese brownies (Mags’s) and fairy cakes (mine). Fairy cakes aren’t the most sophisticated of desserts but they remind me of Gran and they never fail to raise a smile. Who can say no to soft sponge covered in sweet icing and rainbow sprinkles?

Victoria arrives just before eight with Nathan and the rest of the band. I’ve heard a lot about Tom, Daniel and Josh but I’ve never actually met them before now, so it’s nice to put faces to the names. Even if I am covered in flour and starting to panic about the day ahead.

Victoria serves the trickle of early morning customers while Mags and I rush around the kitchen to make sure we’re as ready as we can be for the party. We can bake more as needed throughout the day but we’ve managed to get the bulk of the desserts ready by the time the boys head into town with the remaining flyers.

‘Cup of tea?’ Mags asks as I pull the ramekin dishes half-filled with apple crumble out of the oven and set them out on the side. I’ll make the custard nearer the time to top the dishes up with.

‘I’d rather have a vodka and Coke,’ I say. ‘But I’ll make do with tea.’ I’m hoping that in a couple of hours we’ll be so rushed off our feet with new customers that we won’t be able to sit down for a rest, so I’m going to grab this opportunity with both hands. We take our cups of tea out into the teashop, where Robbie and Annette – his sister and fellow florist – are working their way through a banana milkshake and a Danish pastry respectively.

‘I’ve made you a cup of coffee,’ Mags tells Victoria, setting the cup down on the counter before grabbing a couple of the cinnamon buns I made earlier. One of the perks of working at Sweet Street are the treats on tap, which we often make the most of. Even with my better than average metabolism, if I didn’t go for a run three times a week, you’d have to roll me out of the teashop (and I’d probably end up wedged in the door frame).

‘Are you ready for this afternoon?’ Mags asks as she places my bun in front of me.

‘As I’ll ever be.’ There’s a mix of anticipation and apprehension battling for supremacy in the pit of my stomach. Today needs to be a success.

‘I’ll make a start on the decorations once I’ve finished my bun.’ Mags takes a bite, sighing happily at the sweet, cinnamon-y hit. We have balloons and bunting to go up as well as flamingo-shaped fairy lights and bright paper flower garlands that Mags made at home (all those mornings at mum and baby groups when her children were younger have finally come in handy, she told me as she revealed the Hawaii-style garlands). Outside is looking a bit grey and there’s rain forecast for this afternoon, but at least it’ll be cheery inside.

‘There you are!’ Marjorie, the florist from down the street, stands in the doorway of the teashop, glaring at her offspring. ‘We’ve got ten orders waiting in the shop. Stop stuffing your faces and get your backsides back to work.’ Her eyes wander towards the counter as Robbie and Annette troop out of the teashop. ‘Are those chocolate fudge cupcakes?’ Marjorie is constantly on a diet but she often sneaks into Sweet Street for a snack. She will, however, try to incorporate her treat into her five-a-day; a cherry Bakewell, carrot cake or a blueberry muffin, for example. I’m not sure if she genuinely believes these count or whether it’s just something she tells us – and herself – to justify her sweet tooth. Her favourite treat – when she isn’t being ‘good’ – are chocolate fudge cupcakes. She reaches out a hand, letting her fingertips rest on the glass front of the counter.

‘Can I get one to go?’

‘Are you coming to the party later?’ I ask Marjorie while Victoria pops her cake into a paper bag.

‘I wouldn’t miss it,’ Marjorie assures me. She pays for her cake before following in the wake of her children. Mags and I finish our tea and buns before getting back to work. There’s still lots to do, including the washing up. Fun times.


The cakes, puddings and desserts are all set out on platters, the boys have distributed the flyers and Victoria has set up her face-painting station in the corner of the teashop. We’ve blown up so many balloons I don’t think I’ll ever catch my breath again, and we’ve hung them on the walls and ceilings, along with the bunting and strings of flamingo fairy lights. Mags has draped a flowery garland around our necks and pushed cocktail umbrellas into our hair. We’re ready to go.

The party is set to start at twelve and there are only ten minutes to go. Dad is here, already sampling a miniature apple crumble while Mum and Ivor hover awkwardly by the counter, not sure how to act in Dad’s presence. When they first got together, Dad tracked Ivor down and threatened to thump him on the nose and although Dad has accepted the relationship (as best as he can while still harbouring the hope of a reconciliation with Mum), they’re never entirely comfortable whenever they’re in the same room. It doesn’t happen often – the last time was during my engagement party eighteen months ago.

‘Are you sure I can’t get you a tea or coffee?’ I ask Mum and Ivor, but they both shake their heads, their eyes darting in Dad’s direction. I’ve assured them that Dad won’t do anything silly (like fling a hot drink in their faces) but they’re adamant that they’re fine with the mini scones they’re nibbling for now.

We’ve lined the counter with trays of mini treats and Mags and I will also be circulating the teashop offering more. Nathan and the boys have already had first dibs at the treats (it was only fair after their morning’s work, especially when it started to drizzle part-way through their leaflet distributing) but they’ve decided to stick around, which I’m grateful for as it makes the teashop look more popular before the party has actually begun. Nicky is also here with her junior stylist – although neither can stay for long as they’re booked up for most of the afternoon. Nicky is taking a great interest in Tom – even though he’s seven years younger than she is.

‘Are we ready?’ Mags asks, hand on the door handle. I nod, nerves rendering me speechless, and she swings open the door, propping it open with an unopened bag of plain flour. We hold our breaths and wait.

And wait some more.

Nobody is here, eager to join our party and sample our baked goods.

‘It is only just gone twelve,’ Dad points out, giving my shoulder a pat. ‘The teashop will be packed in no time, just wait and see.’

So we wait some more and still nobody arrives.

‘I don’t understand it,’ Nicky says when one o’clock arrives and not one new foot has stepped over the threshold. ‘I’d do almost anything for a freebie.’ She wraps her arms around me and squeezes tight. ‘I’m really sorry but we’re going to have to go. I’ll try and pop back later, okay?’

‘I’ll save you some cake,’ I joke weakly but neither of us laughs.

Nicky and her junior stylist leave but are quickly replaced by Zoe from the craft shop, and Marjorie returns from the florist’s as promised. It’s nice to see them and I’m grateful they’ve turned up in support (as well as for the freebies) but I’d hoped to see some new faces too. To make matters worse, I spot George from the letting agency scuttling past with coffees and paper bags of treats from town. It seems I can’t even entice my neighbours into the teashop with the offer of free cakes.

Plonking myself down at one of the tables, I drop my face into my hands. I’m so embarrassed. Here we all are, trussed up in flowers and cocktail umbrellas, the teashop decked out for a party, and nobody wants to join in. I’ve spent a chunk of my savings on advertising and Victoria, Mags and I have traipsed around town for hours spreading the word. And not only that, my loved ones are witnessing my rejection.

‘It is raining,’ Mags says gently as she sits down next to me, resting a hand on my shoulder. ‘People would rather stay at home when the weather’s bad, even if there is the prospect of cake.’

‘But look.’ I lift my head so I can gaze around the room. ‘Everyone here has come as a favour to me. There’s not one person who’s braved a bit of rain for free cake.’

‘I’m pretty sure that’s all Marjorie came for,’ Mags mutters.

I drop my face back into my hands, but just when I’m losing all hope and considering seriously drowning my sorrows with a whole basket of mini muffins (and that vodka and Coke I’d craved earlier), Birdie steps into the teashop with a younger man and a little girl. I’m so happy to see them, I practically jump on Birdie, throwing my arms around her while she introduces her family.

‘This is Caleb, my grandson.’ Birdie’s eyes twinkle as she gazes up at the tall man beside her. He’s looking slightly dishevelled with the beginnings of dark stubble on his face and his hair looks as though he’s recently run his hands through it and forgotten to smooth it back down again. But his whole face lights up when he smiles, flashing white, even teeth and bright blue eyes. My stomach does something vaguely familiar but most unwelcome. I do not fancy this guy.

I. Do. Not.

‘And this is Cara, my great-granddaughter.’ Birdie brushes a hand over the little girl’s brown hair. With her blue eyes, she looks just like her father. Who I do not fancy. Not even a little bit.

‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ I say as Mags arrives with a bunch of garlands and drapes them over the heads of the newcomers. ‘Help yourself to the cakes.’ I indicate the barely touched trays and baskets on the counter. ‘And there’s also face-painting if you’d like.’ I turn to Victoria, who’s so bored she’s taken to painting flowers on her bare arms.

‘Is that just for the kids or can anyone have a turn?’ Caleb asks and I blush. I have no idea why.

‘I’m sure Victoria would be more than happy to paint you.’ I’m quite confident about this as she’s quickly running out of space on herself.

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Caleb says over his shoulder as he’s suddenly tugged away and towed towards the cakes by an eager Cara. I turn away, determined not to check out his bum.

‘Thank you for coming,’ I say to Birdie, hugging her again. I’m probably overstepping some customer boundaries here but I’m so grateful to see a new face in the teashop.

Birdie pats my back. ‘I wouldn’t have missed it, dear.’ She holds me out at arm’s length and the twinkle is back in her eyes. ‘Please tell me there’s apple crumble.’

‘There is.’ I guide Birdie towards the counter, where Cara is checking out the array of cakes with wide eyes. ‘Hopefully Dad hasn’t eaten them all.’

‘I heard that,’ Dad says, making me jump, as I didn’t realise he was hovering behind us. ‘Let me serve this young lady.’ Dad slips in between me and Birdie, his hand resting on her back as he guides her towards the tray of apple crumble dishes. I’m shocked. Who knew Dad was a charmer? He turns to me to wink, ruining the effect by saying, ‘I need a top-up anyway.’

We see a few more new faces over the course of the afternoon, but not nearly as many as I was hoping for. Marjorie has her fill of cake (they’re only tiny, so they don’t really count towards her daily calorie intake, apparently) and returns to the florist’s, being quickly replaced by Robbie and Annette. Zoe and Imogen from Paper Roses change places and Nicky returns in between clients.

‘He’s cute,’ she whispers before popping a bite-sized flapjack into her mouth. Although Nathan has stayed behind with Victoria, the rest of the band have filtered away so Nicky has set her sights on Birdie’s grandson instead of baby-faced Tom. ‘But not my type. Maybe yours?’

I choke on the mini homemade jammy dodger I’ve been eating, coughing damp biscuit crumbs into my hand. ‘I don’t think so,’ I wheeze. ‘Besides, I didn’t think you had a type.’ Although Nicky has become a very close friend of mine over the past year, I have to admit that she isn’t fussy when it comes to the men she dates. It’s probably why she ends up with so many bad eggs.

‘Come on,’ Nicky coaxes, nudging me gently. ‘You have to admit he’s pretty cute.’

I will do no such thing.

I won’t even look at him.




Chapter Eight

I was gobsmacked when Joel proposed over dinner one night, quietly so that the other diners weren’t alerted, as he knew I’d be mortified at the attention of so many eyes on me. We’d been together for four and a half years, had lived together for two of those and I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him.

Joel was everything I ever wanted in a partner: loyal, attentive, fun and caring in equal measures. Joel had been by my side as I visited Gran in the hospital, had cried with me when she passed away. He’d propped me up during the funeral and allowed me to grieve in my own time. I felt completely at ease with Joel. I felt safe and secure. Invincible. And yet it came as a complete shock as he slid the little velvet box across the table towards me, his eyes shining as he asked me to marry him.

Of course I said yes. I couldn’t imagine anything I wanted more than to marry the man I loved. Everyone was thrilled for us and I began planning the wedding with Mum and Penny, agonising over the tiniest details.

‘I just want the day to be perfect,’ I told Penny when she pointed out that it didn’t really matter whether we had gold or silver table confetti. No matter how excited Penny was about my upcoming wedding, she didn’t quite get it. Penny had no real desire to get married. She was happy as she was, flirting with random guys in bars and clubs, hooked on the buzz of heading out for first dates. She’d had relationships, but nothing serious and none that lasted more than a couple of months. She’d grown tired of Jack by their third night together and now he was nothing but a distant memory of a conquest from a long-ago job she’d hated.

‘It will be perfect,’ Mum told me. ‘Because you’re marrying Joel.’ I knew she was right but I still couldn’t stop dithering over gold or silver table confetti; delicate, heart-shaped stud earrings or tiny pearls; cream, embossed save the date cards or something fun and bold.

Somehow, we managed to put solid plans into place. The church and reception venue were booked, Penny had chosen a gorgeous bridesmaid’s dress and I’d whittled my dress options down to three. We sent out save the date cards (I went with the cream) and ordered handmade invitations with a matching guestbook. Joel chose his best man (and Penny vowed to cop off with him at the reception), we pored through holiday brochures in search of a dream honeymoon and we chose our rings and the engravings we wanted on the inside.

Everything was on track. In six months I was going to walk into the church as Madeleine Lamington and emerge as Madeleine Harris. Mrs Madeleine Harris.

And then it all went wrong and I never even made it to the church. Never took the vows or exchanged the readings we’d agonised over during the build-up to our big day. My life was changed, but not in the way I ever expected or would ever wish it to be.

I thought I’d met my soulmate, that I would live happily ever after with Joel, but I’d been wrong. So very wrong and I – and my poor, battered heart – had paid the price for it. The only consolation I could offer myself was that I’d never put myself in the position to be hurt so spectacularly ever again.




Chapter Nine

‘Just leave it, yeah?’ I say when Nicky suggests – again – that I go and speak to Birdie’s grandson. And by ‘speak’ she means flirt, which isn’t going to happen. ‘He’s spending some quality time with his daughter. Birdie told me he’s had a tough time with his ex lately and hasn’t seen much of his little girl. I’m not going to go over there and ruin their afternoon together.’

Nicky shrugs. ‘Fair enough.’ She pops a tiny square flapjack into her mouth – the fourth in as many minutes, but I don’t blame her as they’re so soft and buttery you can’t help yourself – and leans casually against the counter. ‘So what do you think about Tom? Do you think he likes me?’

I try not to roll my eyes. I really, really have to try. ‘He’s twenty-two, Nicky.’

‘So?’

‘And you’re not.’

Nicky does roll her eyes, overdramatically and with a heavy sigh for extra effect. ‘I’m hardly drawing my pension.’

‘You’re almost thirty,’ I point out. ‘He’s not far off twenty-one.’

‘Age is just a number.’ Nicky licks the flapjack crumbs off her fingers. ‘Besides, he might like a more mature lady.’

I snort, both at the ‘mature’ and ‘lady’ parts of that sentence. ‘Or he might like going out, getting trashed and having meaningless one-night stands. Like many other twenty-two-year-olds.’

‘Is that what you did when you were twenty-two?’ Nicky asks and I find myself thinking about Joel and the one-night thing that turned into a five-year relationship, an engagement ring and a wedding that didn’t happen because it turned out the groom-to-be was a lying scumbag who couldn’t keep his willy in his pants.

‘I’m going to get his number off Victoria,’ Nicky says when I fail to answer. She pushes herself away from the counter, grabbing one last mini flapjack before she heads over to the face-painting station in the corner. Victoria is putting the final touches to Cara’s sparkly butterfly design so Nicky settles herself on a chair, which happens to be next to Caleb. I send a few telepathic, anti-meddling messages in Nicky’s direction before Mum snatches my attention away. She and Ivor are leaving as they have dinner plans with friends this evening and they have a drive across Manchester ahead of them.

‘Thank you for coming,’ I say as Mum loops a silk scarf around her neck. She knots the scarf before leaning in to kiss my cheek.

‘It was our pleasure. It’s always lovely to pop in. You should be proud of yourself.’ I’m not so sure about that, given the pretty dire turnout, but I say that I am anyway. I don’t want my parents to know how troubled I am by the business. ‘Will you say goodbye to your dad for me? He looks busy and we really must dash.’

I look across the teashop, where Dad is chatting to Birdie at one of the tables by the window, their little apple crumble dishes empty in front of them. I sneak a glance at Nicky and Caleb, who are still chatting, even though Cara is no longer having her face painted by Victoria and is, in fact, on the other side of the teashop, chomping on a jammy dodger.

My stomach churns as I realise they’re probably flirting away over there, so I shift my gaze before I can feel anything ridiculous, such as jealousy. I don’t fancy Caleb and I don’t want to flirt with him myself, so why shouldn’t Nicky have some fun? I sometimes wish I could be as fun-loving and carefree as my friend, but then I remember the devastation when Joel broke my heart and something shuts down inside me. I can’t – won’t – let that happen again.

I lead Mum and Ivor to the door with the handful of treats I’ve insisted they take with them. Mum opens her mouth to say something, but as I already know what it’s going to be and have no desire to hear it (it’s the same thing every visit or phone call), I cut her off before she can utter a word of it. ‘I’ll tell Dad you said goodbye. Have fun tonight!’ I give Mum a nudge over the threshold and into the drizzle, waving as they make a dash for the car before returning to the teashop.

It’s almost four o’clock so the party – if you can call it that – is due to end soon. It doesn’t look like we’re going to entice any more new customers so I think we can officially label this afternoon as a flop. A dud. A complete waste of time, effort and cake.

‘What are we going to do now?’ Mags asks the next morning as we prepare the teashop for opening. We avoided the subject as we baked a few of the morning essentials, but there’s no escaping the fact we need a new plan of action before we sink completely.

‘I really don’t know.’ If I had the money, I’d advertise the teashop far and wide, but the cash Gran left me has been eaten up by deposits, mortgage repayments and equipment and if I empty my account, I’ll have nothing to pay wages or buy ingredients with. I’m in a bind and I can’t see a way out of it. ‘Maybe it’s time we called it quits.’

‘You what?’ Mags’s face morphs quickly from shock to anger.

‘I’m a baker,’ I say. ‘Not to sound arrogant, but I’m damn good at it. But I’m clearly not a businesswoman. As much as I love this place, I don’t think I’m cut out to run my own teashop.’

‘Nonsense.’ Mags shakes her head. ‘We’ve had a rocky start, but we’ll get there.’

‘How?’ I’m out of ideas. I can bake cakes morning, noon and night but there’s little point if there’s nobody in the teashop to buy them.

‘We need a gimmick,’ Mags says. ‘Something to draw people in.’

‘But what?’ If offering free cake wasn’t enough to drive new customers to the teashop, I’m not sure what else will.

‘That’s the conundrum,’ Mags says as she switches the sign on the door to open. It’s something we both ponder as we serve the trickle of early morning customers. I’m happy to see one new face among the familiar, but it isn’t enough to save the teashop from closure.

‘How about baking classes?’ Mags suggests when there’s only Robbie and his milkshake sitting in the teashop.

‘But then won’t everyone bake at home and leave us with even fewer customers?’

‘Hmm, quite possibly,’ Mags concedes while mentally popping her thinking cap back on. We still haven’t brought any new ideas to the table when The Builders descend at lunchtime, filling the teashop with chatter as they thump their way to the counter in their big boots.

‘You’re looking radiant this afternoon, Mags,’ Owen says. ‘If I were ten years younger, I’d leap over this counter and snog your face off.’

Mags bats off the compliment with a wave of her hand. ‘What are you talking about? You’re not much older than I am.’

‘I know but my leg’s giving me jip.’ Owen stoops to rub his thigh as Mags and the other builders laugh. ‘Want to massage it for me?’

‘I’d rather not.’ Mags rubs her hands together. ‘What can I get you today? Cake-wise before you get any mucky ideas.’

‘Would I?’ Owen grins. ‘I’ll have a handful of those little flapjacks – not a euphemism, by the way – and a coffee.’

‘Are you eating in or out?’ Mags asks.

Owen leans his elbow on the counter. ‘I’ll eat in if you’ll join me. It’ll be our first date.’

‘I’m working,’ Mags points out. ‘So you’ll have to either take it out or date one of your buddies here.’

‘I’ll put out if you’re paying,’ Connor jokes.

‘Then I’m definitely not,’ Owen tells him before turning to Mags. ‘I’ll eat in. Alone.’

‘Take a seat; I’ll bring them over,’ Mags says before moving on to take Little Jordan’s and Connor’s orders. I make the coffees and teas while Mags transfers the cakes onto plates. The teashop always comes to life when The Builders are in. They can be boisterous but fun, and today is no exception. I’d love it if the teashop was like this all the time but I have no idea how to make that happen and it’s only a matter of time before Owen and the lads finish their job and move on. I’m dreading that day and I’m pretty sure Mags is too. Despite her protestations to the contrary, I think she rather enjoys the banter with Owen.

‘What about sponsorship?’ I say later, once The Builders have returned to their site. ‘We could sponsor a local football or rugby team. Nobody big, obviously. I’m not talking Woodgate Warriors or anything, but a pub team or something.’

‘I don’t need to check the books to know we can’t afford that,’ Mags says with a little shrug.

Money, money, money. The root of all evil – and all my problems, it seems.

‘We’ll think of something.’ Mags pulls me into a hug but I’m not sure either of us believes her. But it turns out that she’s right. We will think of something, just a few days later, and it’s an idea that is, quite literally, sitting under my nose.




Chapter Ten

Victoria practically bursts into the teashop on Friday morning and I’m surprised the door is still on its hinges with the force. She usually tries to maintain a cool, sometimes even standoffish demeanour, but this morning she’s carrying a huge smile and has a jittery, kid-at-Christmas vibe going on.

‘What are you doing here?’ I ask because it’s Victoria’s day off. As much as she loves the teashop, it’s still her workplace and everybody needs a rest from that.

‘I have news and I couldn’t wait until tomorrow to tell you.’ Victoria clutches her hands together and gives an excited little yelp. ‘And I sort of need a favour.’

‘Spill then.’ Intrigued, I lean across the counter towards Victoria and she does the little yelp again.

‘Terry Sergeant came to see us play last night and he wants to see us at his office tomorrow.’ Victoria’s words gush out in a breathtaking rush. ‘If it goes well, he might sign us!’

There’s the yelp again, louder this time. I scuttle out from behind the counter and throw my arms around her. Not one for physical contact, Victoria allows me to hug her for three milliseconds before she squirms out of my grip.

‘That is amazing! I’m so happy for you. You deserve this.’ I give a little yelp of my own. ‘You’re going to be famous! I can’t believe I’m going to have a famous friend. Do you think you can send all the celebrities you meet this way?’

Victoria laughs. ‘Terry hasn’t signed us yet.’

‘But he will.’ I’m positive of that.

‘Then of course I’ll send all the celebrities this way. We’ll be the coolest place to hang out.’

‘We?’ I ask. ‘You’ll be hanging up your apron soon. Superstars don’t waitress in little teashops.’ I’ll be sad when the time comes as Victoria has become a good friend as well as a colleague, but I want this for her so much.

‘Speaking of hanging up my apron …’ Victoria says. ‘Do you think I could have the day off tomorrow? The meeting with Terry isn’t until late afternoon but we’d like to get in as much practice as we can beforehand, just in case he needs us to play again for him.’

‘Of course.’ I’d planned to go over to Dad’s, but he’ll understand if I put my visit off for a couple of days. ‘Do you have time for some celebratory cake? I’d have made some peanut butter blondies this morning if I’d known.’

‘An orange sponge finger will do,’ Victoria says and she sits down at the Russian-doll-patterned table while I pop three orange sponge fingers with tangy lime icing onto a plate. I call Mags out from the kitchen and pour cups of tea and coffee, taking them and the cake to the table. Victoria shares her news and Mags is as delighted as I am.

‘To our little megastar in the making,’ she says, raising her cup of tea. Victoria and I raise our own cups, though we don’t clink them as dripping scalding hot tea over your hands is hardly a celebratory move. ‘You won’t forget about us little people, will you?’

‘Of course not.’ Victoria narrows her eyes and bites her lip. ‘What was your name again?’

‘Funny.’ Mags bites into her sponge finger as the teashop door opens so I get up to greet Birdie. I already have a bag of dog biscuits in my apron pocket so I pop outside to say hello to Franklin while Mags serves Birdie’s usual apple crumble with custard. His bum starts to wiggle as soon as he sees me, his claws clattering on the pavement in his excitement as he knows he’s in for a treat.

‘Who’s a gorgeous boy?’ I coo as I scratch Franklin behind his ears. ‘Here you go.’ I hold out a biscuit and pat him on the head as he takes it between his teeth. ‘Good boy.’

I head back into the teashop and pass on the remainder of the dog biscuits before I wash my hands in the kitchen. When I step back into the teashop, I’m surprised to see Dad sitting with Birdie by the window.

‘I didn’t know you were coming in today,’ I say, stooping to kiss his cheek.

Dad winks at me. ‘I was lured by the smell of freshly baked apple crumble.’

‘I see.’ Apple crumble, eh? Or could it be another apple crumble fan has enticed him into the teashop? ‘I’ll just go and let Mags know we need two portions then.’

Leaving Dad and Birdie to chat, I rush into the kitchen, where I grab Mags while making the same excited yelping noises Victoria was emitting earlier.

‘Dad and Birdie!’ I hiss. ‘Come and look.’

Pulling Mags towards the doorway separating the teashop and kitchen, we both peer out at the pair as they chat easily across the table. I can’t quite believe Dad has struck up such a quick and easy companionship with Birdie Conrad but, now that I think about it, he barely noticed Mum at the so-called party at the weekend and spent most of his time chatting with his new friend.

‘Do you think Dad fancies Birdie?’ I whisper, which makes me giggle. I press a hand to my mouth to smother my childish reaction.

‘And why not?’ Mags asks. ‘She’s a lovely woman.’

‘She’s nothing like Mum though.’ Mum’s more refined with a sleek blonde bob and subtle make-up. She wears skirt suits, heels and silk scarfs whereas Birdie’s more robust-looking with greying brown curls and a ruddy complexion. She wears comfortable slacks, flat shoes and an anorak.

‘Have all your boyfriends been the same?’ Mags asks. There haven’t been that many, to be fair, but Joel was completely different to the short-lived romances I’d had before. ‘I know I’d never go for a man like Graham again.’

‘Is Owen like Graham?’ I ask the question casually but Mags tuts.

‘Oh, stop it. I’m not interested in Owen and he isn’t interested in me. It’s a bit of fun, that’s all. But no, Owen is nothing like Graham at all. Graham couldn’t even change a light bulb, never mind build whole houses. He was a bit useless, really.’

I can’t help thinking of Joel. He wasn’t very good at DIY either, despite being a property developer, but he had many other talents. Fidelity not being one of them, it painfully transpired.

‘Oh, look.’ I forget about Joel as I hear laughter from the teashop. Dad is chuckling while Birdie has thrown her head back for a full-on chortle. ‘I really do think they like each other.’

I’m so pleased. Not only has Dad found a woman who just may help him finally get over Mum, but it’s also all down to me. Well, me and my apple crumble. I always knew cake was special but I didn’t know it had Cupid-like powers.

‘Oh my God, that’s it!’ My sudden outburst is so loud it attracts the attention of Dad, Birdie and Victoria. I tug Mags deeper into the kitchen, out of view of our new audience, and lower my voice. ‘I’ve got it! The hook that might bring people to the teashop.’

‘What is it?’ Hearing the commotion, Victoria has rushed into the kitchen to find out what’s going on.

‘Love,’ I announce, a huge grin spreading across my face. ‘Or rather dating.’

I think it’s a marvellous idea and I’m already picturing my little teashop full to bursting point with loved-up couples (who will then, of course, frequent my teashop now it’s on their radar) but Mags and Victoria don’t look convinced. In fact, they look quite bewildered.

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Mags asks, which seems to be the question on Victoria’s mind too judging by the frown on her face.

‘I’m talking about matching people up with their favourite cakes,’ I say, almost giddy with the prospect. ‘Like Dad and Birdie and the apple crumble that brought them together. We’ll set up a dating service in the teashop.’ I’m pacing the kitchen now, my hands flying about the place as I try to explain my vision. ‘There’ll be five men and five women who all love a certain dessert and they’ll chat to each other in turn while they enjoy their chosen dessert. It’ll be like speed dating … with cake!’

‘Won’t people be a bit bloated after five lots of cake?’ Victoria asks as we sit down to discuss my idea further now the teashop is empty. Dad and Birdie have finished their apple crumbles and gone their separate ways and although Victoria should be getting back to Nathan and the boys for band rehearsals, she’s decided to stick around for a few more minutes to iron out a few details. ‘Being stuffed to the brim with cake hardly makes you feel sexy, does it?’

‘We’ll make mini desserts,’ I suggest. ‘Like we did for the party.’

Mags, who has brought a notepad and pen from the office, jots this down.

‘But won’t it be a bit …’ Victoria scrunches up her face, reluctant to say the next words ‘… boring? Having the same dessert five times in one night, even if it is on a small scale?’

‘She has a point.’ Mags adds the word BORING with an oversized question mark to her notes.

‘I suppose.’ My idea had seemed brilliant only a few moments ago but now I’m not so sure.

‘I think you have something,’ Mags says quickly. ‘But it needs a bit of a tinker to make it work. Let’s have a think about it over the weekend and see what we can come up with.’

‘In the meantime, I’d better get going,’ Victoria says. ‘The others will be wondering where I am.’

‘Good luck for tomorrow.’ I stand up, think about giving Victoria a hug, and quickly change my mind, collecting our empty cups together instead.

‘Terry would be mad not to sign you on the spot,’ Mags adds. ‘But I’ll cross my fingers and toes for you, just in case.’

I take the cups into the kitchen once Victoria has gone, my mind wandering back to my dating idea. I can feel butterflies fluttering up a storm in my tummy and I know this is something we should pursue. If done right, it’ll bring lots of new potential customers into the teashop who will try our cakes and hopefully return for more. And if they happen to find love among the treats, that will be an amazing bonus.

My mind is still on cake and dating when I’ve finished the washing up and I’m mulling ideas over when Nicky arrives during her lunch break.

‘I need cake – and fast.’ She plonks herself down at one of the tables and folds her arms across her chest. ‘He hasn’t called.’

‘Who hasn’t called?’ I honestly can’t keep up with Nicky and her men. She’s been on three dates alone this week, each one with someone new.

‘Tom.’ She sighs, long and heavy. ‘Victoria gave me his number, so I texted him last night. Nothing flirty or anything. Just a hey, how are you kind of thing. We texted back and forth all night and things got a bit … heated.’ I try not to gag at the thought of Nicky and Victoria’s baby-faced pal sexting. ‘I called earlier but it went straight to voicemail. I left a super-cute, super-breezy message but he hasn’t got back to me.’ The corners of her mouth turn down and I swear her bottom lip pokes out ever so slightly.

‘I think he’s just really busy today.’ I explain about the band and their upcoming meeting with Terry Sergeant. Nicky’s eyes are wide by the time I’ve finished.

‘So he’s going to be famous?’ Nicky stands up so quickly, she nearly sends her chair flying backwards. ‘Forget the cake. If I’m going to be a celeb’s girlfriend, I need to keep it trim.’ She flies out of the teashop – and away from the delicious temptation – almost colliding with The Builders. Mags, who has been out the back, makes a suspiciously sudden appearance.

‘What’s your favourite cake?’ I ask Owen as he observes the goodies in the fridge.

‘From here? Your cherry cola muffins.’ He snaps his head up. ‘Why? Do you have any today?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ I say, deflated with disappointment. I’d been hoping he’d say raspberry cream cheese brownies – Mags’s favourite – and strengthen my idea of matching up potential pairings by their favourite desserts. ‘We have raspberry and white chocolate muffins if you fancy one of those instead?’

Owen shrugs. ‘Why not? I like to mix it up every now and then anyway. Variety is the spice of life and all that.’

I’m placing Owen’s muffin on a plate when his words hit me fully, sending the butterflies in my tummy into a flurry.

Variety is the spice of life.

Variety.

Of course! We don’t have to offer specific cakes for people to bond over, just cake. A variety of cakes. Who wouldn’t want to date and eat cake? Five different cakes, each bite-sized treat as delicious as the next. It wouldn’t be boring and nobody would leave feeling bloated.

It was perfect!




Chapter Eleven

Dad’s invited me round for tea so, after closing the teashop, I climb into my little mint green Fiat 500 and pop on my favourite summery playlist for the drive. I adore this car. Before setting up Sweet Street, a car was the only splurge I allowed myself from the money Gran left me, and I knew as soon as I saw the adorable, dinky car that it was the one for me. Penny went with me to choose it and she said it was tiny and cute, just like me. If I’d known back then that the extra money would have come in handy for the business I’d set up in a few months’ time, I may have stuck with my ancient, clapped-out car that liked to break down at the most ill-timed moments. It was a nightmare of a car but, as turning up for work late so often had cost me my job at the double glazing call centre, I’d always be grateful to it for that.

I get a whiff of the welcoming smell of Dad’s cooking as soon as he opens the door. Dad wasn’t much use in the kitchen when he was married to Mum. He could knock together a shepherd’s pie if absolutely necessary and his omelettes were pretty good, but it’d been Mum who provided most of my nourishment growing up.

When she first left, I took over most of the culinary duties but once I moved in with Penny, Dad either had to roll his sleeves up and learn to cook a few more meals or exist on a rotating menu of shepherd’s pie, omelettes and tinned soup. Luckily, he went with option one and he’s now pretty proficient when it comes to rustling up meals. He uses a lot of the fresh produce from his allotment, which is a bonus.

‘Something smells good.’ I kiss Dad on the cheek before stepping inside and heading straight through to the kitchen and the source of the delicious smells.

‘We’re actually in the living room.’ Dad reaches out and steers me away from the kitchen.

‘We?’ I ask a split second before I’m nudged into the living room. I pause on the threshold, my jaw slowly journeying to the carpet. ‘Birdie! Hello!’ I’m gobsmacked to see one of my customers sitting on the sofa with a cup of tea. I knew they’d been getting along but I had no idea just how well. This is further proof that my cake-dating service can – and will – work.

‘Hello, dear.’ Birdie smiles and pops her cup of tea on the low table in front of her. ‘You look surprised to see me.’

‘Not at all,’ I say, which is ridiculous as my bottom lip is in danger of getting carpet burns. ‘Well, maybe a little. Dad never said you’d be here. Good job I brought this for pudding.’ I hold up the plastic tub I’ve brought with me.

Birdie’s eyes light up. ‘Is that apple crumble?’

‘It is. I’m just going to put it in the fridge. I’ll be back in a minute.’ I flash Dad a follow-me look, which thankfully he picks up on and he shuffles after me into the kitchen. I take a quick scan of the room, hunting out signs of Mum but other than the wine, which Birdie won’t know aren’t for Dad at this stage, we’re okay. I do need to slip the wedding photo discreetly from the mantelpiece in the living room though and I’ll nab her dressing gown from the bathroom in a moment.

‘You never told me Birdie was going to be here,’ I whisper as I place the tub in the fridge.

‘Didn’t I?’ Dad frowns. ‘Is it a problem?’

Is it a problem? I almost hoot with laughter. A problem? It’s the best bloody thing I’ve seen in ages. Dad has invited another woman round for tea! I’m almost giddy.

‘I think it’s wonderful,’ I say, closing the fridge and heading for the kettle. I need a calming cup of tea before I start performing a jig on the lino.

‘Is it?’

‘Yes.’ I turn back to Dad and grasp him by the sleeves of his cardigan. ‘I’m so happy that you’ve found someone.’

‘Found someone?’ Dad frowns again before his eyes widen. ‘Oh, no. No, no, no. It’s not like that with me and Birdie. We’ve become friends, that’s all.’

‘Hmm, friends.’ In my head, I’m using air quotes around the word. ‘Of course. How many friends have you invited round for tea lately then?’ I don’t let Dad answer as I know the answer is a great big zero. Who knows, maybe Dad will be whipping the wedding photo off the mantelpiece himself soon. ‘What are we having for tea, by the way? It smells lovely.’

‘Shepherd’s pie,’ Dad says as I fill the kettle. Ah, an old favourite. ‘With peas, carrot and spring cabbage. The cabbage will taste even better than usual because I swiped it from Gerry’s plot.’

‘Dad,’ I sigh.

‘What? He’s a smug old git. Thinks he’s better than me because his beetroot won second place at the Woodgate Grows competition. And he started all this pinching crops business, remember. He hasn’t got green fingers – he’s got sticky fingers, the thieving sod.’

I raise my eyebrows at Dad. ‘And what about your fingers?’

Dad shrugs and shoves his hands into the pockets on the front of his cardigan. ‘Like I said, he started it.’

I’m about to point out the playground-ness of this conversation when the back door swings open and Franklin waddles into the kitchen, followed closely by Birdie’s grandson. I look at Dad but he’s already dropped to his knees so he can make a fuss of the dog. I always wanted a dog when I was growing up, but my requests were always met with a firm no from the parents. Now I know which parent was steering that ship.

‘Hello again,’ I say, feeling incredibly awkward. It isn’t because I fancy Caleb or anything. It’s because I’m standing in Dad’s kitchen with a virtual stranger. A virtual stranger that I’m quite possibly going to be sitting across the table from while I tuck into Dad’s hearty shepherd’s pie and seasonal – and in some cases, stolen – veg. ‘I didn’t know you were here. Cup of tea?’

‘Yes please.’ Caleb rubs his hands together. ‘I know it’s supposed to be summer but it’s freezing out there. I’ve been outside for fifteen minutes with that dog and he hasn’t done a thing.’ Franklin toddles over to me, sniffing at my fingers when I stoop to scratch behind his ears. He’s obviously in search of his usual doggy treats but, not knowing he was going to be here, I haven’t brought any with me. ‘I see you’re a fan of dogs.’

‘Aren’t you?’ I look up sharply. How can you not be a fan of dogs?

‘Franklin’s okay, I suppose, but in general, no.’ Caleb holds out a hand. ‘A dog took a chunk out of my hand when I was eleven.’

I see it now, the scar in the fleshy part above his thumb. He turns his hand over and there’s a smaller scar on the palm.

‘That must have been traumatic,’ I concede. But still.

‘It was. I get sweaty just watching Crufts on the telly now.’ Caleb grins so I’m not sure if he’s being serious.

‘Why don’t you two go through to the dining room?’ Dad says as Franklin, realising there are no goodies to be had from me, toddles back to him for more fuss. ‘Tea will be ready in a few minutes.’

The dining room? We usually eat in the kitchen, unless it’s a special occasion. And by ‘special occasion’ I mean Christmas. But then this is an extra special occasion for Dad. It isn’t every day he entertains a lady friend, her grandson and her dog.

I make cups of tea for us all before showing Caleb through to the dining room. Dad’s tidied away his gardening magazines that are usually piled high on the table and he’s given it a thorough polish so it’s gleaming. It’s already been set for four, complete with the silver candlesticks Mum and Dad received as a wedding gift at the centre.

‘I’ll just go and get some matches to light the candles,’ I say as an excuse to corner Dad in the kitchen again. I understand Birdie being here – and Franklin – but why Caleb?

‘Birdie’s worried about the lad,’ Dad explains, eyes darting over his shoulder to make sure we’re still alone. ‘He’s had a hard time of it lately, what with the divorce and the custody battle. It sounds like it got a bit messy so Birdie just wants to keep an eye on him. Make sure he’s not sitting at home on his own on the days he doesn’t have the little girl.’

A bit like Dad then, who barely left the house for the first couple of years after Mum left. If it wasn’t for the allotment, Dad wouldn’t have socialised outside of work at all. If you can call pilfering veg from the neighbouring plot a social activity.

‘It’s not a problem, is it?’ Dad asks.

‘No, of course it isn’t,’ I say. At least I hope it isn’t going to be.

I find out all about Caleb McIntosh as we tuck into Dad’s shepherd’s pie, pretending we can’t hear Franklin whimpering from the kitchen. He’s thirty-two and a teaching assistant at a primary school, currently working in a class of Year Four pupils. He makes me laugh with tales from the classroom and, in a bid to make my own life sound interesting, I tell him all about Sweet Street Teashop and the dream that finally came true.

‘What made you take the plunge?’ he asks and I find my cheeks starting to heat up. Do I tell him the truth? That I’d spent three months sobbing in my childhood bedroom, heartbroken and humiliated, before I decided to take control of my own destiny and invest the money into my dream career as Gran would have wanted me to? Gran had always been fiercely supportive of my dream, constantly encouraging me to reach for the stars, to grab every single opportunity that came my way. When Joel and I split up, I could barely reach for the remote to change the TV channel, but I’d somehow shifted my focus onto the business and, through Sweet Street, picked myself up and reached further than I ever thought I could.

‘The time just felt right, I guess,’ I say instead.

Caleb nods and spears some filched spring cabbage with his fork. ‘I sometimes think I should train to become a teacher. The head at school certainly thinks it’s a good idea and would definitely support the decision, but then I look at my class’s teacher and the piles of paperwork and think I’m better off where I am. Teaching was never the dream for me and I need to focus on Cara now. We’ve had a tough few months.’

‘It must have been awful,’ I say, though I have no idea. Joel and I spoke about having children, but it was a way off in the future plan thankfully. The last thing I would have needed while nursing my poor, broken heart was a bitter custody battle.

‘It was.’ Caleb’s mouth is turned down, but then it suddenly stretches into a wide, teeth-flashing grin and my stomach performs a treacherous somersault. ‘But now I get to do all the normal Dad things again. Celine – my ex – stopped me from having proper access when she got together with her new boyfriend. They wanted to cut me out so they could play happy families. She let me take Cara on the odd trip out – the zoo, seaside, that kind of thing – but I missed out on the simple things like tucking her into bed at night.’

‘He’s an excellent father,’ Birdie says. I’d almost forgotten she and Dad were in the room with us. ‘Cara adores him. It’s such a shame they missed out on those precious months together. Celine is a very selfish woman.’

Caleb doesn’t disagree with his grandmother, but he does change the subject, bringing us back to the safer ground of Sweet Street. I find myself confiding in Caleb – and ultimately Dad – about our problem of drawing new customers into the teashop. I’ve never felt comfortable discussing the teashop’s failings with Dad but I feel able to admit the problems now we have a possible solution. I tell Dad about our dating service idea, omitting the inspiration behind the plan.

‘So people will come to your teashop to date?’ Dad asks, clearly sceptical about the idea judging from the frown lines on his face. ‘And eat cake?’

‘Hopefully, yes.’ I explain the speed-dating-like set-up, which Mags, Victoria and I have researched and tinkered with over the past few days since my brainwave. We’ll have five women all sitting down at a table each, who will be joined by one of the five men taking part. We’ll serve them a mini dessert each while they chat and get to know one another. After fifteen minutes or so (this is a little longer than most speed dates – we don’t want anybody suffering from indigestion as they try to ram their dessert down their throats while chatting to their dates in just a few minutes), the men will move over one table and the process will be repeated with a new dessert.

‘Everybody will have a card to fill in after each date, saying if they would like to see that person again,’ I explain. ‘If there are any matches, I will pass on the details via text the following day so the couples can arrange to get together.’

‘But how do you make money from this?’ Dad asks. ‘And how will it help the teashop?’

‘Everyone will pay to use the service,’ I tell him. ‘A flat fee to cover the dating service, plus the desserts. Hopefully, once they’ve been to the teashop and sampled our cake, they’ll return whether they’re after a date or not. And hopefully tell their friends how fabulous we are.’

‘But don’t the people who usually speed date want a few drinks?’ Caleb asks. ‘It’s more of a social occasion than a tea party.’

My grip tightens on my cutlery. ‘A tea party?’

‘I don’t mean that in a bad way,’ Caleb says, though I fail to see how it could be taken as anything but under the circumstances. ‘It’s just that speed dating is usually a more active night out. There’s booze and the buzz of lots of conversations to help ease the awkwardness of the situation. Sitting down with cake sounds pretty formal.’

‘I think it sounds marvellous,’ Birdie says. ‘I might have a go at that myself, just for the dessert.’ She winks at me before turning to Caleb. ‘You enjoyed Maddie’s cakes, didn’t you?’

‘Well, yes. Obviously. I’m just not sure …’ Caleb shifts uncomfortably in his seat. I release my grip on my cutlery, placing them down on the table so I can fold my arms across my chest.

‘You’re not sure of what?’ My head cocks to one side as I await the answer and I feel my foot tapping against the carpet.

‘I’m not sure speed dating and teashops go together.’

‘I think you’re wrong.’ Picking up my cutlery, I attack Dad’s shepherd’s pie, my knife and fork clashing noisily. ‘Not everybody enjoys being squished into a crowded room with boozed-up people. Without alcohol, you can really be yourself. And you don’t have to be drunk to have fun.’

Caleb nods. ‘That’s true. But speed dating is a numbers game. The more people you date, the more likely you are to find a match.’

‘But we’re going for quality over quantity. You can’t get to know someone after a three-minute conversation. You can barely find out their name and occupation. With our dating service, you can take your time and get to know the real person without the bravado of alcohol muddying the waters.’

Caleb shrugs. ‘I’m happy to be proved wrong.’

‘And I’m happy to prove you wrong.’ I lean towards Caleb, pursing my lips. ‘In fact, I could prove you wrong sooner than you think. We’re setting up a trial date, to see if it will work, and we need ten volunteers. I’ve got the women on board but we’re struggling to find five guys to take part.’

‘He’d love to help,’ Birdie chimes in before Caleb can respond. ‘When do you need him?’

‘Tuesday evening, seven p.m.?’ I bite my lip, preparing for a no. So far we only have Tom on board (Nicky, who was more than happy to take part, insisted).

Caleb shrugs. ‘Why not? It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do.’ I’m so happy he’s actually agreed to step in, I don’t take offence. ‘Could I bring a friend?’

My momentary happiness deflates. I’d assumed he was single. ‘That’s not really how it works. You’re not supposed to bring your own date.’

‘No.’ Caleb laughs. ‘A male friend. He’s a journalist so maybe he can write an article about it and help spread the word? He’s only on a local paper rather than the nationals, but it might help.’

I can’t believe it. For a second, I’m tempted to jump out of my seat and into Caleb’s lap. But I thankfully keep a lid on my enthusiasm and remain seated. ‘That would be amazing. And a local paper is perfect as it’ll target the locals we’re hoping to entice. Oh my God.’ I cover my mouth so I don’t squeal. ‘This might actually work.’

‘How could it not?’ Birdie asks.

I’m so excited I barely touch the apple crumble I brought round. Luckily I brought enough to stretch into four portions, although mine is wasted. I can’t believe we could have an article in a newspaper about my little teashop. This is the kind of kick up the bum the teashop needs, the kind of advertisement I could never afford.

‘I’ll do the dishes,’ Caleb offers once the others have all finished their desserts.

‘And I’ll help,’ Birdie says, shushing me and Dad when we protest. ‘You both kindly provided us with a delicious meal so it’s the least we can do.’ She and Caleb collect the dishes and take them through to the kitchen, leaving Dad and I alone in the dining room. It’s been a lovely evening and not only because it’s helped to convince me that the speed dating service might actually solve my teashop woes. It’s been lovely to see Dad enjoying another woman’s company. He hasn’t asked me once how Mum is and I decide to duck out before he can slip up with his usual questions.

‘I’ll just go and see if they need a hand,’ I say, already standing. I scurry out of the room, hurrying along the hallway to the kitchen, but freeze when I hear my name.

‘Is that why you made me come?’ Caleb hisses. ‘To set me up with Maddie?’ They’ve obviously been talking about me and it has nothing to do with the teashop.

‘I just think it’s time you got back out there, dear. You’re officially single now and Maddie is a lovely girl. She’s very pretty, don’t you think?’

Caleb doesn’t answer the question and his voice is a low growl that I have to strain to hear. ‘It doesn’t matter if she’s pretty or not. I’m not interested in her so back off.’

Which is what I do. I back up the hallway, creeping along the carpet as noiselessly as I can, creeping back into the dining room where I pretend I haven’t overheard a word.




Chapter Twelve

‘So what were his exact words?’ Nicky asks between gasps. We’re ten minutes into our run and she’s out of breath already. Nicky doesn’t normally join me on my runs. It’s usually a solo activity in which I block out the sounds of life with my iPod and a specifically put-together playlist. But Nicky insisted this evening, sensing there was some gossip to sniff out.

It’s been two days since I went to Dad’s for tea – aka the set-up with Caleb that didn’t work out AT ALL. What on earth had Dad been thinking? Birdie, I can understand. She doesn’t know my history. Doesn’t know that I’ve been heartbroken and have taken myself firmly off the market so it doesn’t happen again. But Dad knows. Dad wiped away my tears and snot when I turned up at the house with a suitcase and an ache in my chest that I feared would never recede. He knows what’s it’s like. Or at least he used to until he found Birdie. Perhaps that’s it. He’s happily moved on and wants me to join him.

But I can’t.

Even if I wanted to.

‘He said, “It doesn’t matter if she’s pretty or not. I’m not interested in her”.’ It hurt, I have to admit. Even though I’m not looking for a relationship, nobody wants to hear that. I feel like an ogre. And a fool.

‘So he does fancy you then,’ Nicky pants.

‘How did you work that out when he said the complete opposite?’ I wish I’d brought my iPod along for company instead. At least my playlist makes sense.

‘He said you’re pretty.’

‘He really didn’t.’ I was there, hovering outside Dad’s kitchen as Caleb delivered the blow. At no point did he say I was pretty.

‘He said that it doesn’t matter if you’re pretty or not. Which basically means you are pretty.’ My friend is obviously suffering more from this run than I thought. She isn’t getting enough oxygen to her brain. We should stop. ‘He didn’t say, “Ugh, Nan. She’s a minger. I’m soooo not interested.” He said he isn’t interested despite you being pretty.’

‘He really didn’t.’ I swear I’m speaking a different language.

‘He did. You’re just not reading between the lines.’

‘I generally accept what people are saying at face value,’ I say but Nicky doesn’t hear me. She is no longer wheezing by my side. She’s standing still on the pavement, doubled over with her hands planted on her knees as her shoulders rise and fall at an abnormal rate. I turn and jog towards her, placing a hand on her sweaty back. ‘Are you okay?’

Nicky sucks in an audible lungful of air before releasing it with a rasp. ‘Fine. Dandy.’ Rasp in, rasp out. ‘Just having a rest. You go on.’ She wafts a hand in front of us but there’s no way I’m leaving her.

‘Come on, let’s go back to my place.’

Nicky shakes her head, gulping in air. ‘No way. You go. I’ll catch up in a minute.’

Placing my arm around Nicky’s waist, I guide her back along the path we’ve just jogged along. ‘I’ve had enough anyway. Let’s go back, open a bottle of wine and catch up with Pretty Little Liars.’

‘Will there be cake?’

‘I think I may have some lying around.’

Nicky grins, her chest still heaving and raspy. ‘This is why you’re my best friend.’

I think of Penny but don’t bring her up, deciding to be glib instead. ‘My muffins bring all the girls to the yard.’

‘And I thought I was the only one.’ Nicky flips the nozzle of her water bottle up and takes a couple of quick sips. ‘But I forgive you.’

I take a sip of my own water. ‘Would that have anything to do with the fridge full of cake back at my place?’

Nicky shrugs. ‘Maybe.’

We laugh and I link my arm through Nicky’s. Her breathing is starting to slow down and it’s already losing its rasp.

‘I don’t know why you can’t be a normal twenty-something and spend Friday night in the pub instead of this,’ she says.

‘You’ve seen where I work,’ I say, dodging the real reason I prefer pounding the pavements to socialising. ‘I need to do this just to break even with all those calories.’

Nicky pulls a face. ‘Ugh, the less said about those little bastards, the better. Let’s get back to Caleb. He definitely fancies you. And you fancy him.’

I almost wish she was gasping for air again. I contemplate karate-chopping her in the windpipe to replicate the effect of the run. But only for a nanosecond, and there’s no way I’d actually do it.

‘I do not fancy him.’

Nicky flicks her eyes to the cloudy sky. It’s a muggy day, which is making me sweat despite the lack of running. ‘Yeah, because I find tall, handsome men with mischievous blue eyes totally unattractive too.’

‘I didn’t say he was totally unattractive. I can see that he’s cute and many women will fancy him.’

‘But not you?’

I shake my head and take another sip of water to cool down. ‘Nope. I’m not interested and neither is he. I’m happy as I am and I’ve got a business to concentrate on.’

Nicky holds her hands up. ‘Fair enough. I’ll say no more about it.’

‘Thank you.’ I swipe at my dripping forehead with the sleeve of my T-shirt, temporarily blocking my view. I hear the sudden blast of music and laughter as the doors of a pub open in front of us but I don’t see the bodies pouring out. Luckily, Nicky tugs me out of the way before I cause a collision. I’m about to apologise to the bloke I’ve almost stampeded when I clock who it is.

Joel.

Of course it’s Joel. Why wouldn’t it be my ex when I’m wearing a pair of seen-better-days leggings and a baggy T-shirt covered in sweat? When my hair is pulled into a messy ponytail and my top lip is glistening? I haven’t seen him for over a year. Haven’t bumped into him when I’m looking and feeling great, when I’m wearing a flattering dress and killer heels. No, I bump into him when I’m at my worst and feeling rejected by a man I haven’t even made a move on. This is a look designed to fill the man with relief that we never made it down the aisle. A real ‘look what you could have won’ reveal that makes him glad he never played the game. I need a shower. And a time machine.

‘Maddie!’ I was kind of hoping Joel had suffered some sort of head trauma that made him lose his memory during our time apart and he wouldn’t recognise me. Or just the head trauma would have done. But it seems he hasn’t suffered at all. He looks good. Better than good. Certainly better than me right now. ‘How are you?’

I can’t believe he’s asked me that. How are you? HOW ARE YOU? So casual. So polite. As though he didn’t throw away our relationship – our lives – for a tart who couldn’t keep her knickers on for more than five minutes.

‘I’m good.’ Despite appearances. ‘I finally opened up my own teashop. Just like I always said I would.’ I need Joel to know this. I need him to know that he didn’t destroy my life. I need him to know I haven’t spent the past year pining for him. Loving him. Being that pathetic girl he’d seen in the doorway of our bedroom, face frozen into a Scream-like pose, unable to actually scream or shout or tell him what an absolute shit he was. The pathetic girl who had backed away, quietly and without fuss, and slotted out of his life. The girl who hadn’t fought. Not for his love, because that was unsalvageable, but for her dignity and her self-worth. I need him to know that I’m fine without him. Better than fine, even if I do look like a sweaty mess right now. This is not my usual look, I want to tell him. I’m usually looking freaking awesome. Even if that isn’t strictly true.

‘Good.’ Joel, the son of a biscuit, smiles. How dare he smile after what he did to me? To us? ‘I’m glad. I’ll have to pop in some time. You always did make the best cakes.’

‘That’d be great.’ I’ll stock up on arsenic, just in case he’s true to his word. ‘We’d better get going. Bye, Joel.’ Tightening my hold on Nicky, I power-walk us along the pavement before Joel can ask for an address. It seems having a teashop on a pretty unknown street has its benefits after all.

Nicky doesn’t say anything as we walk away. Her legs are going like the clappers to keep up but she keeps her lips still until we’re safely around the corner and I slow the pace.

‘I guess that’s the reason you’re not interested in Caleb,’ she says before I even have the chance to explain who Joel is. ‘Dashing exes can really ruin your appetite for new relationships.’

Am I really that obvious?

Fantastic.

Nicky – thankfully – keeps to her word and doesn’t say a word about Caleb over the next few days and even when he turns up on Tuesday as planned, she is friendly but professional. She doesn’t even point out how damn hot Caleb looks in his charcoal jeans and navy V-neck sweater over a white shirt.

He arrives with his reporter friend, who is looking a little more casual in skinny jeans, tight T-shirt and fedora. He completes the look with a full-on hipster beard that reveals the hair covered by his hat is a rusty ginger.

‘Maddie, this is my friend Neal Fisher,’ Caleb says. Neal holds out a hand and I shake it. It’s a good handshake: firm and warm without being sweaty. ‘Where do you need us?’

‘We’re still waiting for some of the others to arrive,’ I explain. ‘So if you’d like to grab a drink while you wait? I won’t introduce you to the others as it’ll make the whole thing a bit more authentic.’

Most of the people taking part in the cake dating trial already know each other but this is the best way I can think of testing the service before we unveil it to the paying public. As well as Caleb and Neal trialling the service, I also have Tom on board (Nicky is determined to get a date with him, one way or another), plus Owen and Little Jordan. Owen’s participation had been easy to secure:

‘How would you like an evening of free cake?’ I’d asked a few days earlier while serving The Builders.

‘I’m listening,’ Owen had replied.

‘You’d also get a date with Mags.’

‘I’m there.’

No more questions or information were needed. Keen as mustard doesn’t even come close to describing Owen’s feelings on taking part. Little Jordan had reluctantly stepped up too when it turned out Connor wouldn’t be taking part.

‘I’m married.’ He’d held up his hand to show off the gold band. ‘I’d be risking my nuts if I even thought about it.’

Mags, Victoria (Nathan understood the dates wouldn’t actually be real) and Nicky (who did think the dates were real, especially the one with Tom) had volunteered to take part and I’d asked Imogen and Zoe from Paper Roses if they’d help out and they’d agreed.

‘Are we all ready?’ I ask when everyone has arrived. Everybody has been given a sticker labelled one to five and we’ve set out little corresponding numbered cards on the tables. ‘If you sit at the table that matches your sticker, I’ll explain how it all works.’ Once everybody is seated, I hand out the scorecards, which will determine whether the participants would like to see each other again.

‘In a moment, I’ll bring out the first round of desserts and the date will begin. After fifteen minutes, I’ll ring the bell, ending the date. The ladies will remain seated while the men move over one table. So, if you’re at table number one, you’ll move to table number two. If you’ve enjoyed your date and would like to see that person again, put a tick against their number on your scorecard. Once the dates have all finished, hand your card in to me and I’ll see if there are any matches. In a real-life scenario, I’d get in touch tomorrow with contact details so you can arrange to meet again. Obviously this part is pretend so feel free to put ticks at random tonight. And don’t worry – I won’t actually be sending out details after the trial.’

I glance at Nicky, to make sure she understands. ‘Once everyone has switched seats, I’ll bring out another round of desserts and the next date will begin. This will carry on until you’ve had a date with all the participants. Are we all ready?’

I’ve already set the desserts out behind the counter so I bring the first lot out, setting a ramekin dish filled with apple crumble and custard – the inspiration behind the cake dating – in front of each participant. Nicky is so delighted to be seated opposite Tom for round one that she almost forgets to eat her dessert. I watch her giggling and flicking her hair, her chest jutting out towards a slightly startled-looking Tom. If the table wasn’t between them, he’d be nose-deep in boobs.

At the next table, Mags and Caleb are chatting away while scooping out the apple crumble. I move my eyes quickly on, to table three where Victoria and Neal seem to be having a pleasant enough evening. Imogen is paired with Owen, who has one eye on his dessert and the other on Mags while Little Jordan can’t quite believe his luck that he’s on a date with Zoe. He’s so gobsmacked, he hasn’t uttered a single word yet.

I can’t help noticing that the group is a little … motley. There are three groups of similar ages: Victoria, Tom and Little Jordan in one group, and Nicky, Caleb, Neal and the Paper Roses girls in the other, plus Mags and Owen, who are a little older than the rest. So all together they’re a mishmash of participants that probably wouldn’t work in a real-life situation. I’ll have to put together a plan of matching potential dates somehow, especially as there’ll be so few members taking part each night. Quality over quantity, that’s my USP.

After fifteen minutes, I ring the bell and the guys all move over one table. Once I’ve set the peanut butter blondies down on the tables, the next date begins. I run my eyes over the teashop, pleased that the evening seems to be running smoothly so far. Owen is still watching an oblivious Mags from across the room while Little Jordan is now staring open-mouthed at Nicky’s chest. Round three brings not only Black Forest trifles, but it brings Owen and Mags closer together too. They’re now just one table apart, which makes Owen’s love-struck gazing easier. I’m not sure how Mags can miss how into her Owen is. Yes, he likes to have a joke around, but it’s clear he likes her beyond the banter.

‘This is so weird,’ Mags is saying to Little Jordan, not seeming to notice Owen’s watchful gaze from the next table. ‘I’m practically old enough to be your mum. How old are you?’

‘Nineteen,’ Little Jordan replies, which has Mags dropping her face into her hands.

‘Oh God. I am old enough to be your mum. I have a twenty-year-old son.’

‘If it helps, my mum’s a lot older than you,’ Little Jordan says and Mags’s face breaks out into a huge grin.

‘That does help. A lot.’

I signal the end of the date with the bell and bring out a round of raspberry cream cheese brownies. Owen finally moves over to Mags’s table and his face resembles a kid’s on Christmas morning. I hover nearby to tune into their date but I barely get to hear a word over the din of Nicky’s latest date. Caleb’s friend is sitting opposite, an elaborate eye-roll taking place as Nicky erupts. I have no idea what they’ve disagreed over but Nicky calls Neal a prick before folding her arms across her chest and spending the next fourteen minutes and thirty-three seconds giving him a cold stare. The exchange puts everyone on edge and so Owen’s long anticipated date doesn’t go quite as well as he’d hoped.

I serve mini American-style cheesecakes for the final round. It’s Little Jordan’s favourite dessert from the teashop but he doesn’t even glance down at the cake as he’s mesmerised by the girl in front of him. I have no doubts whatsoever that Imogen will be on the receiving end of a giant tick tonight.




Chapter Thirteen

‘So what made you think of putting cake and speed dating together?’ Neal asks. Most of those trialling the cake dating have gone home and Neal is interviewing me for the piece he’s promised to write for the newspaper. I’m beyond thrilled that we’re going to get such fabulous publicity – and for free.

‘I’ve seen how cake can bring people together, how happy it can make them, and I want to spread that joy.’ I don’t mention Dad or Birdie’s fledgling romance (Dad would kill me, slowly and painfully, if it ended up in the paper) or the fact that I’m desperate for customers and will try almost anything to entice them into the teashop.

‘What makes your speed dating service different to any other speed dating service? Apart from the cake, obviously.’

‘We’re hoping to create quality dates, rather than quick, meaningless dates, but retain the fun factor of meeting several potential matches each night.’ I find my hands are flying all over the place as I talk, so I clasp them together tightly on my lap. ‘There are fewer potential matches, but each date is slightly longer than your average speed date, giving each couple a bit more breathing space to be themselves and find out a little bit more about each other. We feel fifteen minutes is long enough for an initial meeting, to gauge whether meeting for a second date would be worthwhile, but not too long if it turns out a second date isn’t on the cards.’

I feel I’m starting to waffle, so I take a deep, slightly shaky breath before continuing. ‘We have an intimate setting here, with a set-up that may seem more formal, but it’ll still be fun and – fingers crossed – the perfect setting for romance.’

Do I sound like an idiot? Is any of this making any sense outside my own brain? I unclasp my clammy hands and reach for my drink on the table. My eyes are drawn to the Dictaphone Neal has set to record and I find it hard to swallow.

‘As there are so few participants for each session,’ I continue, eyes darting again to the Dictaphone, ‘we have to be more careful with the groups of people we put together, so there’ll be a questionnaire to fill out with each application form, so we can try to match like-minded people and therefore give the best possible chance for matches.’

‘And when are you planning to run the speed dating evenings?’ As well as the Dictaphone recording the interview, Neal has pulled a notepad from a battered satchel to scribble down the details as I relate them: time and dates, what people can expect from the evening, prices. There didn’t seem to be any major snags during the trial run so I’m eager to get going and put Sweet Street on the map.

‘That’s great.’ Neal closes his notepad and slips his pen through the spiral binding. ‘Do you think I could get a photo to go with the piece? Perhaps stage a date? I should have taken a couple of photos earlier but it slipped my mind. I was too busy enjoying the dates – and your cakes, of course.’ Neal is already reaching into his satchel again and he pulls a camera out. Nicky, who has been chatting with Caleb at the other end of the teashop during the interview, steps towards us.

‘I’ll do it.’ She twirls a brown curl around one finger. ‘I’ve always wanted to be a model.’

‘You’ll be perfect for the job,’ Neal says. The hostility from earlier, it seems, has vanished quicker than tonight’s desserts. ‘We’ll need a date for you.’ Neal, who has been fiddling with the settings of his camera, looks up and flashes a grin at his friend. ‘Caleb? Would you like to do the honours?’

There are only the four of us left in the teashop, and as Neal can’t be in two places at once, Caleb doesn’t have much choice. He shrugs and joins Nicky at table one. I’ll need to rustle up a dessert to make it authentic, but luckily there are two peanut butter blondies left over so I pop them onto plates and Neal makes sure they’re in the ideal place for the shot.

‘Look like you’re having the best night of your lives,’ he instructs while viewing them through the digital screen.

‘I’ve got too many clothes on for that,’ Nicky says, which makes Caleb laugh. Nicky joins in and Neal snaps the perfect shot.

‘I’ll write this up and pass it on to my editor,’ Neal says once he’s packed his things away in his satchel. ‘I’ll let you know if and when they’re going to run it.’

‘Do you think they’ll say no?’ I shouldn’t have got my hopes up as they’re now being dashed into a million pieces.

Neal shrugs and slings his satchel over his shoulder. ‘I’ll do my best for you.’

‘Thank you. I really appreciate you coming over.’ I walk to the door with Neal and Caleb, locking the door once I’ve waved goodbye. It’s dark outside now and my body is aching for sleep but I have to clean up the teashop before I can even think of going up to the flat.

‘I think I’m in love,’ Nicky says as I start to gather the stray plates from the tables.

‘I know. I thought you were going to swoon when he sat at your table.’ I stack the plates and carry them through to the kitchen, with Nicky following.

‘Was it that obvious?’

I dump the plates by the sink and turn on the hot tap. ‘You’ve been banging on about him for the past couple of weeks.’ I test the water before squirting washing-up liquid into the bowl and filling it with hot, soapy water.

‘You think I’m talking about Tom?’ she asks as though I’ve just suggested she fancies Sloth from The Goonies.

‘Aren’t you?’ I slide the plates into the water and, leaving them to soak, grab a cloth and the cleaning spray.

‘No.’ Nicky, following as I make my way out to the teashop, sighs dreamily and for an awful moment I think she’s talking about Caleb. I saw the way they laughed together while posing for Neal. And they had chatted at the party while Victoria painted Cara’s face. At the time I’d worried Nicky may have been talking about me, talking me up or – worse – hinting that I may have a crush on him. But what if they’d been flirting? What if the reason Caleb was so against his grandmother setting us up was because he’d already found the ideal woman?

I clutch my stomach as a feeling of nausea washes over me. What if Caleb isn’t interested in me but he is interested in my friend?

You may think I’m being overdramatic – and perhaps you’re right – but this isn’t really about Caleb or Nicky. It’s about the memories being dredged up. Memories of standing in my bedroom doorway and seeing my fiancé with my best friend. I couldn’t see her face to begin with, but there was no mistaking that halo of orange fuzz on my pillow and my stupid body remained frozen on the threshold long enough to hear Penny’s anguished cry as she spotted me.

I stayed long enough to see her face appear, eyes and mouth grotesquely wide like a human gargoyle, but luckily my body had decided to hotfoot it out of there before either of them attempted to explain. There wasn’t an explanation for what they had done. Nothing that would repair the gaping hole the image of them together had left in my chest.

‘So who’s the lucky man then?’ I manage to squeak as I spray one of the tables liberally and swipe my cloth across it. Nicky sighs again and melts onto a chair, resting her chin on her hand, her elbow sitting on the table I’m trying to clean.

‘It’s Neal.’

I straighten, the cloth hanging limply in my hand. ‘Neal? But you argued thirty seconds after meeting. You called him a prick.’

Nicky giggles. ‘I know.’

‘And you ignored him for the rest of the date.’

Nicky nods, a smile creeping across her face. ‘It was so hot.’

Hot?

Seriously?

‘Did he give me a tick?’ Nicky asks as I resume my table-cleaning. The cards are behind the counter but I haven’t had a look at them yet.

‘You know they’re not accurate, don’t you?’ The chances of Neal placing a tick next to the woman who labelled him a prick after less than a minute aren’t very high and I don’t want to hurt Nicky’s feelings. ‘It was just a trial to see if the format would work. You weren’t putting a tick against the people you actually want to see again.’

‘I was!’ Nicky is out of her seat and rummaging behind the counter before I have the chance to dump my cleaning stuff. She has the scorecards in her hands by the time I join her and I can tell by her crestfallen little face that there isn’t a tick from Neal. ‘Victoria and Imogen! He ticked Victoria and Imogen and not me.’

I take the cards from her hands and guide her back to the table. ‘It wasn’t real, remember? It wasn’t an actual date. We were just running through the evening so we could see if the idea will work in practice.’

‘But I gave him a tick.’ Nicky’s voice is so small I can barely hear her.

‘I know.’ The cards are on the table in front of us, the little pile spilled to reveal Nicky’s ticks. There are two of them: one for Tom and one for Neal.

‘Let’s go up to the flat,’ I say. ‘I’ve got some of my cherry ice cream in the freezer and we’ll open a bottle of wine.’

My body is giving an internal protest. It wants nothing more than to trudge up the stairs and climb into bed, but Nicky is my friend and she’s upset. I know being rejected by Neal isn’t comparable to the breakdown of my relationship – and the subsequent cancelling of the wedding – but I could have really done with a friend when Joel betrayed me. With my best friend being equally as responsible for the betrayal, I’d felt lost and alone and I’d hate for anyone to feel even a smidgen of what I went through. I know I’ll have to get up extra early in the morning to finish the cleaning, but it’ll be worth it.

‘Come on.’ I hold my hand out and Nicky takes it. I guide her out of the back of the teashop, switching off lights as I go, and out into the little yard at the back. The entrance leading up to the flat is next to the teashop’s rear exit, which isn’t a bad commute. I lead Nicky up the stairs, kicking off my shoes as soon as we’re inside my flat. Nicky grabs the bottle of wine from the fridge, taking care of the corkscrew and glasses while I dig the ice cream out of the freezer. I don’t bother with bowls; the tub and a couple of spoons will suffice.

‘Tell me about the guy,’ Nicky says as I tuck my feet underneath me on the sofa.

‘What guy?’ I know which guy she’s talking about, but I’m stalling for time so I can conjure a reason to swerve the Joel explanation.

‘The guy outside the pub. Your ex.’ Nicky scoops a spoonful of ice cream from the tub between us and pops it into her mouth. Making my own ice cream can be a bit of a faff, but it’s worth it in the end, especially as I can play around with ingredients and create my own flavours.

‘Oh. Him.’ I shovel a mouthful of ice cream into my gob, wincing at the giant blob of cold against my teeth. I’ve purposefully shoved too much in my mouth as another delay tactic, but Nicky is waiting patiently for my reply. ‘His name’s Joel. We were supposed to get married.’

It’s oddly liberating saying the words. I haven’t told anybody new about Joel and the wedding-that-never-was and I rarely speak about it with Mum and Dad, so it’s been festering inside for the past year, growing more and more repugnant. Putting it out there doesn’t remove it or cause the hurt to vanish, but I seem to find some strength from the words. I have spoken them, revealed this awful thing that happened to me, and I haven’t fallen to pieces.

‘You were engaged?’ The ice cream on Nicky’s spoon is forgotten as she gapes at me.

‘Yes.’ I lift the forgotten spoon towards Nicky’s cavernous mouth until she closes her lips around it. ‘Until I found out he was cheating on me, three weeks before the wedding.’

‘Moh. Ma. Gog,’ Nicky says around the ice cream clogging her mouth. ‘Ho weff?’

Do I tell her about Penny? Do I admit that I not only chose the wrong man, I chose the wrong girl too? That my judgement is so off, I surrounded myself with disloyal people and allowed them to trample all over my heart?

‘My best friend.’ I’ve started, so I may as well finish. ‘Obviously she is no longer my bestie.’

Nicky swallows the ice cream. ‘The bastards.’ Nicky’s eyebrows are low, half sympathetic, half mad as hell. ‘How could they do that to you? You’re the nicest person I’ve ever met.’

‘That’s because you surround yourself with cruel men,’ I point out, scooping more ice cream from the tub. After my confession, I’m in need of a sugar hit. The wine sitting on the table is looking pretty enticing right about now too. ‘Anybody even remotely nice is a saint by comparison.’

‘True, but you seriously didn’t deserve that, hun.’

‘Does anybody?’ I ask.

‘That bitch of an ex-best friend does. And him. Ugh.’ Nicky stabs her spoon into the tub. ‘To think I was standing right next to him. I’d have given him a swift kick to the balls if I’d have known.’

‘We can go back tomorrow and see if we can find him if you’d like,’ I say, cheered by the thought of Joel bent double, clutching his most prized possessions. I know we won’t though. Seeking out Joel – even for painful revenge – would mean taking a giant step back. I’ve moved on with my life, even if I’m only just realising it now. I have a business to run and new friends. I need to stop dwelling on Joel and Penny and concentrate on the joyful things in life. Starting with that glass of wine begging for my attention.


After we finished both the bottle of wine and the cherry ice cream last night, Nicky ended up falling asleep on my sofa so we’re both in a mad rush when my alarm clock pipes up just before five. Nicky has to get home to shower and change in time for her first clients of the day while I have a long list of baking and cleaning duties in case anybody turns up for breakfast. I’ve only managed to bake a batch of croissants with a tray of cinnamon buns halfway through their baking time in the oven when Victoria arrives. She can’t help with the food prep but she does roll her sleeves up and cleans while I make a start on the chunky chocolate cookies I have planned for one of today’s specials. The chunky chocolate cookies are far superior to their chocolate chip kin as I use slabs of chocolate, bashed with a rolling pin to create the chunks, instead of puny chips.

‘Have you heard from Terry yet?’ I ask as Victoria makes a start on the plates left over from the trial cake dating run last night. The manager has been dragging his feet, neither giving the thumbs up or down to Victoria and the band. It must be incredibly frustrating for them.

‘Nope. Not a whisper.’ She attacks the plates with a little more gusto than is strictly required since they’ve been left soaking in the sink overnight. ‘I said we should get in touch and give him a prod but Nathan says we should be patient, that he might say no just to shut us up if we make a fuss.’

‘It’s not fair to keep you hanging like this though.’ It must be like sitting on the cusp of a roller coaster’s drop waiting for the news, stomachs churning in anticipation and fear. ‘Hopefully you’ll hear back soon. I’ve got everything crossed for you.’

A couple of early morning customers trickle through the door, including Robbie who sits by the window with his usual banana milkshake, but Victoria is able to cope so I spend the next hour in the kitchen. The teashop is still pretty quiet by the time I’m finished so I take the cake dating scorecards into the office with a cup of tea and a fresh, gooey chunky chocolate cookie. There are five matches, the most interesting one of which is Mags and Owen. Although the evening was a trial run and my volunteers didn’t have to mark the cards as they would in a real dating situation, I’m still excited to see the corresponding ticks on their cards. Especially as neither has placed a tick against any other name.

Very interesting.

I pull my phone out of my apron pocket and send a message to Mags, letting her know she has a match (I should test this part of the service too, after all), passing on Owen’s contact details should she wish to arrange a follow-up date with him. My phone soon beeps with a message of my own:

You didn’t send one of these to Owen did you???

I giggle to myself as I tap out a reply.

No, but I can if you want me to … xx

My phone remains silent so I focus on the scorecards. Victoria has placed a tick next to every name and has earned two of her own – one from Little Jordan (who gave everyone except Mags an enthusiastically oversized tick) and Neal. There are two more matches, both for Imogen: another from Neal and one from Tom. Caleb, I notice, hasn’t placed a tick against any of the names. It seems it isn’t only me he isn’t interested in, which offers a little bit of comfort, even though this isn’t a real-life situation.

My phone beeps as I’m storing the scorecards in the bureau and my mouth spreads into a triumphant toothy grin as I read the message from Mags.

Go on then. If he gets in touch, I’ll know it hasn’t just been banter all along.

Yes! I think we’re on our way to our very first Sweet Street Teashop cake dating success story!




Chapter Fourteen

‘I’ve been given the go-ahead for the piece,’ Neal tells me as I’m moving through the living room on the hunt for my handbag. It’s been a few days since the trial run and I was beginning to think he’d forgotten about us.

‘That’s great.’ I wedge my phone between my ear and shoulder as I drop to the floor to run my hand underneath the coffee table. Ah-ha! There it is. ‘Any idea when you’ll be able to run it?’ I pull my handbag out of its hiding place and sit down on the sofa. I was going to leave as soon as I located my bag, but then Neal rang with this important news. Dad will understand if I’m a little later than planned.

‘We’re looking at a week on Wednesday,’ Neal says. ‘Which works out well as you’re planning to launch on the Friday afterwards. Hopefully you’ll get a few registrations from the article.’ We’re going to run the date nights every Friday evening, perhaps extending it to Saturdays in the future if interest in the service demands it. The first planned event is in just thirteen days and my stomach twists with a number of emotions, including but not limited to, anticipation, apprehension, joy and worry.

‘I just have a couple of questions that I missed the other night,’ Neal says. ‘I had a look for your social media links on your website so I can direct people to you, but I couldn’t find anything.’

Not surprising, really. ‘We don’t have any.’

I set up the website when I opened Sweet Street Teashop, offering outside catering for parties and weddings, as well as custom-made occasion cakes. We’ve had a few bookings, but not enough to keep the business going.

‘Oh.’ There’s a pause on the other end of the line. ‘Not even Facebook?’

‘I used to have a personal account,’ I tell him. ‘But I deleted it about a year ago.’ I’d blocked Joel and Penny after finding out about the affair, but news from them still filtered through via mutual friends. In the end, I’d shut down my account completely, leaving behind all their updates where I couldn’t see them. I’ve been afraid of dipping my toe into social media since, but maybe it’s time I faced my fears. If embracing social media will help the business, I have to give it a go.

‘You should probably set a page up for the business,’ Neal says. ‘That way you can keep customers updated not only on the dating service but the teashop in general. There’s Twitter too, of course, and Instagram would suit you down to the ground. People love a foodie account.’ I grab a pen and scribble down some notes on the back of an old receipt from my handbag, creating an impromptu to-do list. ‘Also, what are you going to call the date nights?’

My pen pauses mid-scribble. ‘Call it?’

‘You have to give it a name, something to make it stand out.’

He’s right, of course. We can’t simply label it ‘the dating service’. It needs a name. Something unique and memorable. Something I can’t think of off the top of my head right now.

‘Can I get back to you about that?’ I ask.

‘Of course. You have my number.’

I thank Neal before hanging up and finishing my scribbled notes, making sure I add Neal’s naming advice. There is so much to do and we only have thirteen days to get it all done. In a perfect world, I’d take more time to plan and prepare, but in a perfect world my bank balance wouldn’t be so shockingly low.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Mags says as I dash into the teashop.

‘I know, I know.’ I wave the scribbled-on receipt in the air. ‘But we need to talk names.’ I explain the points Neal made during our phone call to Mags and Victoria and we all agree to have a think about the name of the dating service. Although Mags gives me a death stare, I tell them I’ll be back before closing time so we can compare notes. Mags – reluctantly and only because it’s a pretty urgent matter – agrees to my early return before shoving me out of the door.

‘Did you arrange a date with Owen?’ I ask before she can shut the door behind me. I feel like a terrible friend that it hasn’t occurred to me to ask before now. Mags and Owen have been exchanging text messages since the trial run but they have yet to meet up for a second date and my daily prods don’t seem to be nudging Mags in the right direction.

‘Yes.’ Mags’s hair is dyed pillar-box red and her cheeks increase in shade until they’re a perfect match. ‘We’re going out for dinner tonight.’

‘Tonight? Why didn’t you say anything?’ I want to run up and down Kingsbury Road, waving my arms in the air in celebration. ‘You’ll have to finish early so you can go home and get ready.’

‘What are you trying to say?’ Mags places her hands on her hips and arches an eyebrow. ‘Do I not look good enough already? I thought I was rocking the harassed look.’ Mags grins at me. ‘Thinking about it, perhaps I should have changed my shift so I could have the whole day to prepare. I can’t even remember the last time I shaved my legs.’

‘Do you want me to stay?’ Dad is expecting me (and the tub of apple crumble I have tucked under my arm) but he won’t mind if I postpone, I’m sure.

Mags waggles her finger at me. ‘Don’t even think about it. Get out of here right now, young lady.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ I salute, hopping out of the way when Mags takes a swipe at me.

Dad isn’t alone when I arrive with my tub of apple crumble. I’ve come prepared with an extra portion and a bag of doggy biscuits, just in case Dad has a ‘guest’, but I soon realise my preparations are lacking when I’m greeted by three extra people plus a four-legged friend. Franklin waggles his bum at me as I step into the living room, waddling over in search of a treat. Birdie – as I suspected she would be – is sitting on the sofa with a cup of tea. Along with Caleb and Cara.

‘Don’t worry,’ Birdie says as I sit in one of the armchairs. ‘We won’t steal all your time with your dad. We just popped in to see if Cara could have a little look around Clive’s allotment one day. She’s fascinated with plants but I’m not very green-fingered and I don’t think Caleb knows one end of a plant pot from the other.’

Caleb raises one shoulder in a shrug. ‘It’s true. They’ve banned me from the poly tunnel at school after I wreaked havoc on the tomatoes.’

‘I haven’t exactly inherited Dad’s knack for growing myself,’ I tell him, which is an understatement. I can’t seem to keep any plants alive in my flat. I’ve tried. Many times. Three weeks is the longest I’ve managed. ‘When were you thinking about going over to the allotment?’

‘Whenever your dad can spare the time when I have Cara,’ Caleb says.

I bend down to scratch Franklin behind the ears. He’s followed me across the room and is currently flashing big, doleful eyes at me. ‘Why don’t you go this afternoon?’ I pull the bag of treats out of my bag and raise my eyebrows at Birdie, who nods. I hand a bone-shaped biscuit to Franklin, who scurries away so he can eat it behind the coffee table. ‘The weather’s pretty good, which isn’t always a guarantee.’

‘Oh, no.’ Birdie shakes her head. ‘We wouldn’t dream of taking over your afternoon with your dad.’

‘I’ll come too,’ I say. It’s been a while since I’ve been to the allotment and although I’m no Charlie Dimmock, I do find the whole atmosphere calming. As long as Dad’s nemesis isn’t present, obviously. ‘We’ll take a flask of tea and my apple crumble. It’ll be fun.’

‘Are you sure about that?’ Caleb asks out of the side of his mouth and I bite down on my lip so I don’t laugh.

‘If you’re sure you don’t mind …’ Birdie doesn’t look convinced, so I tell her that I’m absolutely certain and can’t think of anything I’d enjoy more on a warm day. The fresh air will do me good, I add for good measure.

‘Then that sounds lovely,’ Birdie says as Dad joins us with fresh cups of tea. He’s delighted by the idea so we head out as soon as we’ve finished our drinks. Caleb takes Cara’s hand in one hand and the canvas bag with the promised flask of tea, tub of apple crumble and bag of dog biscuits in the other. I offer to take Franklin’s lead and together we make our way to the allotment, which is only a couple of minutes away, tucked behind a group of houses and accessed via a little dirt track.

The allotment is made up of large, rectangular raised beds, with each plot consisting of four beds. Some of the beds are open while others have polythene covers draped over them like mini poly tunnels. Dad’s plot is at the far right corner, next to one of the shared water butts. He has a pale blue shed with a pair of yellow gingham curtains at the little window, which Cara thinks is delightful and insists it’s her new Wendy house. Dad pulls a couple of folding chairs out of the shed and sets them out next to his plot, offering one to Birdie and Cara (who has discovered the inside of the shed isn’t quite as charming) while Caleb, Dad and I perch on the edge of one of his beds.

‘It’s pretty quiet today,’ I say as Dad takes care of the flask and Birdie distributes the apple crumble into the plastic bowls we’ve brought with us. There are only two other people here, both towards the bottom of the allotment. I’m glad to note Dad’s neighbour isn’t here.

‘It’s usually at its busiest on a Sunday morning,’ Dad says as he hands me a plastic cup of tea. ‘You can tell when the Sunday roasts are ready because the place empties in a flash.’

‘I love a Sunday roast,’ Birdie says. ‘Although I don’t usually bother these days. Not much point cooking all that food for one.’

‘I’m the same.’ Dad passes a cup to Caleb. ‘The closest I’ve come to a Sunday roast lately is one of those ready meals from the supermarket.’ He pours tea into another plastic cup and hands it to Birdie. ‘But it’s just not the same.’

‘You’ll have to come to mine tomorrow,’ she says. ‘I’ll cook us a nice roast.’

I wait for Dad to say no, to make up some excuse to turn down Birdie’s kind offer. So I’m amazed when he actually agrees.

‘That’s the best offer I’ve had in a long time. Why don’t I bring the veg?’ He nods towards his beds. ‘I’ve got plenty of it.’

Birdie raises her cup of tea. ‘You’ve got yourself a deal.’

I catch Caleb’s eye and we both smile into our cups. I’m so pleased that Dad has finally started to shed the shackles of his unrequited love for Mum. He deserves to be happy and to be appreciated and I can’t think of anyone better for him to be with than Birdie Conrad.

‘How are the plans for the date nights coming along?’ Caleb asks once the apple crumble has been dished out. The portions are smaller than usual but today is more about the company and surroundings than the dessert.

‘I thought they were going well until your friend phoned me earlier,’ I tell Caleb and his face falls. ‘But that’s a good thing. If Neal hadn’t phoned and pointed out our lack of planning, we’d be a bit stuck.’ I think back to our failed summer party, to the measly number of customers. These date nights can’t be a flop so I’m grateful for all the input we can get our hands on. ‘He gave me some great pointers about social media and said we needed a name for the event. I don’t suppose you have any suggestions?’

Caleb purses his lips as he concentrates and I try not to giggle. ‘Cake And Dates?’

‘That’s the best you can do?’ I ask, a giggle still ready to pounce.

‘Hey, you put me on the spot,’ he says. ‘And it’s hardly my area of expertise.’

‘No, mine either.’ I scoop up a good dollop of apple crumble and lift my spoon. ‘This is what I’m good at. I can bake cakes with my eyes closed. But dating?’ I shake my head. ‘Not my thing. And coming up with cute or catchy titles? Not a chance.’

‘I’m sure you’ll come up with something,’ Caleb says and I wish I had half of his confidence in my abilities. Instead of being negative, I push the apple crumble into my mouth. It really is very good.

‘Right then,’ Dad says, gathering up the empty cups and bowls. ‘Who wants a look at my radishes?’

Cara jumps out of her seat and rushes to the nearest bed, peering in at the greenery. ‘Is that a radish?’

‘No, dear. That’s spring onion,’ Birdie says, joining her. She looks up at Dad, who has dumped the plastic dishes in the shed. ‘Right?’

‘They certainly are,’ Dad says before he reels off all the facts and figures he’s learned about spring onions over the years. My eyes and ears are glazing over and when I glance over at Caleb, I see he’s in as much agony as I am.

‘I think Franklin might prefer to go on a little walk,’ I tell Dad, unwinding the lead that’s been tied around one of the chairs. Franklin looks more than happy as he snoozes on the ground but he’s my ticket out of here. ‘Why don’t Caleb and I take him for a little wander and bring back some ice creams?’

‘He looks all right to me,’ Dad says, frowning down at a still-slumbering Franklin. ‘And we’ve just had apple crumble.’

‘No, I think Maddie might be right,’ Birdie says. ‘He is looking a bit bored and it’s quite hot here. An ice cream would cool us down nicely.’ Birdie winks at me. ‘Cara will be fine here with us.’

Dad’s attention has already been drawn back to his veggies so he doesn’t even notice as Caleb, Franklin and I scurry away from his plot.

‘Thank you,’ Caleb says once we emerge back out onto the dirt track and I supress another giggle. Caleb looks so grateful to be given a reprieve from the radish lecture that I half expect him to drop to his knees with gratitude on the gravel.

‘Any time,’ I say and allow Franklin to lead the way.




Chapter Fifteen

What to wear, what to wear. I stand in front of my open wardrobe, fingers tingling with nerves and frustration as they glide along the rail of garments. I have lots of clothes, but none that seem appropriate for Sunday lunch with Dad’s new girlfriend (not that Dad will admit that’s what Birdie is right now). Yes, I’m getting ready to go to Birdie’s for lunch. I’d been feeling pretty clever after swerving Dad’s riveting radish talk, but the wind had been well and truly knocked out of my sails when Caleb and I returned and Birdie had dropped the question casually into the conversation.

‘Your dad’s just working out how many vegetables he’ll need to bring for lunch tomorrow,’ she’d said as Caleb handed out the Fab lollies we’d bought from a shop up the road. ‘You’ll be coming, won’t you?’

‘Me?’ I’d squeaked, the unwrapped ice lolly suspended halfway along its journey to my mouth.

Birdie had smiled sweetly at me but there was something mischievous going on judging by the twinkle in her eyes. ‘The more the merrier. It’s not the same having a lovely big roast with just two people. You need company to truly enjoy the experience.’

‘I’m supposed to be working. It’s my shift,’ I said, ice lolly still hovering.

‘But you’ll try?’

Birdie’s eyes were wide and hopeful and so I felt I had little choice but to agree to do my best.

‘Great!’ Birdie clapped her hands together. ‘So that makes four.’

‘Four?’ I’d asked and that’s when Birdie dropped the bombshell. I knew her eyes had been twinkling!

‘Caleb’s coming too,’ she’d announced before unwrapping her ice lolly and closing her eyes in bliss as her tongue made contact.

So now I need something to wear as Mags has valiantly stepped forward to fill my shoes in the teashop this afternoon. I’d tried to convince her otherwise, pointing out that she’d be in need of her day off after her date with Owen.

‘We’re going for dinner, not running a marathon,’ she’d told me. ‘I’ll be perfectly able to work a shift in the afternoon.’

I haven’t even had the chance to ask how the date went since Mags arrived half an hour ago as I’d bolted straight up to the flat to shower. Now I’m about to weep into my useless clothes as nothing is jumping out at me. What do you wear for lunch with your dad’s new girlfriend? Nothing too formal, I should imagine, but something a bit fancier than your usual jeans, T-shirt and Converse combo. Working in the teashop, I’m used to dressing for comfort but that just won’t do today.

I snatch a dress from the rail, inspect it briefly before shoving it back into the wardrobe. It’s a perfectly nice dress but the neckline is far too plunging for a Sunday lunch with Dad. I don’t even know why I still own the dress; it isn’t like I’ve had occasion to wear it over my past twelve months in isolation.

Next up is a floaty summer dress with pink roses and a respectable neckline. It’s perfect. At least it would be if it didn’t have a pink stain left by stubborn raspberry sauce on the front. I’d forgotten all about that. Balling the dress up, I throw it onto the bed, ready to chuck in the wheelie bin on my way out later.

Bypassing a bunch of T-shirts, I locate another dress – one that doesn’t have a check-out-my-boobs neckline or a bright pink stain – and pull it out. It’s pale yellow with a blue and white floral pattern and a hemline that reaches just above the knee. I throw it on, teaming it with my denim jacket with three-quarter-length sleeves and a pair of white pumps. I’m comfortable but it looks like I’ve made a bit of an effort, though not enough to have Caleb thinking I’m trying to impress him. I pull my hair into a messy bun, apply a bit of make-up (but again, not too much) and I’m ready. I offered to bring dessert – and Birdie was more than happy to accept – so I grab the jam roly-poly and custard from the kitchen on my way out.

Birdie lives a ten-minute walk away and, as I haven’t had the chance to go for a run for the past few days, I decide to leave the car behind and squeeze a bit of exercise into my day. Franklin is ecstatic to see me, even when he realises I’ve come empty-handed dog-treat-wise. Tongue lolling, he slumps onto his side in the hallway and lifts his paws to flash his beige tummy. I oblige by giving it a thorough rub.

‘This dude certainly knows how to charm the ladies,’ a male voice – which belongs to neither Dad nor Caleb – says. ‘Whenever I try this trick, the girls walk away in disgust.’ Neal grins at me as I look up at him, and he holds out a hand to help me to my feet.

‘I didn’t know you were going to be here.’ I’m relieved, to be honest. Caleb and I had a nice chat while hunting out ice lollies (and avoiding Dad’s veggie talk, if we’re being honest), but I can’t seem to push his rejection of me from my mind and it crops up every now and then to throw me off guard. I’m just thankful Caleb isn’t aware that I know about his feelings towards me. I’d be even more mortified if he knew that I was privy to his thoughts and I don’t think either of us would be able to conduct a conversation. With Neal being here, he can act as a buffer between me and my inner Caleb-thinks-you’re-grotesque monologue.

‘I didn’t until an hour ago.’ It seems Neal can’t resist Franklin’s charms either as he drops onto his haunches to rub the dog’s still-exposed belly. ‘Caleb invited me along and Birdie assures me it’s a case of the more the merrier. Plus, I never pass up a Sunday roast.’

Luckily, I’ve brought extra jam roly-poly. I’m beginning to learn that being prepared for additional mouths is key.

‘There’s enough meat to feed an army,’ Birdie says when Neal and I finally tear ourselves away from Franklin’s belly. ‘You’ll all be taking sandwiches home for supper. And your dad has brought some gorgeous fresh veggies over. We’re in for a treat.’ Birdie eyes the tubs in my hands. ‘Is this dessert?’ She rubs her hands together as I nod.

‘Jam roly-poly and homemade custard. It’s Dad’s second favourite.’

‘Then we really are in for a treat.’ Birdie takes the tubs from me and leads Neal and I – and a waddling Franklin – into the garden. Dad and Caleb are enjoying cold bottles of lager on the patio and while Birdie claims she isn’t green-fingered, her garden is a breathtaking riot of colour with borders of pinks, yellows and reds, hanging baskets spilling blues and purples and window boxes bursting with an entire rainbow of colour. It’s an absolute joy.

‘Not my handiwork,’ Birdie tells me when she sees me eyeing her gorgeous garden in awe. ‘One of my other grandsons is a gardener, so I told him what I wanted and he created it for me. Beautiful, isn’t it?’

It really is. Not only are the flowers beautiful to look at, their scent is heavenly.

‘Would you like lager or a glass of wine?’ Birdie asks as Neal takes his place at the table.

‘A glass of wine would be lovely, thank you.’ I join the others at the table, kissing Dad on the cheek before sitting down. The sun is bright today but the parasol above the table is providing some much-needed shade.

‘So have you thought of a name yet?’ Neal asks. I phoned him back the evening before, passing on the details of the social media platforms I set up as soon as I got back from Dad’s. I’ve created Twitter, Facebook and Instagram accounts with sparkling bios, making sure to add the teashop’s contact details. I took photos of the front of the teashop, which I’ve posted across the platforms, and I plan to take photos whenever I’m baking. I posted a selfie with the jam roly-poly this morning and it’d already gained fourteen likes on Instagram by the time I set off for Birdie’s. I’m itching to whip my phone out for an update, but I don’t want to be rude.

A name for the dating service, however, has still to make itself known. Victoria, Mags and I had a chat about it yesterday, but our ideas so far stink.

‘We’re working on it,’ I tell Neal. ‘If you have any ideas, they’re more than welcome.’

‘Hmm.’ Neal picks up his drink and takes a sip. ‘Speed Caking?’

‘That’s … an option,’ I say before Caleb tramples all over my diplomacy.

‘And you thought Cake And Dates was bad,’ he says.

‘I did. Really, really bad.’ Not that I’ve managed to come up with anything better. ‘Seriously though, what am I going to call it?’

‘It’ll come to you,’ Caleb says with such a breezy tone that I want to grab him by the shoulders and give him a shake while screaming WHEN WILL IT COME TO ME? WHEN??? But I don’t. Obviously. That would be crazy.

‘Hopefully before we go to print,’ Neal adds, which isn’t helpful at all.

I’ve taken to asking everybody I know what I should call the dating service, but nobody has come up with the jackpot yet. Dad suggested Date With Cake, which I sort of like. It’s short and punchy and does exactly what it says on the tin. It’s similar to Caleb’s idea but this is my dad’s suggestion and he’s my hero, so it’s already marching ahead of all the other ideas. But still, it’s not quite right. Birdie adds Love Cakes to the mix, while Mum’s offering is Sprinkles With Love. She’s watching for a reaction right now as she sits opposite me in my flat, the coffee table filled with tea and cake between us.

‘That’s actually pretty good,’ I say and Mum cocks an eyebrow.

‘You sound surprised.’

I am. Very. I didn’t expect a decent answer from Mum, as she isn’t usually one for fussing over the finer details. She’s a straightforward, say-it-how-you-see-it kind of woman who isn’t prone to flowery terms or endearments. It was why I ran to Dad after discovering Joel and Penny’s affair as I knew Mum would tell me to ‘buck up’ and ‘these things make us stronger’ and I needed sympathy and comfort at that moment in time.

I grab my notepad and jot down Mum’s input, underlining it three times. I think we may have a winner here.

‘What about Have Your Cake And Eat It Too?’ Ivor suggests, which earns him a tut from Mum.

‘Don’t be so vulgar. Madeleine is running a respectable dating service, not something smutty. She wants a good, wholesome name, not something that conjures up images of oral sex.’

My eyes bulge out of their sockets but Mum doesn’t seem to notice as she picks up a dainty fondant fancy and nibbles the edge.

‘I don’t think Ivor meant … anything like that,’ I say, sneaking my eyes in his direction. I’m not entirely sure either way, to be honest. He has a weird smirk on his face as he watches Mum’s nibbling.

‘Still, it’s hardly suitable.’ Mum finishes the cake, brushing a few stray crumbs from her blouse before draining her teacup. ‘We should get going,’ she tells Ivor, whose cheeks are bulging with the two fondant fancies he’s shoved into his chops. I like Ivor, but he and Mum are like chalk and cheese. It’s hard to imagine them as a couple sometimes. ‘Oh, Madeleine, I forgot to mention. I ran into Penny yesterday.’ Mum picks up her silk scarf and knots it around her throat. ‘She misses you, you know.’ Mum’s eyebrows droop as she gives me a puckered little smile. ‘You were such good friends.’

‘Until she slept with Joel.’ I grab Mum’s jacket and thrust it at her, eager to get her out of the flat. Mum doesn’t seem to quite grasp what Penny did to me. She knows it was wrong, that it hurt me, but she thinks everybody makes mistakes and I should learn to forgive. As though I can simply brush off the betrayal and carry on as normal. I wish we could meet up and not have this conversation, but Mum can’t seem to help herself and we have to hash over it every single time.

‘She’s so sorry for what she did to you, but it was a mistake.’ Mum cocks her head to one side and gives me a patronising smile. ‘Everybody makes them, sweetheart.’

I love Mum, but it’s at times like these when it makes perfect sense that I’m closer to Dad. Dad doesn’t sympathise with the back-stabbing enemy. He doesn’t sweep my feelings under the carpet as though they’re an inconvenience.

‘You don’t accidentally have sex with your best friend’s fiancé three weeks before their wedding,’ I say as Mum threads her arms into her jacket. She holds up a hand once it emerges from the sleeve.

‘I didn’t say it was a little mistake. It was huge, I know. But are you going to punish her for ever? Isn’t it time to move on?’

‘Absolutely. I have moved on.’ I start to guide Mum towards the door as she buttons up the jacket. ‘And speaking to Penny would be a massive step backwards. We are never going to be friends, Mum. I can’t believe you’d suggest otherwise.’

‘I’m just looking out for you.’ Mum turns and darts her lips at my cheek before I can swipe her away. ‘I want you to be happy and you were never happier than when you and Penny were together.’

‘You’re wrong.’ I open the door and usher Mum and Ivor out into the tiny, drab staircase. ‘I was happiest when Joel and I were together and Penny helped to destroy that.’

I slam the door shut and stomp my way back into the living room where I snatch my notepad and rip off the page where I’d jotted down Mum’s suggestion. Screwing it into a tight ball, I toss it into the kitchen bin. I won’t be taking Mum’s advice after all – not about Penny or the name of my dating service. So it looks like it’s back to the drawing board.




Chapter Sixteen

‘So, how did your date with Owen go?’ I ask Mags. It’s been three days since their date, but this is the first shift we’ve shared since. I’ve spent the morning baking, uploading photos to our social media platforms and doodling ideas for our date night poster while Mags has either been busy in the office or serving in the teashop, but we’re taking a much-needed tea, cake and catch-up break.

‘It was nice,’ Mags says, digging into her sticky toffee pudding.

‘Nice?’ It’s hardly an inspiring description of a first date, is it? I hope the participants of the speed dating don’t walk away thinking ‘ooh, that was nice’. I want them shouting from the rooftops about what a wonderful, exciting experience it had been. I want them to be bursting with lust and hope and joy, the way I used to allow myself to feel. Nice just won’t cut it.

‘It was fun.’ Mags shrugs. ‘We had a laugh.’

‘Did you kiss?’ I miss a lot of things about my relationship with Joel, and kissing is definitely in the top three. Although being smothered in doggy kisses from Franklin is heart-warming, it just isn’t the same.

‘I’m a lady,’ Mags says through a mouthful of pudding. ‘I don’t kiss on a first date. And I certainly don’t kiss and tell.’

‘But did you want to kiss him?’ Mags doesn’t answer with words, but her cheeks glow, which gives me the answer I’m desperate for. I can’t help giving a happy little squeal. ‘Are you seeing him again?’

Mags shrugs. ‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe?’ What kind of answer is that? ‘Have you arranged anything?’

Mags jabs her pudding again, bringing another forkful towards her mouth. ‘We’re going to the cinema on Friday.’ Mags speaks rapidly before shoving the fork into her mouth so she doesn’t have to give any more details. But that’s plenty. For now.

‘I bet you’ll be sitting in the back row,’ I tease, dodging as Mags swipes at me with a napkin. I’m still giggling when Nicky arrives, dropping into the seat next to me.

‘What’s so funny?’ she asks and Mags rolls her eyes.

‘Maddie think it’s hilarious that a man finds me attractive.’

I gasp. ‘That isn’t true. You’re a very attractive woman. That’s why Owen wants to smooch you in the back row.’ I dodge the napkin again before turning to Nicky. ‘They’re going on a second date on Friday. You should all start calling me Cupid.’

‘Or something that rhymes with it,’ Mags mutters. I choose to ignore her.

‘I hope your date goes better than mine did on Saturday.’ Nicky mimes a yawn while patting her mouth with the palm of her hand. ‘Talk about boring. I was home by nine o’clock. It’s such a shame because he was gorgeous.’ Nicky stands up and wanders over to the counter to see what we have on offer today.

‘Wait a minute.’ I leap up and scuttle behind the counter to face her. ‘You went out with a gorgeous bloke and you were home by nine?’

‘Half past at the latest.’ Nicky runs a finger along the glass front before pausing and tapping against her chosen treat. ‘I’ll have a cherry cola muffin and a cup of tea please.’

‘But you went home alone?’ I ask as I reach for a muffin.

‘There was no way I was bringing Mr Boring back with me. My mum would have flipped.’

‘But you didn’t go back to his?’ I’m shocked. Despite being stunning, Nicky doesn’t seem to have much self-worth and she’ll offer herself to anyone even vaguely interested. I’ve lost count of the number of guys who have enjoyed a night with Nicky before disappearing into the ether. I’m proud that she’s realised sex isn’t a given when it comes to dating, that she can hold back and wait for someone worthy.

‘Hopefully I’ll have more luck tonight,’ Nicky says as she sneaks a pinch of her muffin.

‘Who are you seeing?’ I’m only asking to be polite; there’s no way I can keep up with Nicky’s dating exploits.

‘LonelySwimmer578. Real name Hughie. He’s much more fun than his username suggests.’ Nicky wrinkles her nose. ‘Or at least he seems it online. Who knows in real life?’

I make Nicky’s cup of tea and we head back to the table, where the conversation inevitably turns to the teashop’s upcoming date night. It isn’t very often that we speak of anything else these days. Luckily, my friends are just as enthusiastic about the venture as I am.

‘So we’re going with Date With Cake?’ Mags asks. There have been a few more ideas flung around – InstaDates and Cakes, The Mixing Bowl, Recipe For Love, for example – but Date With Cake seems to be the most popular so far. I haven’t mentioned Mum’s ‘Sprinkles With Love’ suggestion as I’m still having an inner hissy fit over her turn-coating.

‘I think so.’ I’m not entirely sold on the idea, but we aren’t exactly drowning in choices here. ‘If we haven’t had a super-brainwave by closing, I’m going to phone Neal so he can put it in the article.’

‘Have you seen Neal lately?’ Nicky asks, uber-casually. She’s fooling no-one.

‘Not since Sunday.’

Nicky pouts. ‘I can’t believe you had lunch with him. That’s practically a date.’

‘Hardly,’ I say. ‘My dad was there, plus Birdie and Caleb. And you know I’d never date someone you were interested in.’

‘He doesn’t fancy me anyway.’ Nicky folds her arms across her chest. ‘He’d rather go for Imogen or Victoria.’

As though on cue, Victoria bursts through the door. She isn’t supposed to be working today, but I don’t point this out when I catch sight of the girl.

‘What’s happened?’ Mags asks. We’re both out of our seats and rushing towards her, but Victoria holds a hand out to stop us from reaching out to her. As lovely as Victoria is, she isn’t one for physical contact (as I learned the hard way early on in our working relationship. I went to hug her, Victoria sidestepped me and I ended up stumbling into a sack of flour. It took for ever to sweep it all up off the floor). Victoria is young but she’s fiercely independent and could give Mum a run for her money in the no-nonsense stakes. She’s a tough cookie.

Unfortunately, this cookie looks like it’s been dunked in a cup of tea for too long and is about to crumble. Her mascara and eyeliner is no longer accentuating her eyes – which are red and puffy – but sliding down her cheeks. She’s pressing her lips together in an obvious attempt to stop them quivering but is failing miserably.

‘What is it?’ I ask, fighting my natural instinct to pull the girl towards me.

‘It’s the band,’ she manages to say, a sob threatening to take away her words. ‘Terry’s signed them.’

Oh, but this is wonderful news! The best! These are surely tears of joy cascading down Victoria’s little cheeks. Because they’ve been courting Terry Sergeant and his management expertise for months. This is everything they’ve been working for, their step towards stardom.

‘They’ve signed without me,’ Victoria says a millisecond before she bursts into a full-on crying fest.

We manage to calm Victoria down after three cups of tea, a bowl of sticky toffee pudding with homemade vanilla ice cream and four chocolate chunk cookies. I was about to roll my sleeves up and knock up a batch of Victoria’s favourite peanut butter blondies when the cakes and biscuits didn’t appear to be working their magic, but then she seemed to rally, taking a huge, only slightly juddering breath, and launched into the full story.

‘So it turns out Terry has been dragging his feet. But not about the band in general. About me. He doesn’t like me.’ Victoria grabs another cookie, which is worrying as she’s already consumed an alarming amount of sugar in the past twenty minutes. She should be buzzing like a majorly cheesed off bee caught in a jar. ‘He doesn’t like me. Doesn’t think I “fit” with the band.’ Victoria waves the uneaten cookie in the air. ‘I made the band! I was a founding member. I was there way before Tom and Daniel.’

‘So Terry only wanted to take the band on without you?’ Mags asks and Victoria nods while swiping at her cheeks. We’ve tried to clean her up a bit but there’s still a stubborn grey mascara smudge across face.

‘And the bastards agreed!’ Victoria bites into the biscuit with such vigour, I can only imagine she’s picturing it’s the head of Terry and her bandmates. ‘Even Nathan. My boyfriend has betrayed me.’ There are crumbs flying left, right and centre but we don’t say a word about it, simply brush them away as subtly as we can. ‘I’ve been dumped.’

Nicky gasps, mid-crumb-swipe. ‘Nathan’s dumped you as well?’

Victoria shakes her head. ‘I meant from the band. They’ve booted me out of the band I helped create! How could he do this to me? I can sort of understand the others trampling over me for the chance of fame, but Nathan?’

‘Oh, sweetie.’ Mags, bravely, puts an arm around Victoria and amazingly it remains attached to her body. ‘That’s awful. I don’t know Nathan nearly as well as you do, but he didn’t seem the type. You must be devastated.’

Victoria takes another bite of the cookie. ‘I am.’

Nicky flicks the crumbs from her lap. ‘That Tom always looked a bit dodgy to me.’

None of us point out quite how awestruck Nicky had been in his presence.

‘What am I going to do?’ Victoria wails before she drops the biscuit onto her plate and covers her face with her hands. ‘I’ve lost everything. The band. Nathan. How can I even look at him any more? I want to rip his head off.’

‘That’d be far too lenient,’ Nicky says. ‘His pain will be over like that.’ She clicks her fingers. ‘I’d start with his balls and work upwards. Make him suffer.’

This raises the tiniest of smiles from Victoria, who proceeds to wolf the remainder of the plate of biscuits.

‘I feel a bit sick.’ She pushes the plate away and puffs out of her cheeks. ‘I think I’ve just eaten a week’s worth of calories in one hit.’

‘Calories don’t count when you’re heartbroken,’ Nicky says as I gather the empty dishes. ‘Everybody knows that. It’s why I eat like a pig but never put on weight.’

‘Oh, God,’ Victoria moans and I expect her to hurl on the table, but instead of turning green and puking, she smirks at Nicky. ‘Does this mean I have to become a serial dater like you?’

‘Oi!’ Nicky attempts an affronted look, but she doesn’t have enough conviction to pull it off and shrugs instead. ‘I suppose you will. Do you want any tips?’

‘No thanks.’ Victoria’s glum look makes a comeback. ‘I’m never going near a man again. They’re all pigs. Selfish, walk-off-into-the-sunset-without-you pigs.’

None of us can disagree with Victoria. I’m still smarting from Joel’s cruelty, Mags is a stereotypical ex-despising divorcee and Nicky has been messed around by more men than the Grand Old Duke of York marched up that hill.

‘What we need is a night out,’ Nicky says. ‘We’ll all go out for a drink tonight and diss the male species until we feel better.’

‘Don’t you have a date tonight?’ I ask as I head across the teashop with the dirty dishes.

‘I’ll cancel,’ Nicky says. ‘My girls need me and I’m not really into LonelySwimmer578 anyway. He’ll only break my heart in the long run.’

‘Yeah, let’s go out and get hammered.’ For the first time since her arrival, Victoria looks genuinely cheered. ‘I’ll go home and get changed and meet you back here in time for the teashop’s closing.’

‘You don’t have to go home,’ I tell Victoria. ‘You can borrow something of mine.’

‘No offence,’ Victoria says with a tone that sounds very much like I’m about to get offended. ‘You’re taste is a bit … girlie.’

I look down at my outfit. Today I’m wearing a pink-hearted apron over a pair of skinny jeans and a pink short-sleeved blouse, with a pair of sparkly pink ballet pumps to finish off the look. Definitely on the girlie side, but I’ve been labelled as far worse things.

‘I’ll be back soon.’ Victoria pushes her chair back and gives a wave before she strides out of the teashop, head high despite the grey patch of mascara still clinging to her cheeks.

‘I guess we’re going out for a drink then,’ I say, turning to Mags. I’m not nearly as repulsed by the idea as I thought I would be. In fact, it sounds fun. ‘Are you in?’

‘Why not? I can’t stay long, though. I need to get the kids fed.’

‘Great.’ I carry the dishes through to the kitchen and fill the sink with hot, soapy water. I’m elbow-deep in suds when my mobile starts to vibrate from the front pocket of my apron. I give my hands a quick wipe before answering, tucking the phone between my ear and shoulder so I can give my still-damp hands another wipe.

‘I thought of the perfect name,’ Caleb says in a rush, his voice high and excitable. ‘I was tidying away a few things in Cara’s room and I found one of her books and it came to me.’

‘How did you get my number?’ Caleb has rung my mobile rather than the teashop’s phone, the number of which I haven’t given him.

‘Nan gave it to me,’ Caleb says with a sigh. ‘But you’re missing the point. I’ve thought of the perfect name.’

‘More perfect than Cake And Dates?’ I tease.

‘A million times better.’

‘Go on.’ I lean against the kitchen counter, preparing for the heralded news.

‘So, the book. It’s a children’s book based around different kinds of kisses.’

‘What, like French kisses?’ It sounds a bit dodgy for children’s reading material to me. ‘Pecks on the cheek? Soggy doggy kisses?’ This is actually quite fun. I wonder how many more types of kisses I can think of …

‘No, not quite like that.’ Caleb sighs again. ‘I’ll show you the book some time so you can see. My point is the name.’

I stand up straighter. ‘Tell me what it is then so I can judge how perfect it is.’

There’s a pause on the other end of the line. Caleb, the great big drama queen, is adding a bit of tension. ‘How about calling it “The Sweetest Kiss”?’

‘The Sweetest Kiss?’

‘It ties in with your teashop, which is all things sweet,’ Caleb says, his words gushing out now in his eagerness to explain. ‘And the name Sweet Street Teashop, plus it has an added dating touch. The Sweetest Kiss. What do you think?’

What do I think? I think I’m excited. I think I want to dance around the kitchen like a loon. I think I would quite like to shower Caleb McIntosh with kisses – although purely through gratitude, you understand.

‘I think it’s perfect,’ I tell Caleb. ‘I think we have our new name!’




Chapter Seventeen

Nicky heads back to the salon as she has a client due for a bikini wax (ouch), but she promises to meet us back at the teashop for our girls’ night out. The remainder of the afternoon is quiet in the teashop – surprise, surprise – so time drags until it’s time to close up. Victoria returns, having washed her face and reapplied her make-up, focusing mostly on black eyeliner. She’s changed into a non-girlie outfit of black pleather leggings, chunky, calf-length biker boots and a black, off-the-shoulder T-shirt with a silver skull printed on the front.

Victoria was right; our styles don’t match up at all.

‘Do you want to come up to the flat while I get changed?’ I ask when Nicky joins us again. After the bikini wax (ouch), she locked up the salon for the day before nipping home to change. She’s now clad in a purple dress with matching heels that are so high and needle-thin, they make my eyes water just looking at them. Her curls are wild and loose and although her make-up is natural, I know it’s taken her an age to perfect.

‘Do you have wine?’ Nicky asks.

‘Of course. I wouldn’t dream of inviting you up without a bottle chilling in the fridge.’

Nicky grins at me. ‘Then lead the way.’

After making sure all the lights are switched off and the doors are locked, we troop up the gloomy staircase to my flat. Nicky has been up here a gazillion times but this is a first for Mags and Victoria. I’m suddenly aware how small and uninspiring the place is. Having lived here for a year, I’ve grown accustomed to the tiny room proportions, the lack of natural light through the doll-house-sized windows and the mismatched furniture that I sourced from car boot sales, Freecycle and a skip sitting three doors down from Dad’s house.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Victoria asks when I point out the flat’s flaws, just to make sure they know I’m aware of its downfalls. ‘I currently share a house with my ex-boyfriend and two ex-bandmates. My accommodation is pants. I’d take this place in a heartbeat.’

‘And my house is overrun with teenagers,’ Mags adds.

‘Overrun?’ I ask as I lead the way to the living area. ‘You have two sons.’

‘Yes, but they have friends.’ Mags drops down on the sofa with a weary sigh. ‘Lots and lots of friends.’

‘And I still live with my mum and dad,’ Nicky points out as she drops down next to Mags. Victoria takes the armchair while I pop into the kitchen for a bottle of wine and four mismatched glasses. Nothing in the flat matches, it seems.

‘Is Nathan definitely your ex?’ I ask as I pour the wine.

‘Yes.’ Victoria presses her lips together and I suspect the tears are about to make a comeback but she seems to rally quickly. ‘I can’t believe he’s done this to me. I’ll never be able to trust him again.’

‘How are your living arrangements going to work out?’ Mags asks. ‘You can always come and stay with me if it’s too awkward.’

‘Thanks, but I’ll be staying at my sister’s place until I sort myself out.’ I carry the drinks through to the living room and Victoria takes one gratefully. ‘She doesn’t know it yet though. She’s on holiday so Mum’s got her spare key so she can feed the cat.’ Victoria reaches into her bag and produces a set of keys. ‘Which I now have.’

‘Won’t she mind when she comes home to find you squatting?’ Nicky asks as she takes a glass of wine from me.

‘Nah.’ Victoria takes a huge gulp of wine, chugging back half the glass in one go. ‘She owes me one anyway. Do you know how many boyfriends I helped smuggle out of the house when we still lived at Mum and Dad’s? Too many to count. She’s all respectable now with her husband and kids, but she was a bit of a minx back then.’

‘I think we’d get on,’ Nicky says, raising her glass.

I hand Mags her glass of wine before heading into my bedroom to change. What do you wear when you’re coming out of a broken-heart-induced hibernation? I suppose my jeans are okay for an evening in the pub, so I just swap my blouse for a black halter neck top and my ballet flats for a pair of wedged sandals. I pull my hair out of its band and run a brush through it before applying a touch of mascara and lip gloss.

‘I feel underdressed,’ Mags says as I emerge from the bedroom.

‘Don’t be daft.’ I pick up my untouched glass of wine and take a sip. ‘You look as gorgeous as ever.’

‘I look like a mum.’ Mags looks down at her jeans and checked blouse combo.

‘You are a mum,’ Nicky points out.

‘But that doesn’t mean I have to feel like one.’ Mags finishes off her glass of wine before holding up the empty glass. ‘But this is certainly helping.’

‘Wait until we get a few cocktails down you,’ Nicky says. ‘You’ll feel fantastic.’

‘No, no, no.’ Mags shakes her head. ‘I’m staying for one drink and then I have to get home.’

Mags is on her third passion-fruit daiquiri. She’s ditched her checked blouse and is gyrating to ‘Mustang Sally’ in her spaghetti-strapped vest top. Her kids, she says, are old enough to sort their own tea out. If she carries on mothering them – ha! Smothering them, more like – they’ll end up as idle as their dad. All Mags’s words, obviously. And slightly slurred.

‘Oh, I love this song.’ Mags throws her arms up in the air as the jukebox moves on to Deee-Lite’s ‘Groove Is In The Heart’. She sings along, only pausing to take the odd sip of her cocktail until her glass is empty.

‘Same again?’ she asks, still bopping away to the music.

‘It’s my round,’ Victoria points out but Mags is having none of it.

‘You put that purse away, sweetie. I’ve been where you are – though I was older and not nearly as pretty – and do you know what the best thing my friends did for me was?’

‘Put a brick through your ex’s window?’ Victoria suggests, which makes Mags giggle.

‘No, but I wish they had.’ She shakes her head. ‘No, they took me out and got me drunk, good and proper.’

‘It looks like you’re already there,’ Nicky tells Mags, who giggles again.

‘You’re probably right. I don’t get out much. So.’ She claps her hands together. ‘Same again?’

‘If you insist.’ Victoria drains her bottle of lager and stands up. ‘But at least let me come to the bar with you. You look like you might need propping up.’

Mags and Victoria meander their way to the bar, leaving Nicky and I alone at the table.

‘How did LonelySwimmer take it when you cancelled your date?’ I ask her.

‘Pretty well. He called me a prick-teasing bitch, but he was fine other than that.’

I tut and give Nicky’s arm a squeeze. ‘It’s no wonder he’s so lonely if that’s his attitude.’

‘What kind of a username is LonelySwimmer anyway?’ Nicky asks. ‘It makes him sound like spillage from a bloke with a low sperm count.’

‘A wonderful image.’ I pull a face. ‘It’s no wonder I’m in no hurry to start dating again.’

‘Are you going to put that on the poster for your dating service?’ Nicky teases.

‘I thought about it, but I don’t think there’ll be room.’

My eyes move towards the pub’s door as it opens, admitting a couple of blokes who are clearly here to work on their impressive beer guts. Both are in their mid to late forties, though one has a full head of hair while the other has only managed to cling on to a greying band stretching from one ear to the other with a shiny dome on top. One of the blokes – the one with the hair – says something to Mags and she throws her head back and roars with laughter. The sudden movement causes Mags to stumble and she has to cling on to the bar to prevent herself from hitting the deck.

‘What was in those cocktails?’ I ask Nicky as Mags waves away assistance from the two blokes.

‘Nothing out of the ordinary,’ Nicky says. ‘I’ve had the same and I feel fine.’

‘I think you have a higher tolerance.’ I drain my glass as Mags and Victoria return with a fresh round of drinks. Mags places Nicky’s daiquiri on the table and takes a sip of her own.

‘This is my last drink, okay? As soon as it’s gone, you’re to kick me out of here in the direction of home.’ She takes another sip of her drink, her eyes widening as the jukebox track changes to a Take That song. ‘This is the best song ever. I need to dance. Hold my drink.’ Thrusting her drink at me, Mags moves to a small space free of tables and chairs so she can wriggle around.

‘Drunk Mags is fun,’ Nicky says before she jumps up to join in with the sing-and-dance-along. I take a sip of my own drink – a white wine spritzer. Some of us have to be up at the crack of dawn for baking duties in the morning. I glance at the pub’s doors again. We’re in The Star Inn, a pub a short walk away from Kingsbury Road. It isn’t the pub where Nicky and I ran into Joel – I made sure of that.

‘You don’t have to come in tomorrow,’ I tell Victoria as I tear my eyes away from the door. ‘I’ll manage on my own.’

Victoria shakes her head. ‘Thanks, but I’ll only spend the day plotting grievous bodily harm if I’m not occupied. Or worse – I’ll resort to cleaning my sister’s house.’

‘Fair enough.’ I get it. I was the same after Joel. Part of me wanted nothing more than to sink underneath my duvet and wallow, but after a few days, I realised it was only making me feel worse. That’s when I took action and decided to get back in control of my destiny and launch myself feet first into my dream business. It hasn’t been plain sailing, but at least I’m giving it a go and not hiding under the covers.

My eyes wander to the doors as they open. A young couple head to the bar, laughing at some joke or tale.

‘I really thought this was it, you know,’ Victoria says so quietly I have to lean in to hear. ‘And not just the band. I thought Nathan was The One.’ Victoria rolls her eyes and snatches her bottle of lager from the table. ‘That’ll teach me to believe in such crap.’ She takes a swig of her drink and turns to me. ‘Do you believe in The One?’

I shake my head and pick up my own drink. ‘I used to. Not any more.’ I catch Victoria’s eye and I can see the moment she gets it. I’ve been where she is, hurt and betrayed. We could use this moment to bond, to throw our arms around each other and swear allegiance to the sisterhood. Instead, Victoria being Victoria, she clinks the neck of her bottle against my glass.

‘Men are shits. Let’s not go there again.’

‘Deal,’ I say just as the door opens and Caleb steps into the pub.




Chapter Eighteen

Caleb raises his hand in a wave before he weaves his way around a cluster of tables and chairs to join us. I can’t help noticing how good he looks in his ripped skinny jeans – and how ridiculous it is that I find him attractive in ripped skinny jeans when I usually (silently) mock blokes who wear them.

‘Caleb! Hi!’ I leap out of my seat as he approaches and fling my hand out at him. ‘How funny to see you here!’

Caleb takes my hand gently, giving it an almost imperceptible shake. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ He has a frown on his face and I can’t blame him since I invited him to join us when he phoned earlier. It only seemed polite after he made such a brilliant suggestion for the dating service, but I haven’t mentioned it to the others as I’ve basically hijacked our girls’ night by inviting a couple of boys. Because – yes, here he is now, making his way over – I’ve invited Neal too. I didn’t want it to seem like I was asking Caleb out on a date and Neal has been a big help too.

Nicky, seeing her beau has arrived, abandons her tipsy jukebox-jig and races over, almost breaking her ankle on a stray stool en route.

‘Hello,’ she trills, the wide smile on her face belying the pain she must certainly be in. I can practically see her ankle throbbing between the straps of her super-high shoes. ‘Come and sit down.’ She hobbles to the nearest chair and drops onto it, stroking the worn seat of the empty chair beside her. She’s giving Betty Boop a run for her money as she pouts and wafts her lashes at Neal. My friend is a cartoon character come to life.

‘I’ll get the drinks in first,’ Neal says, somehow resisting Nicky’s caricature charms. ‘What’s everybody having?’

‘We’ve only just had a new round,’ I say, pointing at my full glass.

‘Mine’s empty.’ Mags, who has only just realised our group has grown, wiggles her drained glass in the air. ‘But I should be getting home. I have children. Big children. Who need feeding because they’re as bloody useless as their dad. You.’ She plonks the glass down on the table and points at Victoria. ‘You are a gorgeous, gorgeous girl with so much talent. So much talent! Tell her, Maddie.’

‘It’s true,’ I tell a bemused Victoria.

‘Tell her, Nicky,’ Mags instructs.

‘You’re gorgeous and unique and Nathan is a pillock,’ Nicky says.

Mags nods along with each word before turning to Caleb and Neal. ‘Tell her, boys.’

‘I think that’s enough,’ Victoria says, holding up her hands. ‘My ego can’t take any more.’

Mags leans down to kiss Victoria but misses and ends up with her lips pressed against the back of the upholstered bench Victoria and I are sitting on. She pushes herself back up and wipes her lips with the back of her hand. ‘You’re going to be a megastar. You’ll see.’ Smoothing down her vest top, Mags grabs her now-crumpled blouse and handbag and says her goodbyes before weaving her way through the pub.

‘I’ll just go and make sure she gets in a taxi all right,’ Caleb says, hurrying after a wobbly Mags. When it’s just the girls again, Nicky leans in close across the table.

‘I can’t believe they’re here. Do they even live close by?’

‘No,’ I say, cringing. ‘I invited them. They’ve been really helpful with the teashop’s dating service and I think Caleb’s come up with the perfect name. I just thought since we were already going out for a drink, we could get together to celebrate.’ I turn to Victoria. ‘I hope you don’t mind?’

‘Nah, course not.’ Victoria picks up her lager and takes a swig. ‘As long as there’s booze, I’m happy.’

‘I think it’s an amazing idea,’ Nicky says, her eyes travelling to the bar where Neal is chatting with the barman. They laugh about something and Nicky joins in, even though we can’t hear a word of their conversation from over here.

‘So what was that all about with Mags before?’ Neal asks when he returns with a couple of pints.

‘Oh. That,’ I say, watching Victoria out of the corner of my eye. ‘It’s sort of personal.’

‘No, it’s fine.’ Victoria waves her hand. ‘I was kicked out of my band this afternoon. By my boyfriend. Actually, it isn’t fine at all. He’s a shit.’ She takes a sip of lager while I think about patting her knee. In the end, I chicken out and take a sip of my drink instead.

‘You’re in a band?’ Neal asks, shuffling forward in his seat. ‘What do you play?’

‘Was in a band,’ Victoria says and Neal’s cheeks turn a bit pink. ‘I was lead singer, though I’ll obviously need replacing now. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a new me already.’ Victoria rolls her heavily lined eyes. ‘We wanted to sign up with a manager. He wanted the band, minus me. So they’re going to sign without me.’

‘Which manager?’ Neal asks and winces when Victoria gives Terry’s name. ‘Your band wasn’t Perrie West, was it?’

Victoria rolls her eyes again. ‘Named after the founding members. Apart from me. Nathan said I’d be a Perrie too one day, so no need to add my name. He was probably planning on giving me the elbow all along.’ She gulps back her lager and places the half-empty bottle on the table. ‘How do you know about them? Don’t tell me they’re famous without me already.’

Neal rubs his gingerish beard. ‘I interviewed them yesterday about Terry Sergeant signing them.’

‘Yesterday?’ Victoria roars, mouth and eyes wide. ‘They’d already signed when Nathan told me about it this afternoon?’

Poor Neal looks like he’d love nothing more than to slip under the table and crawl out of the pub on his hands and knees. ‘I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.’

‘No, I’m glad you did.’ Victoria doesn’t look glad. Her lips are pursed and her eyes have a wild look about them. If I were Nathan Perrie, I’d be afraid. Very afraid. ‘At least now I know what a complete weasel my ex is. He acted as though it was killing him to break the news, that if I fought hard enough, he wouldn’t sign without me. But he’d already done it and had left it until the last minute to tell me.’ Victoria drums her fingers on the table. ‘When does your interview go out?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘Thought so.’ Victoria’s foot is tapping underneath the table. Forget being Nathan Perrie. I’m afraid and I haven’t even crossed her. ‘He left it until the last minute to tell me so I wouldn’t read about it in the paper.’ Victoria thumps her fist down on the table. ‘I can’t believe he’s done this. And the others – I thought they were my friends!’

An oblivious Caleb returns to the table, having put Mags in a cab. ‘I’ve broken up three fights today, been told I’m a waste of space by one of the parents and volunteered to help out at the summer talent show.’ Caleb picks up his pint. ‘I’ve earned this.’

‘You know what?’ Victoria takes a huge swig from her bottle. ‘Me too.’

The mood seems to pick up with Caleb’s arrival, especially when we reveal the name of the dating service to the others. I wish Mags was still here to hear about it, but from her tipsy state, I doubt she’d have recalled it by morning anyway. Nicky and Victoria think it’s a fabulous, quirky name while Neal makes a pretence of claiming his idea of Speed Caking is better.

‘Come on, mate,’ Caleb says with a roll of his eyes. ‘We all know who has the brains around here.’

Neal gives a one-shouldered shrug and drains his pint. ‘I’ll settle for being the better-looking one. Am I right, ladies?’

Caleb holds his hand up, neither of them noticing Nicky nodding furiously behind her cocktail. ‘Don’t answer that. You’ll only offend him and he’ll sulk for the rest of the night.’

‘Dream on,’ Neal says. ‘Who got all the girls at school?’

‘School?’ Caleb scoffs. ‘That was fifteen years ago. And it’s hardly fair when I was with Celine.’

‘You were with Celine since school?’ I must have drunk more than I realised as I find myself voicing my thoughts out loud. Wow. That was a long time. I’d been crushed when my five-year relationship broke down – how must Caleb have felt divorcing his first love?

‘They were fourteen,’ Neal says. ‘He was the first of us to settle down. Most of us still haven’t caught up.’

‘So you’re single?’ Nicky purrs, leaning towards Neal across the table to flash a bit of cleavage.

‘Neal doesn’t do relationships,’ Caleb tells her. ‘He finds them inconvenient.’

I see Nicky’s face fall as she leans back in her seat, but luckily the others don’t notice.

‘It’s more like the job’s inconvenient when it comes to forming relationships,’ Neal says. ‘Long hours, stress. I barely have time to look after myself at times, never mind paying attention to someone else. Just ask my cat, Kitty. The poor girl’s trying to teach herself how to open the tins of cat food.’

‘You have a cat called Kitty?’ Nicky asks and I can tell she’s dying to laugh but is trying to keep it in so she doesn’t offend the bloke she fancies like mad.

Neal holds his hands up. ‘To be fair, I let Cara name her and she was only two at the time.’

‘Rookie mistake, mate,’ Caleb says with a grin. ‘She called our three goldfish Fish, Bigger Fish and Other Fish.’

‘So when was your last relationship?’ Nicky asks, her boobs being thrust back into action as she leans across the table again.

‘Probably when we were at school,’ Caleb says.

‘Ah, Jude McMahan.’ Neal sighs wistfully. ‘Three weeks with her was worth a lifetime. Is Celine still in contact with her?’

Caleb nods. ‘Married, four kids, hates me with a passion.’

I can’t imagine anyone hating Caleb, and certainly not with a passion. Granted, I don’t know him that well, but from what I’ve seen so far he seems like a decent bloke. Birdie dotes on him and I’ve seen the way Cara gazes at him with utter adoration.

‘Is that really your latest relationship?’ Nicky asks Neal.

‘And longest,’ Caleb adds.

‘He’s exaggerating,’ Neal says, standing up. ‘I’ve had plenty of relationships – longer relationships – since. Though none of them kissed quite like Jude McMahan. Is she happily married then?’ Neal grins down at Caleb.

‘She married a mega-rich entrepreneur. He’s an idiot who cheats on her whenever possible but she seems happy with the arrangement.’

‘Mega bucks will do that,’ Neal says. ‘Everyone ready for another round?’

‘Let me.’ I did invite them to join us, after all. I grab my bag and inch my way around the table. ‘Same again?’

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ Caleb offers so we make our way to the bar together. I feel my cheeks growing uncomfortably hot as we wait for the barman to finish serving the young couple I saw walk in earlier.

‘Your lot have livened this place up,’ one of the blokes sitting at the bar says, glancing over his shoulder at Nicky, who is up and dancing to the jukebox again. The two of them – the balding one and the one with a full head of hair – are both working their way through pints of bitter.

The balding one chuckles. ‘It doesn’t take much to liven this place up, to be fair.’

His mate nods. ‘That’s true. The place is dead unless there’s a pool match on.’ He picks up his pint and drains it. ‘Anyway, I’d better get going. Hopefully we’ll see you in here more often.’ His mate follows suit and, with a raised hand, they both shuffle away, leaving Caleb and I alone at our end of the bar. The teasing camaraderie of a few moments ago seems to have dried up and I feel awkward as I shuffle through my brain for a conversation starter. Any conversation starter.

‘So you and Celine got together at school?’ Why, why, WHY did I ask this? Would I appreciate a near stranger bringing up my relationship with Joel? Hell no. I’m an idiot. An unthinking, fumbling-through-life idiot.

‘It was the Year Ten Christmas disco,’ Caleb says. Thankfully he doesn’t look too put out about my big-mouth intrusion. ‘I can’t bear to listen to Westlife’s “I Have A Dream” any more. It was the first song we danced to.’

‘Uh-oh.’ I glance towards the jukebox, which is still working its way through Mags and Nicky’s selections. ‘How do you cancel a song?’

Caleb follows my gaze. ‘You haven’t …?’

‘No, just kidding,’ I say, my voice small and weak. Why, why, WHY did I think it was appropriate to joke about something like this? I shouldn’t be allowed out in public after dark. I have the social skills of an amoeba. Luckily, Caleb starts to laugh, swiping his hand across his forehead.

‘Phew! For a moment there, I thought I was about to make a scene by crying into my pint. That would be embarrassing.’

‘As embarrassing as dancing alone to Wham?’ I nod towards Nicky, who is putting on a one-woman show for Neal and Victoria (though I doubt any of this performance is for Victoria’s benefit).

‘Oh.’ Caleb scrunches up his nose in an adorable, going-to-make-me-swoon-in-the-middle-of-the-pub sort of way. ‘Maybe not.’

‘Maybe I should take her home.’ Nicky won’t thank me tonight for dragging her out of the pub, but once she’s sobered up and realises she’s repeatedly thrust her crotch in Neal’s direction in time to George Michael’s lyrics, she’ll be on her knees with gratitude and thanking the Lord for our friendship.

‘Stay for one more drink,’ Caleb says. ‘The barman’s on his way now so it’d be rude not to.’

I order two pints, a bottle of lager and a couple of mocktails (though I won’t let on to Nicky that there is no alcohol involved) and we take them back to the table. Nicky has, thankfully, dropped back into her seat by now.

‘I’m going to get going after this one,’ Victoria says, lifting her bottle to her lips. ‘If I drink any more, I’ll be tempted to phone Nathan and lure him back to my sister’s to either seduce him or strangle him. I’m not sure which is worse.’

‘I’ll share a cab with you,’ Neal offers, but Victoria shakes her head.

‘My sister only lives a few minutes’ walk away.’

‘Then I’ll walk with you,’ Neal says. ‘Make sure you get there safely.’

I sneak a peek at Nicky. She looks torn between wanting to swoon at Neal’s gentlemanly tendencies and wanting to scratch Victoria’s eyes out. I prepare myself to leap between them if I need to.

‘We should do this again,’ Caleb says. ‘I don’t usually venture out on a school night but it’s been fun.’

I don’t usually venture out, full stop, but Caleb’s right. It has been fun. I’d forgotten how quickly the stresses of life filter away when you’re in the pub with your friends and a drink or two. I don’t want this to be it. I’m greedy for more nights out, to be able to let go and have a laugh. To feel like the old Maddie again.

‘We should get together to toast the success of The Sweetest Kiss in a couple of weeks,’ I suggest, crossing my fingers under the table.

‘Definitely,’ Caleb says, lifting his pint. ‘It’s a date.’




Chapter Nineteen

Nicky isn’t impressed when Neal and Victoria leave together, but she hides it pretty well.

Okay, that’s a lie. Nicky behaves like a toddler (although I’ve never actually seen an inebriated toddler, thankfully) and she sulks all the way back to her place, her arms folded tightly across her chest and permanently pouting so that she looks like a life-sized Instagram selfie. Nicky still lives at home with her parents, but I’m hoping we can sneak her inside without anyone noticing. Nicky’s been silent during the taxi ride over so I’m pretty confident we can do this.

‘Ready?’ I whisper as the taxi trundles away after dropping us outside the house. Caleb and I are either side of Nicky, ready to guide her towards the gate. She isn’t actually so drunk she’s unable to walk, but I think she needs a bit of encouragement. She’d become so attached to the taxi’s window as she’d gazed balefully out of it during the drive home that I’d had to wrench her out onto the pavement. Nicky has wandered into maudlin territory, which is far worse – and far more debilitating – than being wasted.

‘Why are we whispering?’ Caleb whispers. He hasn’t met Nicky’s mother, otherwise he wouldn’t have had to ask. Hopefully he’ll leave none the wiser if we pull this off.

Taking a deep breath, I set off up the path, cringing as the gate creaks loudly when I swing it open. I’ve already rummaged in Nicky’s handbag and am holding her set of keys aloft, ready to attack the lock and bundle Nicky inside.

‘Dear Lord!’ I don’t get the key anywhere near the lock as the door is wrenched open and Nicky’s mum stands before us, hands on hips, lips pursed. ‘What is going on here, Nicole?’ The eyes before us narrow to eerie slits. ‘Are you … drunk?’ The last word is hissed. The lips re-purse. I think I’ve done a little wee.

‘No, Mama. I’m fine.’ Nicky, who moments earlier was soft-kneed and slouching, stands up straight and pushes her shoulders back. ‘We were just messing around.’

‘Messing around?’ Nicky’s mum gives a hoot. ‘You need to stop this messing around. You are twenty-nine years old. Do you know what I was doing when I was twenty-nine years old?’

‘You had a husband, three babies and a mortgage,’ Nicky says with the tone of voice that suggests she’s had this conversation several times over.

‘That’s right.’ Nicky’s mum gives a nod of her head. ‘And I didn’t get any of that by fooling around.’

‘She got the babies by fooling around,’ Nicky says out of the corner of her mouth. Luckily, her mum doesn’t hear otherwise I’m sure she’d be on the receiving end of a clip around the ear. Beverley Vickery is definitely the type.

‘Inside,’ Nicky’s mum orders, with a pointing finger for emphasis. ‘All of you.’

‘Actually, Mrs Vickery, we were only dropping Nicky off,’ I say. I pass Nicky’s keys to her before she forges forward with carefully placed steps.

‘No, no, no.’ Nicky’s mum shakes her head. ‘You’ll come inside and have a cup of tea. I insist.’

I’ve met Beverley several times; she has her nails done at the salon every other week and sometimes pops into the teashop for an additional treat. She’s declared that my lemon drizzle is the most delicious cake she has ever tasted and has only been complimentary about my other baked goods, but I still wouldn’t like to cross the woman. She can be jovial but you know she can switch to fierce in a millisecond.

‘Okay.’ I flash Caleb an apologetic look before I follow Nicky and her mum inside the house, slipping off my shoes in the hallway. Caleb follows, dutifully removing his shoes before we move into the living room, where we sit as instructed by Beverley.

‘Sorry about this,’ I say to Caleb once Beverley tootles off to the kitchen to put the kettle on. I turn to Nicky, who’s wriggling her newly freed toes to make sure the blood flows back after the killer heels she’s endured all evening. ‘What was that all about out there? One minute you’re about to keel over drunk, the next you’re as sober as a nun.’

Nicky gives her toes one last wriggle. ‘I’ve been perfecting the art of appearing sober while being completely sloshed in front of my mum since I was fifteen.’

‘So you are drunk?’ I ask and Nicky shrugs.

‘Who knows? I’ve got so good at it, I’ve started to convince myself I’m sober even when I’m not.’

Beverley returns with a tea tray, complete with a plate of tiny jewel-coloured macarons.

‘They aren’t home-baked like yours,’ she says with a frown. ‘But they’re pretty good. Do you take milk and sugar?’

‘Just milk, please.’ I take a mini turquoise macaron and pop it into my mouth. It’s delicious.

‘And your boyfriend?’ To my horror, Beverley turns to Caleb but, tiny as the macarons are, I can’t speak with food in my mouth, fearing the recriminations if I did. Beverley – if you haven’t already guessed – terrifies me. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Beverley Vickery, Nicole’s mother.’

‘Caleb McIntosh.’ Caleb takes Beverley’s proffered hand and gives it a polite shake.

I chew furiously and swallow with an audible gulp. ‘He’s not my boyfriend,’ I blurt out as quickly as I can.

‘Oh?’ Beverley’s eyebrows inch up her forehead. She turns to her daughter, who is working her way through the plate of macarons. ‘Is there something you’d like to tell me, Nicole?’

‘He isn’t my boyfriend either,’ Nicky says.

‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ Beverley mutters before she returns to the matter of the tea. We drink up quickly so that we can make our escape, but we’re not quick enough for Beverley Vickery. Poor Caleb is grilled between scalding sips, revealing pretty much his whole life story as Beverley quizzes him relentlessly. Caleb has a sister, who lives in Devon with her husband and three dogs (no children, yet) and a brother who likes to travel (no children either). He tells Beverley about his job as a teaching assistant, though it turns out it wasn’t his dream career.

‘I was studying to be a graphic designer, but I dropped out of uni part-way through the course. My ex-wife couldn’t handle being in a long-distance relationship, so I came home.’ Beverley’s eyebrows lower and her eyes take on a wide, Bambi-like look as Caleb tells her his story. ‘I meant to enrol in a course closer to home, but in the meantime, I took a job as a teaching assistant. My nan’s a teacher and the school she was working at needed maternity cover for a TA. It sounded perfect. I could take the temporary job and pay off some of my bills until my course started.’ Caleb shrugs. ‘But I grew complacent. When a permanent job came up at the school, I took it.’

‘Do you ever think about returning to university?’ Beverley asks, topping up Caleb’s cup without asking if he’d like more. ‘Because it’s never too late. My mother – Nicole’s grandmother – got a degree well into her fifties and you’re what …?’

‘Thirty-two,’ Caleb says and Beverley’s eyes widen again as she looks from Caleb to Nicky and back again.

‘And do you want to get married again?’

‘Not at this moment in time,’ Caleb says, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

‘I know some lovely girls,’ Beverley tells him. Her eyes slide back to Nicky, who shakes her head.

‘Mama,’ she growls. ‘Stop right there.’

Beverley tuts. ‘How about my niece then? Nicole’s cousin Nia is so sweet and absolutely beautiful. I think you’d like her.’

‘Nia’s got a boyfriend,’ Nicky points out.

‘That waste of space?’ Beverley shakes her head and tuts again. ‘He’s no good to anyone. No, Nia needs a good, strong man.’ Beverley’s lips stretch into a toothy grin as she eyes Caleb up. ‘A handsome man to have bonny babies with.’

‘Time to go!’ I leap out of my seat and crash my teacup down on the tray before pulling Caleb to his feet. ‘Thank you for the tea.’

‘Won’t you have another cup?’ Beverley asks. ‘I have some photos of Nia I can show you.’

‘Thanks, but I’m really not looking to date anyone at the moment,’ Caleb says as we back out of the room. ‘I’ve only just got divorced and everything.’

‘But you’ll keep Nia in mind when you are ready?’ Beverley presses.

‘Mama, leave him alone.’ Nicky rolls her eyes and pops the last macaron in her mouth.

‘I’m only trying to help,’ Beverley huffs. ‘I don’t mean any harm.’

‘I know,’ Caleb says. We’re on the threshold. Escape is in sight. ‘But I’m really not ready for a new relationship.’

‘You just holler when you are.’ Beverley marches past us and sees us to the door. I slip my shoes on lightning fast but even so I have to scuttle after Caleb to keep up. He hasn’t even fastened his shoelaces in his haste to bolt from the house.

‘I’m so sorry about that,’ I say once we’re a safe distance from the house and Caleb has stopped to tie his laces. ‘Next time we’ll leave Nicky in the pub.’

‘Or we could deposit her at the gate, give her a prod towards the door and hide in the bushes to watch she gets in all right,’ Caleb suggests.

‘And you don’t think beady-eyed Beverley will catch us out?’

‘Good point.’ Caleb straightens and we set off again. ‘But I think we’ll have to take our chances.’

‘You’re a true hero,’ I tease. ‘Where are we heading, by the way?’

‘I have no idea.’ Caleb takes his phone out of his pocket. ‘I’ll phone a taxi and drop you off first.’

We sit on a low wall as we wait for the taxi to arrive. Although my shoes aren’t nearly as deadly as Nicky’s, my feet are starting to throb and I’m painfully aware of how little time I have before I have to get up for work in the morning. Still, it’s been a great night, Beverley’s ferocious matchmaking aside.

The taxi takes for ever to turn up at our wall and we’ve resorted to playing I Spy when it finally pulls up in front of us. I’m so grateful to see it I could almost weep. Not only am I desperate to crawl into bed, we ran out of things we could see in the dark several minutes ago.

‘Something beginning with BO,’ Caleb whispers as we climb into the back of a rather pungent taxi.

‘Shouldn’t that be I smell?’ I whisper back.

‘You smell lovely,’ Caleb says. ‘Unlike him.’

My stomach drops to my knees when the driver turns around and I fear we’ve been rumbled, but the driver is simply asking where we’re heading (while wafting more sweaty smells our way).

‘Kingsbury Road,’ I tell the driver and he scratches his head. White flakes scatter onto his headrest.

‘Where’s that, love?’

This is my problem, I think. Nobody knows where my road is. If I’m going to make a success of The Sweetest Kiss, I need to get out there and show people where to find us. I need to up my game.

‘It’s just off Guild Street,’ I say and the driver nods, dislodging a few more fluttery flakes.

The drive only takes a few minutes but it feels like for ever with the air clogged with bad odours and dandruff. We open both windows but it still isn’t enough and I’m tempted to stick my head out and lap at the fresh air like a dog.

‘Do you want to come up?’ I ask as the taxi pulls up outside a darkened Sweet Street. I press my lips together as soon as I realise what I’ve suggested but it’s too late. The words are out there, mingling with the BO. Caleb probably thinks I’m desperate to get into his ripped skinny jeans, which I am absolutely not.

‘Yes please,’ Caleb says, reaching past me to open the door and practically manhandling me out of the car with one hand while paying the driver with the other. Blimey, he’s keen. So much for not being interested!

‘Thank you,’ he says as the taxi pulls away. He takes a few deep breaths. ‘I think I’d have passed out if I had to stay in there a minute longer. I think he farted as we turned off Guild Street.’

‘Yes,’ I say, nodding rapidly like an idiot. ‘That’s why I invited you up.’

‘Looks like you’re a true hero too.’ Caleb nudges me. ‘We should set up our own superhero league.’

Yes, and I’d be Doofus Girl. I can’t believe I thought Caleb wanted to come up to my flat because he fancied me when it turns out he was simply fleeing the rancid smell from our driver’s rear.

‘I don’t suppose I could come up for a few minutes?’ Caleb says when we’ve hovered on the pavement outside the teashop for a few awkward minutes. ‘I’ll call another taxi, but I don’t want to get lumbered with him again.’

‘So you’re going to let some other poor soul get assaulted by his odour,’ I say as I lead Caleb around the back of the terrace. ‘That’s not very superhero-ish.’

Caleb hangs his head. ‘I’ll return my costume in the morning.’

‘That’s a shame. I was looking forward to seeing your underpants.’ My eyes widen as I realise what I’ve said. ‘On the outside of your pants, I mean. I don’t want to see your actual underwear. Ugh.’ Ugh? What am I doing? There’s a fine line between letting someone know you’re not into them and insulting them, and I’ve crossed it. I’ve taken a giant, running jump over the bloody line. ‘I didn’t mean that. The “ugh” bit. I did mean that I don’t want to see your underwear, but I bet it’s nice underwear. Not ugh at all.’

I need to stop talking. I need to stop talking now.

I do, but then so does Caleb and we end up making the rest of the journey up to my flat in silence. I don’t even apologise over the pokiness or the mismatched furniture. It’s so super-awkward, I’m half-tempted to lock myself in the bathroom until he goes home.




Chapter Twenty

Remind to never EVER drink again. I fall asleep after half a glass of wine at home – what was I thinking? Great night though! xx

I smile as I read Mags’s text message, until I remember what happened later that night and my face scrunches in on itself as I cringe at the memory. It’s a good job I’m not ready to date again after Joel because, judging from last night’s debacle, I’d seriously suck at the dating game. Not that I will advertise this fact when I’m about to launch The Sweetest Kiss. In just nine days, the fate of ten dating hopefuls will be in my hands and I want them to feel confident in my abilities as a cake-bearing dating guru, even if I can’t seem to get a grip of my own love life.

‘We’re running low on bananas.’ Victoria pops her head into the office to update me on our fruit status. I’ve been sitting in the office since I finished the morning’s baking, finalising the design for our flyers on the computer. It isn’t going well.

‘Already?’ I check the time in the corner of the computer screen. It isn’t even midday yet and I haven’t made a banoffee pie today – or any other dessert involving bananas – so I’m confused.

‘Robbie’s on his third milkshake,’ Victoria whispers.

‘Third?’ That can’t be good for him. Isn’t there a limit to the number of bananas you’re supposed to consume in a day? If there is, Robbie’s probably already hit it. ‘Don’t serve him any more milkshakes. Or if you do, try to nudge him over to the strawberry one.’ I feel like a pub landlord refusing to serve more alcohol to a wasted customer. Here, have a coffee instead, pal. You’ll thank me for it in the morning.

‘I’ll try.’ Victoria shrugs before sloping away. I turn back to the computer screen. Yep, the design for the flyers is as rubbish as I remembered. I am bad at this. Very bad. I can make a cake look pretty. I can mould people and little animals out of icing (and I even made a cake into a pair of boobs for one of Joel’s friends once) but I cannot make these flyers look anything other than pants.

Oh, God. Pants. Underpants. I cringe again, covering my face to shield me against both the terrible design on the screen and my shame. What had I been thinking? How had I allowed such rubbish to spew from my mouth? Caleb must think I’m a Grade A idiot and I’ll have really cemented his assessment that he’s not interested in me.

Oh, double God. I hope he doesn’t tell Birdie what happened. How will I ever be able to serve her apple crumble and custard again after discussing her grandson’s underwear? And what if she and Dad end up getting married (I know I’m jumping the gun a bit here, but I’m in a panic so please forgive me) and I have to face them all the time, reliving the underpants convo over and over again?

I slump across the desk with a groan, not caring that I’m sprawling across the keyboard and probably making blind changes to my flyers. Who cares, anyway? They’re so rubbish, my elbows are probably improving the design.

‘Sleeping on the job?’

I lift my head ever so slightly when I hear Nicky’s voice. She’s looking chipper despite the numerous cocktails she tossed down her throat last night.

‘Just contemplating leaving the country, rapidly,’ I say, reluctantly sitting up.

‘What the hell is that supposed to be?’ Nicky points at the screen, where my flyer is proudly announcing Manchester’s brand new dating service, The Sweetest Kissbnxasmkeww’qew. ‘Is it some new dating lingo I haven’t heard of?’

‘Hardly.’ I delete the superfluous characters, though it does nothing to improve the flyer. ‘You’re the expert when it comes to dating. I should make you my guru.’

‘I don’t think you need any help in that department.’ Nicky closes the office door and skips towards me, dodging the assault course of flour and sugar sacks. ‘You and Caleb seemed to be getting on pretty well last night. You know that tea with my mum counts as a first date, don’t you?’

Nicky thinks she’s being funny. I do not. ‘I was talking about being a guru to advise on The Sweetest Kiss. And I wouldn’t get too excited about me and Caleb becoming an item.’ I can feel another cringe coming on, or perhaps a headache. Probably both.

‘You can’t tell me you don’t fancy him,’ Nicky says and I will begrudgingly admit that she’s right (in my head, at least. I’m under no obligation to confirm her suspicions out loud). Caleb is lovely and sweet and okay, okay, I admit it, he’s butterflies-in-your-tummy cute. ‘After seeing the two of you getting cosy in the pub last night, I’d say you fancy the pants off him.’

I drop my head into my hands as the hovering cringe takes full control of my features. I want to slide to the floor and tuck myself under the desk in the foetal position.

‘Oh. My. Goodness.’ Nicky is suddenly on me, tearing my hands away from my cringe-tastic face. ‘Something happened with you two last night, didn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I squeak, mortification oozing from every pore on my body. ‘But not what you think.’

Nicky perches on the edge of my desk and raises her eyebrows at me, head cocked to one side. ‘What I think happened is you and Caleb kissed. Are you telling something else happened?’

I groan. I don’t want to say these words out loud, to make them even more vivid than they already are in my head. But Nicky is my friend. A good friend. I know that I can tell her anything and she’ll help me – after a good, roll-around-on-the-floor laugh, obviously.

‘I insulted his underwear,’ I whisper as a blanket of shame spreads over me. Far from being warm and comforting, this blanket is the nasty, scratchy kind.

‘You insulted his underwear?’ Nicky blinks at me. ‘Is this new dating lingo I’ve never heard of?’

I shake my head. ‘Unfortunately not. I insulted his underwear. Bad-mouthed it. I think the exact expression was “ugh”.’

‘Oh Lord.’ Nicky covers her super-glossy pink lips with her fingers. ‘What on earth was he wearing? Not a leather thong? Or an animal pouch? I really don’t get those. There is nothing sexy about a cuddly monkey and if a bloke thinks there is, we are already incompatible in the bedroom.’

‘I didn’t actually see his underwear,’ I clarify. ‘It just sort of came up in conversation.’

‘How did his underwear come up in conversation?’

‘I don’t know. It was something to do with superheroes.’

‘Superheroes?’ Nicky is looking at me as though I’ve sprouted an extra head.

‘People talk about superheroes,’ I say, straightening in my chair. ‘It’s a perfectly valid topic of conversation.’

‘Yes, if you’re drooling over Henry Cavill with your girlfriends. Talking about superheroes and their underpants is in a whole different league.’ Nicky presses her lips together and I know what’s coming. I can practically see it bubbling up inside her, starting in her tummy and working its way up to her mouth before the giggle escapes.

‘Stop it. It isn’t funny,’ I say, though I find I’m giggling too.

‘What happened after you slagged off his smalls?’ Nicky asks and my giggles stop.

‘It was really awkward. He phoned a taxi but it took twenty minutes to arrive.’ Twenty agonising minutes where we sat opposite each other, conversation understandably stilted. I’d never been so relieved to see the glow of headlights through the window before. ‘Then he left and I went to bed hoping I’d wake up to find it was a bad dream.’

Nicky’s eyebrows droop as she flashes me a sympathetic look. ‘It looks like we’re both unlucky in love.’ Her eyes dart to the closed door and back and she lowers her voice. ‘Did you find out what happened with Victoria and Neal last night?’

‘Nothing, as far as I know,’ I say with a shrug. ‘Victoria has just broken up with Nathan. She’s hardly going to jump into the sack with someone else the same day.’

Nicky closes her eyes and sighs. ‘Haven’t you heard of rebound sex?’ She opens her eyes so she can wink at me. ‘Some of my finest moments have occurred during rebound sex.’

‘Victoria isn’t like that. She’s been with Nathan since they were at school.’

‘So she has a lot of catching up to do,’ Nicky says. ‘How is she walking?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘If she’s walking like John Wayne with gigantic haemorrhoids.’ Nicky hops off the table and performs a squat-legged waddle in the little space available. ‘Then she’s had a good night.’

‘She isn’t walking like that,’ I tell Nicky as she plonks herself back on the desk. ‘Nobody walks like that.’

‘You didn’t see me after my weekend with Yuri.’ I’ve heard about Yuri, though he was before my time with Nicky. He whisked her off to Prague for a lust-filled weekend and she never heard from him again. ‘I couldn’t sit down for a week. Best weekend of my life.’

I close the window on my computer. The flyer design is hurting my eyes. ‘Well, Victoria’s walking normally.’

‘Neal’s still interested in her though,’ Nicky says. ‘I could tell, especially when he offered to walk her home. He was probably waiting for a Netflix and chill invite.’

‘Or maybe he was just being a gentleman?’

Nicky snorts. ‘Boy are you naïve. Here’s a tip for you when you do start dating: Netflix and chill has nothing to do with either Netflix or chilling.’

‘I do know that.’ I switch off my computer. I’ll come back to the flyer later. Or not. ‘Tea and cake time?’

Nicky pushes herself off the desk. ‘Absolutely.’

I open the office door and lead Nicky out, but we pause on the threshold between the kitchen and the teashop when we spot Victoria chatting to Neal at the counter.

‘See, he is interested,’ Nicky hisses in my ear. ‘I bloody knew it.’




Chapter Twenty-One

Grasping my arm with one hand, Nicky holds a finger up to her lips as she inches us closer. Victoria is sitting on top of the counter, red Converse-clad feet tapping at the glass front, while Neal is leaning against the countertop, his body angled away from us. He’s clearly in work mode – or at least operating under that impression – as the battered satchel he’d carried his camera and notepad in the other day is slung across his chest.

‘I feel really guilty about the article,’ Neal is saying and my stomach drops. The article he’s writing about The Sweetest Kiss must be awful. He’s slammed the service, which means nobody will take part and we’ll be back at square one. Except we won’t even have the luxury of square one – I’ll be forced to take a step back to minus one, which means closing the teashop and giving up on my dream. I’d been so confident that this was the idea that would propel us out of our slump and it hurts to realise I’ve been wrong. Again.

‘It’s not your fault,’ Victoria says, which is rubbish. It is Neal’s fault. If he writes a glowing article, it’ll at least give us a fighting chance. ‘You didn’t know they’d gone behind my back and signed without me.’

Oh, the relief! My knees feel a little bit weak, but luckily Nicky is still clutching on tight so I don’t stumble and draw attention to our nosy parker-ing. They aren’t talking about my article. They’re talking about the back-stabbing band’s, which came out this morning. The article had been nauseatingly gushing, lording Perrie West as Woodgate’s answer to McFly. To be fair to Neal, he didn’t know the quartet were such back-stabbing little weasels when he wrote it.

‘I knew one of them was familiar, but I couldn’t place him,’ Neal says. ‘I meet a lot of people doing this job. It’s only now I realise I’d seen Tom at the trial run.’ Neal shakes his head. ‘The worst thing is, I didn’t even like them. They were so smug, talking about their “art” and how they knew it was their destiny to make it big. They haven’t even made a record yet and they’re already mentally collecting their Brit award for British Breakthrough Act.’

‘Did they even mention me?’ Victoria asks in a small voice that’s barely audible from our spying post. My heart aches for her.

‘Funnily enough, they didn’t mention that giving their bandmate the heave-ho was part of their destiny,’ Neal replies.

‘They wouldn’t want to ruin their image and shoot themselves in the foot before they’ve even released their first single,’ Victoria says.

‘From the way they acted during our interview, their image isn’t going to be good anyway. They’ve certainly got inflated egos. The phrase “too big for their boots” springs to mind.’

‘It’s so weird because they’re not usually like that,’ Victoria says. ‘They’re usually good lads. Kind. Caring. Helping-grannies-cross-the-road types. I don’t know what’s happened to them.’

‘The lure of fame and fortune, probably,’ Neal says. ‘If you want, we could knock them back down a peg or two. Take a pin their egos.’

‘How?’

‘We could do a follow-up with your side of the story, expose them for the gobshites they really are.’

Victoria shakes her head. ‘As tempting as that is – and it’s really, really tempting – I still want to be a singer and nobody will take me seriously if I get all whiny in the press. The best revenge I can have is being more successful than they are.’

‘You’re a bigger person than I am,’ Neal says.

‘Not really.’ Victoria slips off the counter and stands in front of Neal. When he straightens, Victoria barely reaches his armpits. ‘You’re a giant.’

‘Hardly,’ Neal says. ‘You’re just a shrimp. What are you, four foot seven?’

Victoria jabs him playfully in the chest. ‘Five one, and don’t you know the best things come in small packages?’

There’s a stifled groan beside me. ‘They’re flirting,’ Nicky hisses. She tugs me back into the safety of the kitchen, her grip slightly too intense on my arm. ‘At least now we know they didn’t sleep together last night.’

‘How do you work that out?’ I don’t believe for a second that they did either, but I’m interested to know how Nicky came to that conclusion after Victoria and Neal’s exchange. Did I somehow zone out while they were having a catch-up of last night’s events?

‘Men like Neal never flirt after the act,’ Nicky says, taking a furtive peep out into the teashop. ‘They gather their clothes and flee, never to be seen or heard from again. You heard him last night: he doesn’t do relationships.’

‘And you’re attracted to him because …’ I’m genuinely astounded. I’m afraid to venture into a new relationship for fear of getting hurt again while Nicky actively courts heartbreak. I always thought she’d been unlucky with her choices in men, but perhaps she’s been seeking the wrong ’uns out all along.

‘Because he’s divine.’ Nicky sighs, which turns into a whimper. ‘Just look at him. Uh-oh.’

‘What?’

Nicky plasters a smile on her face and speaks to me out of the corner of her mouth, cartoon-like. ‘He’s looking at me. We have to go out there.’ Nicky steps forward, the smile widening. ‘Neal! How lovely to see you again. What can I get you?’

‘Err, you don’t work here,’ Victoria is pointing out as I join them.

‘I know that.’ Nicky saunters over to the table nearest the counter, her hips swaying that bit more than usual. ‘I’ll have a peanut butter blondie and a cup of tea when you’re ready.’

There isn’t much more on offer today; I baked batch after batch of Victoria’s favourite dessert this morning in the hope of cheering her up. Plus, I was a little distracted by the whole Caleb’s underpants fiasco and I lost count of the number I’d popped into the oven. The refrigerated counter is stuffed with blondies and there are more waiting in the kitchen.

‘I’ll have one of those too,’ Neal says, leaning against the counter once more. ‘And a coffee, please.’

‘My absolute favourite,’ Victoria says before bouncing behind the counter to fulfil the orders. Nicky’s eyes bulge at me in a ‘see, they are flirting’ way.

‘Make that another peanut butter blondie and a cup of tea,’ I say, joining Nicky at the table. ‘Why don’t you come and sit with us, Neal?’

‘Sure.’ Neal pushes himself away from the counter and drops into a lime green chair. All of my chairs are brightly coloured. I spray-painted them myself in a rainbow of colours and shades so that no two are matching. ‘I wanted to speak to you actually. About The Sweetest Kiss.’

‘Thinking of signing up?’ Victoria asks as she picks up a blondie with a pair of tongs.

Neal laughs and I see Nicky’s lips purse at the sound. She wants to make Neal laugh and hearing it caused by another woman is enough to bring out the green-eyed monster.

‘Not me,’ Neal says, oblivious to the lurking monster sitting opposite him. ‘My sister.’

‘You don’t have to rally around, finding clients for us,’ I say, before thinking better of it. ‘Actually, that would be a great help. Sign up everyone you know. I don’t want next Friday night to be a flop.’

Neal laughs again, clearly assuming I’m kidding. I sneak a look at Nicky and prepare to flee should the need arise.

‘It was my sister’s idea,’ he says. ‘I mentioned it and she asked me to put her name down before the list fills up.’ If only it would fill up. So far we have two names on the list and both of them work at the neighbouring craft shop. Even Nicky hasn’t signed up yet. ‘Bea’s not had much luck with men. Her last three boyfriends have been an embarrassment to mankind and the last one’s lucky he’s still a living, breathing member of society. I personally think she should give up on men, but she isn’t so keen on a life of celibacy.’ Neal makes a ‘what are you gonna do?’ face. ‘So, will you put her name down?’

‘Of course. I’ll just grab a registration form and questionnaire from the office.’ Mags knocked up the forms and, unlike the flyers I’m attempting to design, they look professional. When I return, the blondies and drinks have been set out on the table.

‘I’ll drop this back off as soon as possible,’ Neal says, folding the form and tucking it into his satchel.

‘I’ll put your sister in on the database in the meantime,’ I tell him. Mags also set up the database that we’ll use to keep track of our clients. I’d be lost without my ever-faithful, business-minded Mags.

‘Thanks.’ Neal takes a bite of his blondie and groans. ‘I forgot how good these are. I was too spellbound by the sparkling company at the trial dating run to fully appreciate them.’

I roll my eyes but I’m delighted. ‘Smooth-talker.’

‘Speaking of smooth-talkers,’ Neal says, wriggling his fingers over his plate to dislodge a few stray crumbs. ‘What happened between you and Caleb last night?’

I’ve been chewing a chunk of blondie but Neal’s words distract me and a large crumb finds its way into my airway. Coughing and spluttering – way to look cool, Maddie – and with a firm palm to the back from Nicky, I manage to clear it.

‘What do you mean?’ I rasp. Has Caleb told him about the underpants thing? Did they have a good laugh together at my expense?

‘You left together,’ Neal says as my colouring loses its bluish hue.

‘With Nicky,’ I point out carefully. How much does he actually know? I can tiptoe around the subject as delicately as possible, but it’ll be a wasted effort if he knows everything already.

‘Ah, but he doesn’t fancy Nicky.’ Neal turns to Nicky with a slight rise and fall of his shoulders. ‘No offence. You’re obviously gorgeous, but he’s taken a shine to this one.’

Nicky visibly glows from the compliment. ‘No offence taken.’ She gives her brown curls a good twiddle but Neal has already turned back to me.

‘He likes you.’

‘He does not.’ I can feel myself growing hot in the cheeks area even though I know for a fact he doesn’t fancy me. I clearly heard him telling Birdie that he wasn’t interested in me and, even if he were, I’d have put him off with my idiotic social skills last night.

‘He might not admit it,’ Neal says. ‘He’s had a pretty rough time with Celine over the past few months that would put anyone off relationships, but I know Caleb. We’ve been best mates for twenty-six years. He likes you.’

‘I’m not sure Caleb will appreciate you sharing your wisdom though,’ Victoria says. ‘Didn’t we stop doing the “my mate fancies you” thing when we left primary school?’

Neal nods. ‘Under normal circumstances, yes. But Caleb’s been through the mill lately. He needs a foot up the arse to set him back on course.’

If that’s true, why oh why did I have to make such a fool of myself last night?




Chapter Twenty-Two

I’m not scheduled to work the following day, so I enjoy a lie-in until half past eight (which is a lie-in of Sleeping Beauty proportions when you’re used to dragging yourself out of bed before the birds start singing most days) before allowing myself a lengthy shower and taking the time to blow-dry my hair instead of slinging it into a long plait.

‘I’m not working.’ I hold my hands up in surrender when I pop down to the teashop and find myself on the receiving end of a death glare from Mags. She’s recovered from her hangover and is in fighting form. ‘I’m just printing off a sample flyer and picking up cake for me and Dad.’

I don’t have any plans for the day, but I thought I’d pop in on Dad and let him take a look at the flyer before I commit to it. He won’t tell me the truth (that it’s laughably amateurish), but he will feed me lies and make me feel better about it.

‘I’ve surpassed myself with the cinnamon buns,’ Mags tells me. ‘Shall I box a couple up?’

‘Yes please,’ I say before I dash into the office. I try not to look at the flyer in too much detail before I click print, and I shove it into my tote bag as soon as the printer has spat it out. By the time I head back out into the teashop, the buns are waiting on the counter. I slip the box into my tote and half-raise my hand to wave goodbye to Mags and Victoria but freeze when I spot Rehana through the glass pane in the door, her hand reaching for the handle. For the first time in the history of Sweet Street Teashop, one of our neighbours from the letting agency steps inside.

‘Rehana, how lovely to see you,’ I say in full-on simpering mode. I can practically hear Victoria’s eyes rolling behind me.

‘I hear you’re running a speed dating night next week,’ Rehana says, sidestepping any pleasantries. ‘I want in.’

‘Brilliant!’ Like an idiot, I clap my hands together. ‘Victoria, can you grab Rehana the forms, please?’

‘I would absolutely love to,’ Victoria says while mocking me by clapping her own hands together.

‘And a set for George,’ Rehana calls out as Victoria scurries towards the office.

‘Can I get you anything else while you’re here?’ Mags asks. ‘Tea, coffee? Cake?’

Rehana scrunches up her nose. ‘No, thanks. I’ve already done the coffee run this morning. Just the forms will be fine.’

Victoria returns with the forms, which Rehana snatches before wafting out of the teashop, leaving behind the scent of expensive perfume and rejection in her wake.

‘What’s this I hear about dating?’ Robbie, who has been quietly sipping his banana milkshake by the window, turns in his seat. He pushes his thick-framed, hipster-style glasses up his nose and leans in towards us while I explain the concept behind The Sweetest Kiss, covering the cost and times planned.

‘Are you interested in signing up?’ I ask in what I hope is a casual tone rather than the desperate, pleading vibe going on inside my head.

‘Yes,’ Robbie replies quickly before clearing his throat and throwing his right shoulder up towards his ear in a shrug. ‘I mean, it sounds okay. A laugh.’

‘Another set of forms, please,’ I say to Victoria, who salutes and heads back to the office.

I feel light of foot as I leave the teashop, tote bag swinging (but not too much in case the cinnamon buns get squished). We haven’t even started to advertise yet and we already have four girls and two boys interested. I have a promotion plan up my sleeve, so imagine how many will sign up once I really get going! I just have to get the awful flyers to the printers first …

Dad isn’t at home when I arrive, which is troublesome but not entirely unexpected when I haven’t actually called ahead to make sure it’s okay to drop round. I could never do this with Mum – she likes her days to be structured and planned to within an inch of their lives – but Dad and I have a much more relaxed relationship. Plus, it’s no big deal. I can simply hop back in my car and call again another time.

‘Hello. It’s Maddie, isn’t it?’ Dad’s neighbour says as I’m about to step back through the gate.

‘Hello, Jane.’ The neighbour seems pleased that I’ve remembered her name, her face registering first surprise, quickly followed by delight.

‘Your dad left around half an hour ago,’ she tells me. ‘He had his wellies on, so I think he was heading to his allotment.’

‘Thanks, I’ll try there.’ I step through the gate, but Jane hasn’t finished with me yet and scuttles out of her own garden to meet me on the pavement.

‘He’s a very talented gardener, your dad. He brought me some surplus potatoes and cabbages over the other day and they were delicious.’ Poor Jane. It isn’t Dad’s potatoes and cabbages she’s interested in. I wonder if she knows about Birdie? ‘Will you tell him I said hello?’

‘Of course.’

Jane’s eyes crinkle as she smiles with gratitude. She edges back into her garden while we both give an awkward little wave. I climb back into my car and head for the allotment, stopping at a teashop for a couple of takeaway teas on the way. It’s a bog-standard, all-day-breakfast type of teashop and not a patch on Sweet Street Teashop. Not that I’m biased or anything.

Parking the car just before the turning towards the dirt track, I grab the teas and my tote bag and walk across to the allotment. I spot Dad in the distance immediately, his khaki-floppy-hat-clad head bent over one of his raised beds. I’m about to call out when I spot somebody else lurking by the shed. The woman is wearing Mum’s pink-and-white-spotted wellies and matching gardening gloves, her hair held back off her face with a sunshine yellow scarf. There is a little dog circling around her ankles.

‘Dad, Birdie,’ I call as I make my way over. I try to wave when they look up but my hands are full.

‘Hello, love.’ Dad straightens and pulls me into an earthy-scented hug. ‘How did you know we were here?’

‘Jane told me.’ Though she didn’t say anything about Dad having company. ‘She said to say hello from her.’ I lower my voice so Birdie doesn’t overhear. ‘I think she’s still keen.’

‘Stop teasing your old dad or I’ll give you a list of gardening chores, starting with weeding.’ Dad kisses the top of my hair and releases me.

‘I brought tea and cinnamon buns, but there’s only two. I didn’t know …’ I look towards Birdie, who gives a wave of her hand.

‘Not to worry. I have a flask of tea in the shed.’

‘We could share the buns,’ I suggest, placing the teas down on an old, slightly wobbly and very rusty patio table. Pulling out the boxed buns, I tear them both in half, feeling a bit Jesus-like as I share out the portions, though I’d take Mags’s delicious cinnamon buns over loaves and fish any day.

‘No way, mister,’ Birdie tells Franklin when he eyes up the spare piece. ‘Maybe Gerry would appreciate it. Gerry!’ I hadn’t noticed Dad’s allotment rival, but he pops his head out of his own shed (which is smaller than Dad’s, as Dad likes to point out). Despite the sun making a welcome visit today, Gerry is wearing a ratty old sweater and a thick bobble hat.

‘We’re having cake,’ Birdie tells him. ‘Would you like to join us?’ She proffers the box with the leftover cinnamon bun and Gerry grunts in response. I’m not sure whether it’s a yes grunt or a no. ‘Come on, perch yourself next to Maddie here – she won’t bite, I promise – and I’ll pour you a cup of tea from my flask.’

Remarkably, Gerry follows Birdie’s instructions and he shuffles over to lower himself gently on the side of the raised bed while Birdie nips into the shed, returning with the promised flask and an extra plastic mug. I think Birdie has actual magical powers. Not only is she healing Dad’s broken heart, but she seems to be healing the rift between Dad and his allotment neighbour as well.

‘This is good,’ Gerry says, lifting his bun after he’s taken a bite. It’s the first time I’ve heard him speak.

‘Of course it’s good,’ Dad says, lifting his chin. ‘My Maddie made them. She has her own teashop in town where she sells the best baked goods in Manchester.’

‘Only Manchester?’ Birdie teases. ‘I think you’re selling our Maddie short.’

‘Actually, Mags made these,’ I point out. I could have lapped up all the praise, but I feel a bit of a fraud sitting there while they big-up Mags’s buns (so to speak). ‘But you’re right, they are good.’ Mags has topped the buns with icing that is both sweet and creamy while still managing to be light and complementary to the cinnamon flavour. ‘These are far better than my buns.’

‘Nonsense,’ Dad says, though I note his half is long gone. I pop the last of my own bun into my mouth and lick the icing from my fingers.

‘You have an impressive vegetable patch,’ Birdie tells Gerry as she pours them a mug of tea each. ‘As you’ve probably gathered, I’m not very green-fingered myself. I get my grandson to run the mower over the garden every now and then but I do water my plants myself. Unfortunately, that’s as far as my outdoor space expertise goes.’

Gerry grunts and takes a sip of tea. ‘You can come and have a closer look if you’d like.’

‘Can I?’ Birdie’s high, eager voice makes it sound like Gerry has offered to escort her around The Chelsea Flower Show rather than his rather rustic veggie patch. ‘That would be lovely. Come on then, before this slave-driver has me pulling up weeds again.’ She winks at Dad before heaving herself out of her deckchair and following Gerry to the next plot.

‘I see you’ve found a new owner for the gloves,’ I say, nodding towards the pair still sitting on the table.

‘They were only gathering dust in the shed.’ Dad’s scratches his neck. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’

‘Why would I mind?’

‘They were your mum’s. I don’t want you to think I’m taking liberties.’

I almost laugh out loud, but manage to temper my mirth by taking a sip of still-hot tea. ‘Dad, those gloves have been sitting in there for years. I bet they still had the label on, didn’t they?’ Dad nods. ‘Mum was never a fan of this allotment, but Birdie clearly enjoys it.’ We both look over as Birdie chuckles at something Gerry has said. Dad’s bewildered expression matches my own. Surely Gerry hasn’t cracked a joke? ‘I’m glad those gloves are finally being put to good use.’

The gloves, in my mind at least, are a metaphor for Dad’s heart.

‘Maybe you could pop them on and tackle the weeds,’ Dad says, lowering his voice as he glances towards Birdie again. ‘Birdie wasn’t lying when she said she isn’t green-fingered. She pulled up half of my radishes before I realised what was happening. I don’t suppose you want to take some home with you?’

I wrinkle my nose. Radishes aren’t my favourite vegetable. ‘No thanks. I think Jane might like them though. She was telling me how much she enjoyed your spuds.’

Dad blushes and takes a sip of his tea. ‘You want to watch your tongue, young lady, otherwise I might start quizzing you about boys.’

I think about Caleb and his undies and decide to change the subject.

‘I made a flyer for The Sweetest Kiss,’ I say, reaching into my tote.

‘The what?’ Dad pulls his glasses out of the pocket in his shirt and slips them on.

‘The Sweetest Kiss. It’s what we’re calling the dating service. What do you think?’ I pass the flyer to Dad, who probably wishes he hadn’t put his glasses on now.

‘It’s smashing, love.’ He pats me on the arm and offers an encouraging smile. ‘Good job.’

I knew I could rely on Dad to be untruthful when I needed it.

‘What’s this?’ Birdie is bending over Dad and peering at the flyer before I can stop her. ‘Oh. It’s … different.’ Which everyone knows translates as ‘an embarrassingly poor effort’.

‘I’m not very good at designing on the computer,’ I say, stuffing the flyer into the safety of my tote.

‘Why don’t you ask Caleb to give you a hand?’ Birdie asks. ‘He’s very good. He did a bit of graphic design at university before he became a teaching assistant. He designs all the posters at his school for plays and discos and that kind of thing.’

Of course! I remember him telling Nicky’s mum about it the other night, but I can’t ask for Caleb’s help now. Can I? I shake my head, trying to dislodge the image of Caleb’s appalled face as I wittered on about his underwear.

‘I wouldn’t want to take up his time,’ I tell Birdie. ‘This flyer’s fine.’

Birdie pats me on the shoulder as she looks down at the flyer. ‘It’ll be no trouble at all. I’ll ask him to pop round this evening and take a quick look.’

I’m about to protest, but Birdie is already wandering back to Gerry’s plot to check out his sprouts. So, unless Caleb’s busy or can think of an on-the-spot excuse, it looks like we’ll be seeing each other again tonight.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Word has started to spread about The Sweetest Kiss, so that by the time I arrive back from the allotment, our list of female participants has grown.

‘Marjorie and Annette flew in here shortly after Robbie left,’ Mags tells me as I sit down at my desk. If Caleb’s going to be checking out my flyer, I need to have another crack at it otherwise I’ll combust with embarrassment.

Oh, who am I kidding? I’ll be combusting with embarrassment with or without the poster. Why hadn’t I tried harder to talk Birdie out of asking for his input?

‘It’ll be a bit icky if they went on a date with Robbie,’ Mags says, pulling a face at the thought of the family of florists dating each other. ‘So you’ll have to be really careful when pairing them up.’

‘Good point.’ I pick up the stack of completed questionnaires from our female registrations and flick through them. ‘It’s going to be difficult to match people up if we don’t have enough people on our books. I might need to beg Nicky to take part next week, just to up the numbers.’ It’s funny, but The Sweetest Kiss should be right up her street as it contains two of her favourite hobbies: dating and eating cake. But so far, she hasn’t made even a squeak about signing up.

‘The women shouldn’t be too much of a problem,’ Mags says. ‘We’ve had quite a few sign up today alone. It’s the men we need to worry about.’

I put down the questionnaires and pick up the male counterparts. There aren’t nearly as many. ‘Little Jordan seemed to enjoy the trial run. I’ll ask him about it when they’re next in.’

‘If they’re ever in again,’ Mags says. The Builders haven’t been seen all week. Not since Mags’s date with Owen, actually. Not that I’ll point this out to Mags. ‘Do you think they’re staying away because Owen’s realised he’s made a terrible mistake and wants to avoid me?’

‘Absolutely not.’ I reach across the table and give Mags’s hand a squeeze. ‘He’s still texting you, isn’t he?’

Mags nods. ‘Every day. But what if he’s just messing with me?’

‘Why would he do that?’

‘For a laugh?’ Mags suggests. ‘This could have been a piss-take all along. They probably came in one day and saw the sad, desperate cow behind the counter and took bets on how long it would take to get her to go out with one of them.’

‘You are not a sad, desperate cow,’ I say in my sternest voice.

‘Maddie.’ Mags leans towards me, her voice lowering to a barely audible level. ‘I can’t even remember the last time I had sex. I didn’t do the whole getting under a new man to get over your ex thing. I haven’t been with anyone since Graham. Men can detect this kind of thing. It makes us vulnerable.’

‘Does it?’ I hope not. I haven’t been near a man like that since Joel. Seeing your fiancé rutting away at your best friend sort of zaps your libido.

‘I knew he wasn’t serious.’ Mags leans against the desk and folds her arms across her chest. ‘Didn’t I keep telling you that? I’ve made a fool out of myself.’

‘You haven’t,’ I tell Mags. ‘Owen isn’t like that. He likes you. If it was just a game, why is he still texting you?’

‘For bonus fun? To see how long he can keep stringing me along before I realise it’s a joke?’

‘No,’ I tell Mags firmly. I put the questionnaires down and start to wander back out into the teashop. I need tea before I even think of tackling the matchmaking side of things. ‘Owen isn’t like that. You know that.’

Mags shrugs, but she doesn’t get the chance to further her argument as the door swings open and the whirlwind that is Beverley Vickery descends upon us. She’s holding her fingers splayed in front of her in the way that only those who have just had their nails done do.

‘This dating night of yours,’ she booms as she strides towards us. ‘I want you to put my niece’s name down. She needs a man – and fast. Biological clocks are ticking and my sister wants grandbabies.’ Forgetting about her nails, Beverley thumps her hands down on her hips. ‘Time’s running out. My sister needs those grandbabies and the fool Nia’s been seeing isn’t fit for the purpose. She needs a new, decent man.’

Maybe that’s a tagline I can put on the flyers …

‘It’s a pity you’re no longer a member of the band,’ Nicky says to Victoria as we sit around the table after closing time to finish off the cinnamon buns. ‘Tom, Daniel and Josh could have signed up.’

‘Life’s a bitch,’ Victoria says, tearing off a chunk of bun with more force than is strictly necessary. ‘Thanks for the reminder. Maybe Nathan can sign up too, since he’s single as well now.’

I flash Nicky a warning look and she holds her hands up in surrender. ‘Sorry, I was only saying.’

‘Well don’t.’ Victoria shoves the torn-off chunk of bun into her mouth and chomps furiously. I assume she’s imagining it’s Nathan’s head she’s chewing and I can’t say I blame her.

‘I hope it does even out,’ Mags says. ‘Otherwise we won’t have a very successful night.’

‘George and Robbie will be in heaven though,’ Nicky points out.

‘I think our female clients will be disappointed if they’re the only ones on offer,’ I say. ‘We’ve promised them five dates.’

‘I think they’ll be disappointed by George and Robbie full stop,’ Nicky says.

‘That isn’t true.’ Mags frowns at Nicky. ‘I know George is a bit …’

‘Of an arsehole?’ Nicky prompts, but Mags shakes her head.

‘A bit arrogant, I was going to say, but he’s quite handsome, and Robbie has such a lovely smile.’

‘Does somebody have a little crush on Robbie?’ Nicky winks at Mags, who eyes the ceiling with a tut.

‘I’m almost old enough to be his mum. You can appreciate a face without wanting to snog it, you know.’

‘Robbie has nice eyes too,’ Victoria says. She gives Nicky a withering look before she even opens her mouth. ‘And no, I don’t want to snog him either.’

‘Got your eye on someone else?’ Nicky asks, despite another warning look from me.

‘Yeah, because five minutes after the end of my long-term relationship, I’m on the prowl again.’ Victoria gathers our empty teacups. ‘I’ll wash these and then I’ll be off. I have a date with a takeaway and my sister’s Miranda box set.’

‘Leave those,’ I say, reaching for the cups. ‘You get off home and enjoy your evening.’

Victoria is slipping on her oversized hoodie (I’m pretty sure it once belonged to Nathan, but I haven’t brought it up, obviously) when there’s a tap at the door. I close my eyes and take a breath as my stomach rolls uncomfortably. Caleb is due at any moment and I’m fighting the urge to bolt out of the kitchen door to hide in the alley behind the teashop.

‘What’s going on with you and Victoria?’ Mags leans towards Nicky to whisper as Victoria heads to the door. I have a matter of seconds to escape, to save myself the embarrassment, before she swings it open.

‘What do you mean?’ Nicky asks, her face a picture of innocence.

‘You’ve been sniping at her since you got here,’ Mags says, but Nicky’s features don’t change.

‘I have not. She’s just being touchy.’

Victoria opens the door but it’s Neal who steps inside, breathing heavily. I release a long, noisy breath of my own. Disaster averted, for a few minutes, at least.

‘I’m so glad I caught you,’ Neal says to Victoria, which causes Nicky’s lips to purse beside me. ‘You know how I’ve been feeling really, really guilty about that article? Well, I think I may be able to make it up to you.’

‘You don’t have to do anything,’ Victoria insists. ‘You’ve done nothing to feel guilty about.’

‘Wait until you hear what it is before you refuse,’ Neal says, a smile itching to break free onto his face. ‘I’m not usually the one who covers music entertainment, but the girl who does was back today, so I asked her if she had any contacts she could put you in touch with.’

‘And?’ Victoria bites her lip, her fingers interlacing in a prayer-like manner in front of her.

‘And she’s good friends with a couple of managers. She can’t promise anything and she doesn’t know if they’re actively looking to take on any new acts, but she’s going to mention you and see if they’re interested in a meeting.’

Victoria sucks in a breath. ‘Are you kidding me?’

Neal shakes his head. ‘Not even a little bit.’

Victoria emits a super-high-pitched squeal and jumps into the air to throw her arms around Neal in a very un-Victoria-like move. He catches her and spins her around in a circle while Victoria whoops.

‘Not on the prowl?’ Nicky hisses at me. ‘Yeah, right.’

It’s true that Victoria doesn’t hug just anybody – let alone allow them to spin her around – but I’m not convinced there’s any chemistry between the pair.

‘You. Are. Amazing,’ Victoria says when Neal releases her back onto solid ground. Stretching up on her tiptoes, she kisses Neal on the cheek.

Maybe I was wrong. Nicky seems to think so, judging by the flared-nostrils look going on beside me.

‘I’d better get going,’ Nicky says, grabbing her handbag from under the table and swinging it roughly over her shoulder and almost taking Mags’s head off in the process.

‘Me too,’ Neal says. ‘I only popped round to deliver the good news.’

‘I’ll walk you to your car.’ Victoria loops her arm through her new bessie mate’s. ‘And you can tell me everything you know about these managers.’

Nicky watches the pair leave, her nostrils growing larger by the second. She waits until they’re out of sight before she stomps out of the teashop.

‘Do I sense a bit of love rivalry there?’ Mags asks as we start to clear up.

‘A bit? Try a bucketload.’

We work together to clean and tidy and then Mags heads home. Caleb hasn’t arrived yet and I’m starting to hope he won’t turn up when there’s another tap at the door.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Caleb isn’t alone when I inch open the teashop door. Clutching his hand is Cara, wearing a blue Elsa outfit, complete with a blonde wig, tiara and sparkly plastic shoes.

Caleb bites his bottom lip. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I brought company.’

Mind? I’m relieved. Having Cara here somehow reduces the pressure I’ve been putting on this evening, and I’m feeling lighter and far less nauseous when I swing the door open fully.

‘Of course not. Come in.’ I step aside and Cara clip-clops her way into the teashop on her plastic heels.

‘She insisted,’ Caleb whispers when he sees me looking at the get-up.

‘And why wouldn’t she?’ I ask. ‘I’m only disappointed I didn’t wear mine.’

I lead the way into the office, where the offensive flyer is already open on the computer.

‘You had cake last time,’ Cara says as she jumps backwards onto the chair, dislodging a plastic shoe when she lands. ‘Do you have cake now?’

Caleb’s eyes widen and his cheeks start to flush. ‘Cara, that’s really rude.’ He looks at me, eyebrows low, cheeks pink. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so embarrassed.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ I say. Cara is preoccupied as she swings from side to side on the swivel chair, but I lower my voice, just in case. ‘It isn’t nearly as embarrassing as the underwear thing.’

Why, oh why have I brought that up?

‘You mean when you said you wanted to see me in my underwear?’ Caleb whispers, eyes flicking to Cara to make sure she isn’t listening.

I gasp and pull Caleb towards the kitchen. ‘I did not! I said your underwear was “ugh”.’ I make the quotation marks with my fingers.

‘You did indeed,’ Caleb says, voice still low. ‘But before that, you said you wanted to see me in my underwear. That’s when you got all embarrassed and made the charming “ugh” comment.’

‘I did not!’ Did I? I’ve been so focused on that one aspect, but should I have been worrying about a far more mortifying comment?

‘You did.’ Caleb folds his arms and leans against the worktop. ‘I was flattered. Until you pointed out that my underwear was gross.’

‘Oh, God.’ I groan and squeeze my eyes shut tight. ‘I didn’t mean it.’

‘I know,’ Caleb says. ‘I’m only teasing you.’

Still, I would quite like the ground to open up and take a huge Maddie-sized gulp.

‘So, cake.’ I decide the best course of action is to forge ahead as though nothing has happened. ‘Do you think Cara would like to bake a batch of fairy cakes while you take a look at the flyer? They’re my favourite.’

‘Fairy cakes?’ Caleb asks. ‘Really? You make all those delicious cakes and a simple fairy cake is your favourite?’

‘It has to have sprinkles on top,’ I say.

Caleb nods. ‘Of course.’

‘And yes, they are my favourite.’ I grab an apron – pink with white dogs printed all over it – and pop it over my head. ‘They remind me of baking with my gran.’

‘Here, let me.’ Caleb steps forward and ties the apron behind my back. It’s a simple act but I find myself holding my breath. A man hasn’t been this close to me since Joel. I feel like a Regency heroine without a chaperone, despite Cara’s close proximity.

‘Thanks,’ I squeak once he’s finished. I grab another apron and take it into the office, where Cara is now spinning on the chair. ‘How would you like to bake some fairy cakes?’

‘Yes!’ Cara jumps up from the chair, wobbling both from the momentum of the chair and the fact she’s only wearing one heeled shoe. She retrieves the other from under the desk and clip-clops over to the kitchen. I tie the apron around her waist, winding the tie-strings around her middle a couple of times like Gran used to do when I was little. Caleb asks me about The Sweetest Kiss, clarifying the details, and I answer as I gather ingredients and equipment on the counter. Once he has all the information he needs, Caleb goes off to the office while Cara and I get to work, weighing and whisking and tasting the batter on the tips of our little fingers before we spoon it into the metallic pink bun cases we’ve set out in the baking tray.

‘What do we do now?’ Cara asks as I close the oven door.

‘We have to wait for them to bake, but it shouldn’t take too long.’ I grab my cat-shaped timer and set it for ten minutes. ‘Shall we go and see what your daddy’s up to?’

Cara nods so we make our way over into the office, Cara with a strange waddle due to the too-long apron and the plastic dressing-up shoes. She flings herself into Caleb’s side, wrapping her arms around his middle. Smiling, Caleb pulls her in close and kisses the top of her head.

‘How are you getting on?’ I ask, perching on a nearby sack.

‘It’s a bit rough,’ Caleb warns before he turns the screen so I can see his newly designed flyer. ‘But what do you think?’

‘I think it’s perfect,’ I say – and I really mean it. In less than half an hour, Caleb has put together a simple but cute poster. There are cupcakes, hearts and little Cupids in the background, plus text with all the information needed. ‘It’s so much better than mine.’

‘That goes without saying,’ Caleb teases, so I grab a stack of registration forms from the tray on my desk and thwack him on the head, which Cara thinks is hilarious. Caleb raises his hands. ‘All right, all right, I surrender. Your design is far superior to mine.’

‘I think I hit you too hard,’ I say, rubbing his head. His hair feels good. I must stop this. And I will, in a couple of seconds.

‘How are the fairy cakes coming along?’ Caleb says when I finally snatch my fingers away from his locks.

‘They’re going to be so yummy,’ Cara says. ‘Maddie says we’re going to put gloopy icing sugar on the top and lots and lots of different-coloured sprinkles.’ She wriggles her fingers to demonstrate the falling sprinkles.

‘That does sound yummy,’ Caleb says, rubbing his tummy. ‘I hope I get to eat one too.’

Cara scrunches up her nose. ‘Maybe one. Can we take one home for Mummy and Pete?’ Pete, I’ve heard from Birdie, is the new partner of Caleb’s ex. When Caleb and Celine first broke up, they were on pretty good terms and shared custody of Cara, but as soon as Pete came on the scene, Caleb became superfluous to Celine’s vision of a happy family and she made access as difficult as she could. And she could make it pretty damn difficult, as they had no formal arrangement in place. Caleb was fobbed off, access was cancelled at the last minute, and days and weeks could pass between visits. In the end, Caleb had no choice but to take his ex to court. Luckily, his cousin is a fantastic solicitor and a few weeks ago Caleb was granted joint custody of Cara.

‘Of course you can,’ Caleb says. ‘I’m sure they’d love one.’ I’m surprised by Caleb’s response. If it were me, I’d be bitter. I’d hate my ex and her new partner, but Caleb’s tone hasn’t changed at all. He’s either an extremely forgiving person or an Oscar-worthy actor.

‘If that’s okay with Maddie,’ Caleb says. ‘We don’t want to steal all her fairy cakes, do we?’

‘It’s fine by me,’ I say. If Caleb can be so generous, so can I.

Once the cat-shaped timer goes off, I take the cakes from the oven, showing Cara how we test them with a skewer to see if they’re ready. While they cool, we make the icing, which Cara decides should be pink.

‘Good choice,’ I say, grabbing the food colouring. We drizzle the icing onto the cooled cakes and sprinkle the hundreds and thousands on top, watching as the fairy cakes come to life with colour. Caleb helps with the decorating, wearing a nautical-inspired apron, which is the most masculine apron I own. When the cakes are finished, I nip up to the flat for a bottle of wine, pouring a small glass for Caleb and I, and a glass of juice for Cara, which we settle down in the teashop to enjoy with a fairy cake or two.

‘This was fun,’ Caleb says as he and Cara get ready to leave with a plastic tub of leftover cakes.

‘It really was,’ I say. ‘You and Cara are welcome to bake with me any time. And thank you for sorting the flyer out. I’ll pop round to the printers tomorrow and get the ball rolling with the promotion.’

‘It was my pleasure.’ Caleb, quite unexpectedly, leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. He straightens, looking as shocked as I am. ‘I’ll, er, take these into school tomorrow.’ He holds up the registration forms I’ve passed on in the hope he can entice his colleagues – the males one in particular – into signing up for The Sweetest Kiss.

‘Thanks. I appreciate all your help.’

Caleb nods and part of me thinks – or hopes, rather – that he’ll stoop down for another kiss. He doesn’t and I find that I’m disappointed as I wave the pair off.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Leaving the teashop in Mags’s capable hands, I head to the printers to make use of their same-day service, returning with boxes of Caleb’s wonderful flyers as well as some larger posters with the same design. The teashop is still quiet, so I pop out again, dropping off flyers to be displayed in as many places as I can think of, from local community centres, the library and supermarket community boards to hairdressers, coffee shops and pubs. Victoria arrives for an afternoon shift, so I head out again, this time taking Nicky for company as she doesn’t have any clients for the next couple of hours.

‘Where to next?’ Nicky asks as we leave the senior centre where I’ve just interrupted a bingo session to tell the group of pensioners about The Sweetest Kiss. Through Dad and Birdie, I’ve been reminded that you’re never too old for dating and I don’t think we should rule out anyone. Besides, the teashop setting is ideal for the more mature participants and nobody seemed to mind the distraction from their game. Quite the opposite, in fact.

‘I’m fed up of bloody bingo,’ one of the ladies told me as she grasped hold of a flyer. ‘I’d much rather find myself a gentleman friend to entertain me.’ She winked at me and asked if she could take a few more flyers to distribute at the sheltered accommodation where she lived.

‘We haven’t tried this pub yet,’ I say as Nicky and I near the doors. We’ve popped into dozens of pubs this afternoon, as though we’re taking part in a dry pub crawl, and most have been happy to display our flyer for their single customers. My feet are aching from the trek, but if I want The Sweetest Kiss – and the teashop – to be a success, I have to put some serious work in. I learned the hard way with the summer party that if I want customers, I’m going to have to go out and find them. So I’ve upped my game with the social media side, tweeting, Instagramming and updating our Facebook page daily (which, it turns out, is a lot of fun and I’ve clocked up more hours than I can count engaging with potential customers), but I have to physically spread the word too.

The landlady of the pub takes a handful of flyers, promising to place them strategically around the premises, keeping the rest on the end of the bar in case any of her customers want to take one away with them.

‘I might give this a go myself,’ she says, taking a good look at the stack of flyers in her hand. ‘I’ve tried speed dating before, but it didn’t get me anywhere. At least this way, I’ll be satisfied with cake if nothing else.’

‘We have a special algorithm to create the groups,’ I tell her. ‘To give you a better chance of finding a match.’

The algorithm is, in fact, me, sitting in the office and comparing the answers to our questionnaires. So far, I’m doing well in setting up a group of like-minded women for our first event – I just need to find the like-minded men to pair them with.

‘We need more men,’ I say as we emerge from the pub.

Nicky gives me a wry look. ‘Tell me about it.’

I nudge her playfully. ‘I meant for The Sweetest Kiss.’

‘Why not try a few gyms?’ She points across the road to a Victorian building converted into a modern gym. ‘Most of the blokes who use gyms are single – they stop bothering once they’ve snagged a mate.’

I’m not entirely convinced Nicky’s theory is true, but I’m willing to give it a go. We cross the road and head inside the brightly lit reception area. The guy behind the desk asks us to swipe our membership cards, but I hold up a flyer instead.

‘We’re not actually members,’ I tell him, before explaining about The Sweetest Kiss and asking if it would be possible for us to display a flyer or two around the gym. He takes a flyer, frowning down at it.

‘We’re a gym,’ he eventually says, frowning at me instead. ‘We don’t usually promote cakes. We’re all about healthy eating and fitness.’

Nicky leans against the counter, making sure her cleavage is in full view. You know Nicky is serious when she gets the ladies out. ‘But you’ll make an exception for us, right?’

I’m hopeful as he eyes the goods on offer for a moment, but in the end he shakes his head. ‘I’m afraid not. It goes against our ethos. Sorry.’

‘Never mind.’ I pluck the flyer from his fingers and add it back into my pile.

‘Fancy going for a drink tonight?’ he asks Nicky as she pushes herself away from the counter, tugging her top back into place.

‘I’m afraid not,’ she calls over her shoulder as we leave. ‘It goes against my ethos.’

We end up in the Star Inn again after work that evening, and this time I make more of an effort with my outfit. It’s a Friday night and I want to relive the excitement I used to have at the prospect of getting dressed up and heading out with friends. I have a clingy gold dress with three-quarter-length sleeves from my partying days, which I team with a pair of thick, black tights and super-high heels.

‘Wow, look at you,’ Victoria says when I step out of my bedroom and into the living room. The girls – Victoria, Mags and Nicky – have gathered at my place to get ready and it feels like my life pre-Joel. There’s music blaring, wine flowing and so much laughter I’m half-tempted to suggest we stay here as we’re having so much fun. But no, I’m going out. I haven’t spent the best part of an hour straightening my hair so that it pours silkily down my back and applying the perfect smoky-eyed make-up to sit on my sofa. Okay, Nicky did all the hard work for me, but still …

‘What a minx,’ Mags says with a low whistle.

Nicky throws her arms around me. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

I laugh off Nicky’s words, but I’m proud of myself too. I didn’t realise quite how much I’d shut myself off since Penny and Joel, but I feel freer now as I emerge from my self-imposed exile from the world. I’m ready to live my life again.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Victoria says as I top up our glasses with the remainder of the wine. ‘But I invited Neal to join us.’

I catch the grin sliding onto Nicky’s face. She doesn’t mind at all, obviously.

‘The more the merrier,’ I say, wishing I’d thought to invite Caleb. He’s only ever seen me wearing my jeans or a sundress, and usually with a flour-sprinkled apron on for good measure, and I’d quite like him to see this Maddie. The happy Maddie. The let’s-get-drunk-and-dance-to-cheesy-music Maddie.

‘He said he’d meet us at the pub,’ Victoria says and for one joyful moment, I think she’s talking about Caleb. But then I remember it’s Neal she’s invited and I drop onto the arm of the sofa with a heavy sigh.

‘Shall we get going before I fall asleep on your sofa?’ Mags asks. ‘I’m not used to going out on a Friday night. I’m usually in my pyjamas by now.’ Like me, Mags has made an effort tonight and is wearing a red wrap-around dress that accentuates her curves. If Owen could see her now, he’d self-combust.

‘What are you doing?’ Nicky asks when I pick up a stack of flyers on my way out of the flat. ‘It’s Friday night. You’re supposed to be letting your hair down, not working.’

‘She works too hard,’ Mags says, sharing a disproving look with Nicky as she passes.

‘I’m not working,’ I tell them. ‘I’m just going to ask if we can leave these in the pub. It’ll take me thirty seconds, tops. There’s a pool match on tonight and it’s supposed to be busier.’

We troop down the stairs and make the short walk to the Star Inn. It is indeed more lively, with the area around the pool table packed with bodies. Young, male bodies who are all hopefully on the hunt for a date.

‘I’ll get the first round in,’ I volunteer. With flyers in hand, I approach the barman, ordering our drinks before launching into my well-rehearsed request. Half-distracted with fulfilling our order, he agrees, telling me to pop the flyers on the end of the bar.

‘Do you think you could pass them out?’ I ask, using my most persuasive voice, my eyes travelling to the pool table.

‘I’ll take one,’ one of the blokes sitting at the bar says. I saw him and his mate, who is leaning over to peer at the flyer too, the last time I was here. In fact, it was one of these blokes who mentioned the pool matches and their popularity.

‘It’s a new dating service,’ I tell him. ‘It’s like speed dating but with cake. I’m running my first event next week.’

‘Do I get to date you if I sign up?’ the balding one asks with a wink.

‘Nah, you don’t want to date this great lump,’ the hairy one tells me, thrusting his thumb towards his mate. ‘Date me. I’ll treat you right.’

‘And I wouldn’t?’

The hairy one turns to his mate, performs an elaborate eye-roll before turning back to me. ‘Harvey – that’s this lump, right here …’ he thrusts his thumb at his mate again ‘… once took a girl to the pictures … and made her pay. For their tickets, for the popcorn, the lot.’

‘Hey, that was an accident!’ Harvey cries. ‘I forgot my wallet. I’d have paid her back if she hadn’t run a mile, refusing to go anywhere near me again.’

‘I’ve never made a lass pay for anything,’ Harvey’s friend tells me. ‘I know how to treat a lady.’

‘How many times have you been married, Des?’ Harvey asks. He holds up three fingers when his mate fails to answer. ‘And they’ve all come to their senses and divorced him.’

‘Through no fault of mine. I treated those women like queens.’

‘You must have been doing something wrong,’ Harvey mutters.

His friend scowls at him. ‘I heard that.’

Harvey shrugs. ‘The truth hurts sometimes.’

‘And so does a thump to the gob.’

I decide to step in when a fist is raised. ‘Actually, I can’t date either of you. I’m spoken for.’ It’s a lie, but if it prevents a sovereign ring-filled fist from meeting Harvey’s teeth, it’s justifiable.

‘Makes sense, I suppose,’ Harvey says. ‘Cracking lass like you.’ He shakes his head. ‘If only I were ten years younger.’

‘Ten years?’ Des splutters. ‘Try twenty, you deluded old sod.’

‘That your fella then?’ Harvey asks, ignoring the jibe. He nods towards our table, where Neal is now sitting. He must have slipped in during Harvey and Des’s spat.

‘He’s just a friend,’ I say before grabbing the barman’s attention and adding a pint to my order.

‘A friend, eh?’ Harvey sighs and shakes his head. ‘I wish I had friends that look like you. I wouldn’t have to sit with this miserable tosser then, listening to his woes.’

‘You could always go home to your wife,’ Des says. He catches Harvey’s eye and they both burst out laughing.

‘I don’t know why you don’t just try the X Factor or The Voice,’ Nicky is saying when I eventually escape from Des and Harvey with the drinks. With a bit of coaxing from my beer-gutted friends, the barman has agreed to pass the flyers out among the pool players when he next goes to collect the glasses.

Victoria shrugs. ‘I did suggest it to Nathan, actually, but he was always against it. He was a bit of snob about it all and thought it was beneath us.’

‘What a knob,’ Neal says and Victoria picks up the bottle of lager I’ve just set down on a tray to clink against the pint Neal is now holding. ‘And speaking of knobs, I’ve invited Caleb to join us. We had a laugh last time and I’m sure he’d like to see you all again.’

Maybe I’m being paranoid, but I’m sure Neal looks directly at me when he says this. My cheeks are pretty sure this is the case and burst into flames, just in case.

‘Why do blokes do that?’ Nicky asks. ‘I’d never call Maddie a cow or a bitch, but you guys seem to thinks it’s funny to insult each other.’

Neal shrugs. ‘It’s just how we’re wired, I suppose.’

Nicky makes a pfft noise. ‘Wired to be mean?’

‘Or wired with a sense of humour?’ Neal shrugs. ‘As long as it’s not you I’m calling a knob, what does it matter?’

‘It doesn’t matter to me,’ Nicky says haughtily. ‘I just don’t get it.’

Victoria leans in close to me and whispers, ‘What’s up with Nicky today? PMT or something?’

I pray Nicky hasn’t overheard, or all hell will break loose. I chance a peek at Nicky, but she’s still debating the nature of men with Neal and hasn’t heard a peep. Phew.

‘Maybe,’ I say with a shrug, refusing to commit either way for health and safety reasons. ‘It’s probably best not to ask her though.’

‘Duh.’ Victoria rolls her eyes. ‘I don’t have a death wish.’

‘Speaking of a death wish.’ Mags leans in to join our hushed conversation. ‘Don’t let me near a cocktail tonight. I don’t want to be rolling home again. And the hangover! I’m not as young as you lot. My body can’t hack it.’

‘Plus, you want to be as fresh as daisy for your date tomorrow,’ Victoria points out.

‘That’s if there is a date,’ Mags mumbles.

‘Don’t start this again.’ I nudge Mags with my elbow and give her a mock-stern look.

‘Why, what’s wrong?’ Victoria asks and I fill her in on Mags’s fears. ‘Don’t talk rubbish. He’s mad about you. He’s been flirting with you for weeks.’

‘But why? That’s what I want to know.’

‘Because he fancies you, you daft woman,’ Victoria says.

‘See! Right there!’ Neal is pointing at Victoria and practically bouncing up and down in his seat. ‘They’re friends and Victoria has just called Mags a – and I quote – daft woman.’

Nicky splutters. ‘You can hardly compare “daft woman” and “knob” and all the other, far more sordid things you refer to each other as.’

‘And she is being daft,’ Victoria says.

‘So it’s okay if the label fits?’ Neal asks.

Victoria nods. ‘Of course it does. But you don’t think Caleb is a knob. He’s your best mate.’

I’d almost forgotten about Caleb’s imminent arrival during my furtive convo with Victoria and Mags, but I’m reminded of it now and feel butterflies attempt to take flight in my tummy. I hope my make-up is still intact. Perhaps I should nip to the ladies’ and apply a fresh coat of lipstick …

‘All right, all right, I give up.’ Neal holds his hands up. ‘You’re all ganging up on me now.’

‘Aww, poor baby.’ Victoria reaches over to stroke Neal’s hand and I half expect Nicky to bat it away. Or worse – wrench Victoria’s arm from its socket and toss it over her shoulder. Luckily for all involved, Nicky behaves herself and neither bats nor wrenches. I’m proud of her. And mightily relieved.

Caleb arrives part-way through the next round, wearing a pretty formal outfit for a Friday night, which consists of grey trousers, a blue-and-white checked shirt with a navy tie and a buttoned-up cardigan. I’ve never fancied a man in a cardigan before (my dad wears cardigans, for goodness’ sake), but this is teacher-chic at its best. He just needs a pair of sexy specs and I think I’ll actually swoon. I’m so absorbed in my ogling, I don’t notice Caleb looking directly at me.

‘I’ve come straight from school,’ he says by way of explanation as he loosens and then removes the tie. ‘Whose smart idea was it to volunteer for the summer talent show?’

‘Hard work?’ Nicky asks and Caleb holds up his hand so he can count the misdemeanours on his fingers. He needs both hands. The children at Caleb’s school, it seems, can be a bit of a handful.

‘I’m so glad I chose a career in hair and beauty,’ Nicky says. ‘You don’t get many pre-teens coming in for a mani-pedi. Let me get you a drink while you recover.’

‘I’ll have a pint, thanks.’ Caleb shoves his tie in the rucksack he’s brought with him. ‘It’s at times like these I wish I’d stuck with my original career plans.’

‘It’s never too late,’ I tell him. ‘Look at me – just over a year ago I was miserable doing admin jobs while dreaming of opening my own teashop.’

‘I’m not sure how it would work out. It isn’t like I can quit my job – I have Cara to support.’

‘But it’s something to think about,’ I say. ‘You’re really talented and you shouldn’t give up on the idea of having a career you love.’

I think about the teashop, about the hard work and frustration, and I know I wouldn’t want it any other way because the joy of reaching my dreams far outweighs the difficulties.




Chapter Twenty-Six

I’m slightly hung-over the following day, but I don’t have the luxury of sleeping until noon and spending the rest of the weekend on the sofa, watching Friends repeats and eating bacon sandwiches. It hurts, but I peel my eyes open at too-early-o’clock and shuffle downstairs to the teashop, where I make a start on the morning’s baking.

I think about Caleb (as I’ve found I often do these days) and his career dreams. Despite the early mornings, I’m lucky to have a job I adore and I know that I’ll do anything to keep my teashop going. With renewed vigour, I plough through my baking list, knocking out batches of croissants and gooey maple and pecan pastries, blueberry muffins and chocolate chunk cookies. I prepare biscuit dough to chill in the fridge, pancake batter and fruit salad. I’ve just set the ice cream maker going with a blueberry cheesecake flavour mix when Mags arrives, looking bleary-eyed but smiling.

‘Do you know what?’ she asks as she takes off her jacket and replaces it with an apron. ‘You girls are giving me a new lease of life. I haven’t felt this rough since before the kids were born and it’s marvellous. Who wants to sit at home watching EastEnders with a mug of hot chocolate when you can be out with friends?’

A few weeks ago, I’d have voted for the TV and hot chocolate option, but I know what Mags means. I feel like I’ve been brought to life too.

‘Brian’s distraught. He thinks I should be at home, knitting jumpers in my slippers.’ She chuckles. ‘I think he’s worried I’m going to pop up in one of the clubs he and his friends go to. He’d be mortified.’ She chuckles again. ‘Cup of tea, sweetie?’

‘Yes please.’ I’ve been so busy, I haven’t stopped for breakfast yet. ‘I’ll take it into the office while I catch up on my emails.’

Most of the plans are in place for The Sweetest Kiss, which will be kicking off in just six days. We have the database set up, the menu has been planned and I’ve been shouting about it all over social media. Our website has an online registration form, plus the questionnaires I’ll use to create the groups for each event, which I print off now and add to my growing pile. Neal’s article will be going out on Wednesday which – fingers crossed – will give us another boost. I’m also planning to distribute more flyers next week, including canvassing the local college.

‘Another cup of tea?’ Mags asks, popping her head around the door. I’ve been in the office for a couple of hours, working my way through the questionnaires and updating the database. Once we’re up and running, I’ll have to put an automated registration process in place (perhaps with that special algorithm I made up yesterday), but until then I’ll have to do all this manually.

‘Please,’ I say, rubbing at my neck, stiff from being hunched over the desk for so long. ‘Are we busy out there?’

‘So-so.’ Mags does the see-sawing hand movement. ‘Marjorie and Annette from the florist’s are in, and that guy who sieves all the blueberries out of his blueberry muffins. Imogen has just left with takeaway pancakes for her and Zoe and we’ve just had a couple of tourists in. I think they were lost but they bought a cookie each.’

‘I’ll come and have that tea out in the teashop.’ My eyes could do with a rest from the screen and my legs are in need of a stretch. I make the tea while Mags serves a couple of customers, who I recognise as regulars from the salon. They eat their cake with careful fingers, the freshly coated tips protected from any kind of damage.

‘So, it’s your date with Owen tonight,’ I say once the manicured munchers have left. Annette, Marjorie and the blueberry picker have also gone, leaving the teashop empty again. Mags grabs a damp cloth and starts to wipe down the tables while I gather the dishes.

‘It is.’ Mags’s tone is coy, but it doesn’t have the defeatist air it had yesterday.

‘Have you spoken to him?’ I ask and Mags nods, her eyes still focused on the swishing cloth in her hand.

‘He phoned me while we were at the pub last night.’

‘You never said anything.’

Mags pauses her table-wiping to grin at me. ‘You were looking rather cosy with a certain young man. I didn’t want to disturb you.’

I rub my neck again, although it’s no longer stiff. ‘We were just chatting.’ I take the cloth from Mags and finish wiping the table. ‘Anyway: Owen. Tonight. Are you looking forward to seeing him again?’

‘I am now I know why we haven’t seen any of The Builders for a while.’

‘And it’s nothing sinister?’

‘Not from my point of view, but it’s a bit of a pain for Owen and the guys. It seems the developer has arranged for viewings to start on the show house next week, only the show house isn’t anywhere near ready. The Builders have been working flat-out to get everything finished in time.’

‘So they haven’t had the chance to pop in for treats,’ I say.

‘Exactly.’ Mags pulls out a chair and sits down, resting her chin on her hand as she looks up at me. ‘So are you going to tell me about Caleb?’

‘Caleb?’ I slip my hands into the pocket on the front of my apron and pull out the notepad I use for taking orders, flipping through the old, scribbled-on pages. I had a rather raunchy dream about Caleb last night involving dripping icing sugar, but Mags can’t know that. Can she? ‘What do you mean?’

Mags laughs and wags a finger at me. ‘Don’t think I didn’t notice you changing the subject just then, moving on to Owen.’ She leans back in her chair, crossing one leg over the other. ‘That was sneaky, but not sneaky enough for your Aunty Mags. Come on, lady. Spill.’

I pull out a chair of my own and drop down into it with a sigh. ‘I like him.’

There. I’ve said it. I like him. I like a guy for the first time since Joel and I’m excited, scared and confused all at once.

Mags is trying not to smile, but she can’t help herself. ‘Like him as in fancy the –’

I hold up a hand to silence Mags. ‘I’m begging you not to say pants.’ I have a fuzzy yet mortifying flashback. ‘But yes, I fancy him.’

‘Then what’s the problem?’

‘Do you want a list?’

Mags shrugs. ‘If it helps.’

So I start to reel it off to her, starting with the fact Caleb told his grandmother he wasn’t interested in me.

‘He actually said that?’ Mags asks.

‘Yes.’

‘About you specifically?’

‘Yes.’

‘Right.’ Mags nods slowly, weighing this fact in her mind. ‘What’s next?’

I tell her about the underpants thing, which makes Mags laugh. I whip her with the damp dishcloth as punishment.

‘That was clearly you being a little bit drunk and a little bit waffle-y because you like him. We’ve all been there. We fancy someone and get all muddled in the brain-to-mouth department. We can’t help it. We certainly can’t stop it. I bet Caleb can’t even remember it happening.’

‘He can.’ I grimace and start fiddling with my notepad again. ‘He thinks it’s hilarious.’

Mags holds her hands out like a magician revealing the conclusion to their trick and is smugly awaiting applause. ‘There you go then. Nothing to worry about.’

‘How about the fact his nan is seeing my dad? That’s a bit icky, isn’t it? That would make us …’ I try to calculate how Caleb and I would be related if Dad and Birdie got married. It hurts my head and I resort to mapping out a rough family tree in my notepad. ‘Step-aunty and step-nephew?’ I shudder. This can’t happen. I feel appalled at myself for even contemplating it.

‘It isn’t as bad as you think,’ Mags says. I disagree. Strongly. ‘It isn’t as though he’s grown up with you being his step-aunt. It’s fine, really. I think you’re plucking at straws now.’

‘Plucking at straws?’ I’m agape. ‘We’re going to be related. You never, ever date a relative. This isn’t a Brookside storyline from the nineties.’

‘Your dad and Birdie have only known each other a couple of weeks,’ Mags points out. ‘Do you know if they’re actually seeing each other? Maybe they’re just friends.’

I shrug. ‘Maybe.’

‘Is there anything else?’ Mags asks and I think about revealing all about Joel and Penny, to explain that I’m scared of putting my heart back out there on the free market, making myself vulnerable again. But the door to the teashop opens and who should stumble in, clutching each other as they laugh about some joke, looking completely at ease with each other and quite possibly in love? Dad and Birdie, of course.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

‘You’ll keep an eye on your dad while I go and have my shampoo and set, won’t you?’ Birdie winks at me as Dad eases himself into a mustard-yellow chair. ‘I’ll take Franklin with me. The girls like to have a fuss and he doesn’t complain at all the tummy rubs.’ She holds a hand up in a goodbye gesture before she ambles out of the teashop.

‘I didn’t expect to see you two in here today,’ I say as I sit opposite Dad. I didn’t actually see Dad or Birdie yesterday as I was out spreading the word across our little part of Manchester with my flyers.

‘Birdie couldn’t make it yesterday,’ Dad says. ‘They were desperate for cover at one of the schools so she went in. Luckily, Nicky was able to fit her in this morning so we’ve come for a Saturday treat for a change.’

‘Apple crumble?’ I ask Dad. ‘There’s almost a full one left in the fridge.’ And now I know why.

‘I’ll hold off until Birdie gets back,’ Dad says. ‘But I’d love a cup of tea while I wait.’

I make Dad’s tea in a blue-and-white striped mug the size of a small fishbowl and place it in front of him at the rubber-duck-patterned table. I join him with my own cup of tea, taking out my phone as I lift my red-and-white spotted mug up.

‘What are you doing?’ Dad asks.

‘Taking a selfie. Say cheese. Or should that be teas?’

‘You’re crazy,’ Dad says, but he poses for the shot anyway. I upload it to Instagram:

Enjoying a cup of tea with my dad! I’m a PG Tips kind of girl. What’s your tea of choice? #SweetStreetTeashop

I’m about to show Dad the photo when the teashop suddenly fills up with fluorescent jacketed bodies. Owen leads the gang of builders, including regulars Little Jordan and Connor, plus a couple of less familiar faces.

‘Mags,’ I hiss, poking my head into the kitchen. ‘Owen’s here.’

I’ve never seen Mags move so fast. She could give the Rio Olympian sprinters a run (no pun intended) for their money as she barrels past me, smoothing back her hair and checking her teeth for lipstick with her tongue as she goes. She casually leans against the counter, her normal breathing belying the dash she’s just undertaken.

‘Hello, boys,’ she purrs. ‘What can I get you today?’

‘How about a date?’ Owen asks, which is the right answer, judging by the girlish giggle that follows from Mags.

‘I’d rather have the American-style cheesecake,’ Little Jordan says, which earns him a clip around the ear from Owen. ‘Ow. Fine, I’ll have a date then.’ He ducks so the second clip misses.

‘You’ll have to wait for your date,’ Mags tells Owen. ‘It isn’t quite ready.’

‘Then I’ll have the cheesecake like the boy while I wait.’

‘Are you eating in or taking away?’ Mags asks.

Owen sighs. ‘As much as I would love to stay and stare at your face, I can’t. We’re lucky we’ve managed to nip out at all.’

‘Takeaway it is then.’ Mags smiles despite her disappointment and grabs a box, placing two slices of the American-style cheesecake inside.

‘Hey, Jordan,’ I say, pulling the lad to one side while Mags serves the others. ‘You enjoyed the date night we had, didn’t you?’

Little Jordan’s eyes widen. ‘Did any of the girls want a second date?’

I place my hand on his shoulder. ‘It was just a trial run, remember? There aren’t any second dates.’

‘What about theirs?’ Little Jordan points at Mags and Owen, who are giggling at something.

‘That’s different,’ I say. ‘They liked each other before the date night.’

Little Jordan shrugs. ‘I suppose.’

‘The thing is,’ I say, ‘we’re running the date nights for real, starting next Friday. So hopefully there will be lots and lots of second dates. I was wondering if you’d like to take part, for real this time?’

‘So date five girls, in one night, for real?’ Little Jordan grins. ‘I’m in.’

‘As it’s the real thing this time, it won’t be free,’ I remind him, but Jordan shrugs again.

‘Take my wallet. I don’t care. Will Nicky be there?’

‘Not this time,’ I say. ‘But we have some really lovely girls taking part.’

‘Zoe or Imogen?’

‘I can’t tell you who’s taking part,’ I tell Little Jordan. ‘It’ll ruin the surprise.’

‘I don’t like surprises,’ he says. ‘Will they be there?’

‘Perhaps.’ I wink at Little Jordan but receive a blank look in return.

‘Is that a yes or a no?’

I decide to ignore the question. ‘Do you think any of the others will want to take part?’ I nod towards the other builders, who Mags is still serving in between her chat with Owen.

‘Connor’s married, so he won’t. Vic’s married too, but he’ll probably give it a go anyway.’

I shake my head. ‘No, that’s okay. I’ll just go and grab your forms from the office. If you don’t have time to fill them in now, just drop it off when you get the chance, or you can do it all online. But be quick – the first event is on Friday.’

With their takeaway cakes and Little Jordan’s forms in hand, The Builders file out of the teashop. The room is plunged into sudden silence without their presence, though Mags’s dreamy glaze remains on her face for the rest of the day.

I’m gasping for breath when I reach the outer door to the flat, sweat pooling in my armpits, in the dip between chin and bottom lip and in places I’d rather not mention, thank you very much. After waving Mags off to get ready for her date with Owen, I gave the teashop a quick blitz before going for a run to counteract the double helping of apple crumble I had with Dad and Birdie and now my legs feel like jelly.

Swiping a clammy arm across my brow, I fish my key out of my bra (it isn’t the comfiest of places to store it, but it’s the best option I’ve found so far. I definitely need to invest in sportswear with pockets). I get the door open and stumble inside, somehow managing to stand up straight after stooping to pick up the post I ignored earlier from the mat. Whatever store of energy I had has now been thoroughly depleted and I flop onto the bottom step, rasping like a forty-a-dayer jogging up the steps of the Eiffel Tower. I’ve pushed myself hard during my run this evening, running further and at a speedier pace than I’m used to in a desperate bid to rid myself of the naughty thoughts involving Caleb McIntosh and dripping icing sugar from my mind.

It hasn’t worked, but I’m too knackered to worry about them, at least.

I wipe away the sweat that’s seeping into my eyes with the sleeve of my T-shirt before having a quick look through the small pile of post. There are two bills, life insurance junk mail that will go straight into the recycling bin, and a postcard from Mum. It seems she’s enjoying a few days relaxing in Venice with Ivor, a trip I knew nothing about until this moment in time. At times I’m saddened by our increasingly distant relationship, but then we meet up and I want to throttle her and the thought of communicating solely through postcards seems ideal.

Forcing myself up from the step, I trudge up the stairs, chucking the post down on the coffee table before peeling off my grubby T-shirt and tossing it somewhere near the laundry basket. I move through to the bathroom to have a quick shower as Nicky is due in around twenty minutes and I doubt she’ll want to spend the evening in the company of my post-run odour. I’ve already stocked up on wine and made salted caramel ice cream, which is waiting in the freezer. The plan is to order a takeaway, but the ice cream is so good, I’m tempted to swerve the curry and gorge purely on the dessert instead.

I’m so ready to slip on my pyjamas after my shower, but I compromise with a pair of grey jogging bottoms and a white vest top, which is almost as comfortable as bed wear but more socially acceptable. Nicky buzzes as I’m towel-drying my hair so I let her in, indicating the way to the wine and glasses while dragging a brush through my hair.

‘Why no date tonight?’ I ask as Nicky joins me on the sofa, placing the wine and glasses on the table. Nicky being dateless on a Saturday evening is like Ant appearing on TV without Dec.

‘What’s the point?’ she asks as she pours a generous glass for each of us. ‘I go on all these dates, buy new dresses and shoes and matching handbags. I get my hopes up – and for what? Not to feel good about myself, that’s for sure.’ She takes a sip of wine and settles into the cushions. ‘No, I’m done with dating, for a while at least.’

‘Has this got anything to do with Neal?’ Having detangled my hair, I divide it into three sections and work it into a plait. ‘Because you two seemed to be getting on all right at the pub the other night.’

‘We ended up arguing over honey-roasted peanuts versus cashew nuts,’ Nicky points out.

‘That wasn’t an argument.’ I secure the plait with a band and grab my wine. ‘It was a debate.’

Nicky eyes me for a moment, as though weighing up my mental state. ‘I ended up threatening to force-feed him honey-roasted peanuts until he either saw the light or his stomach exploded, whichever occurred first.’

‘So it was a heated debate.’ I shrug, fighting the smile playing at my lips. ‘There was a definite spark between you.’

‘Hardly. He’s all up in Victoria’s face, desperate to snog her lips off.’

‘Victoria’s just split up with Nathan,’ I remind Nicky. ‘Not everybody bounces straight back into the dating game. Look at me. It’s been over a year and I’m still living life like a nun. A cake-baking nun, but a nun all the same.’

I think of the dream I had about Caleb last night. Those were certainly not the thoughts of a nun.

‘So things didn’t go well with Caleb last night then?’

‘Things were never going to go “well”, at least not in the way you’re referring to.’

‘And why not?’

I think of the list I reeled off to Mags earlier, but I don’t have the energy to go through it again so I give Nicky the condensed version. ‘The ink on Caleb’s divorce papers is still wet, and I’m not ready to start dating again.’

I say this, but sometimes I get a glimmer of the old Maddie. The trusting Maddie who wanted to live happily ever after with the man of her dreams. And I have been dreaming about Caleb …

‘But your eyes get all sparkly when he’s around,’ Nicky says.

‘They do not.’ Do they? I’ll have to work on dimming them from now on, just in case Caleb notices my crush.

‘You should seduce him,’ Nicky says before taking a long sip of her wine.

‘I don’t want to seduce Caleb,’ I say. It’s only a half-lie. The thought of putting myself out there, of opening myself up to rejection, terrifies me. Plus, it’s been a long time since I’ve been naked in front of another human being.

‘You want him to do the seducing.’ Nicky nods. ‘Good girl. Let him work for it.’

I shake my head. It looks like the condensed version won’t suffice after all. ‘There will be no working for anything. I do like Caleb.’ I hold my finger up as Nicky starts to whoop again. ‘But I can’t go there. Not when Birdie’s seeing my dad. It’s icky.’

‘I never thought about that.’ Nicky looks even more disappointed than I am, her shoulders slumping as a glum expression fills her face. ‘Can’t you break them up?’

‘Nicky!’ I laugh, because Nicky’s kidding, right? I check. Yes, she’s kidding and joining in the laughter. ‘Seriously though, I can’t even think about Caleb like that.’

‘Is it difficult?’

I groan. ‘So difficult. I had a dream about licking icing off his stomach last night.’

‘Ooh, saucy!’

‘No, there wasn’t any sauce,’ I say. ‘Just hundreds and thousands. They kept getting stuck in my teeth.’

Nicky and I start to giggle, our mirth building and building until we’re doubled over and clutching each other, white wine spilling everywhere. This feels good. Not the frustrating attraction-that-I-can’t-act-on bit, but this closeness I’ve somehow developed with Nicky. I feel I can confide in Nicky, and I’ve missed that over the past year. Maybe, as well as moving on from Joel, I’m moving on from Penny too.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

I’m not the only one moving on, it seems, as Dad doesn’t ask me about Mum as soon as I sit down at the kitchen table the following afternoon. He hasn’t asked after her the last few times I’ve seen him, but then he’s usually with Birdie and it’d be a tad off-putting for his new girlfriend if he enquired about the wellbeing of his ex in front of her. But this is the first time Dad’s usual line of questioning hasn’t happened while the two of us are alone. This is progress. Real, unequivocal progress.

‘I’ve gone with chicken,’ Dad says as he opens the oven to check on the bird. ‘And I thought I’d do a carrot and swede mash with roasted new potatoes.’

‘Adventurous,’ I say. After Mum left, a three-minutes-in-the-microwave meal was as fancy as Sunday lunch went.

‘The carrot and swede was Birdie’s idea.’ Dad closes the oven and grabs the kettle, filling it at the sink. ‘If pulling up too many counts as a lunch suggestion. She’s enthusiastic, if nothing else.’

‘Things seem to be going well with you two,’ I say and Dad nods.

‘It’s nice having the company, though my veggie plot’s paying for it.’

‘Are the two of you spending a lot of time there?’

Dad pulls two cups from the cupboard and adds a teabag to each. ‘I suppose we are. Birdie seems to be enjoying it and I’m enjoying passing on my knowledge. Good for the old ego.’

‘Less of the old. You’re in your prime.’

Dad chuckles. ‘Do you know what? These last few weeks, I’ve felt like I am. In my prime, I mean, not old.’

‘Good. I’m glad.’ And I am, even if the source of Dad’s renewed vigour has made Caleb off limits. Dad deserves to be happy, and if Birdie makes him happy – which she seems to, in bucketloads – I can’t begrudge their relationship even a teeny, tiny bit.

‘Didn’t Birdie want to join us?’ I ask as Dad pours water into the cups and stirs them noisily. ‘Because I wouldn’t have minded. I even brought extra cherry pie, just in case.’

‘She’s having lunch with Caleb and his parents,’ Dad says and the mere mention of his name flashes up an image of a toned stomach covered in pink icing and sprinkles. I’m suddenly convinced Dad has mind-reading abilities and my cheeks flush accordingly. But, if Dad can detect my filthy thoughts, he doesn’t react. ‘So it’s just the two of us, I’m afraid.’

‘More cherry pie for us then,’ I squeak.

Dad adds a splash of milk to the teas and brings them over to the table. He sits down opposite me and pushes one of the cups towards me. I brace myself for a stern talking-to regarding my improper thoughts, but Dad of course doesn’t mention the icing (or how it happened to land on Caleb’s stomach and how I planned to remove it). We chat as we drink our tea, Dad hopping out of his seat at intervals as he checks on the chicken or the veg. The roast is lovely, as is the cherry pie (I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but it’s true) and I’m happily stuffed as we move through to the living room afterwards.

My eye immediately falls on Mum and Dad’s wedding photo on the mantelpiece – or rather the empty space where the photo used to stand. Now I think about it, Mum’s dressing gown wasn’t hanging from the back of the bathroom door when I went to the loo either.

Yes, Dad is moving on. No doubt about it.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Caleb-designed flyers are all over town, pinned to every noticeboard we could find – and have permission to use – as well as in dozens of pubs, libraries and shops. Even Rehana and George allow us to display the flyer in the letting agency, as they’re keen to attract as many potential dates for themselves as possible.

The advertising has an immediate – and positive – response, but it’s mainly women who are signing up with the male participants seriously lagging behind. Still, I won’t be deterred. I have another plan up my sleeve, which I’m keen to put into place on Monday lunchtime.

Armed with a box of flyers, adapted to include a voucher I’ve spent the morning printing, trimming and stapling to each flyer, I set off for the local college. The voucher offers a free tea or coffee with every dessert and I’m hoping the freebie will entice more students to not only take a flyer off my hands (and hopefully sign up), but to visit the teashop. I’ve roped Nicky into helping and we’ve come prepared with mini samples to entice the students towards us and our promo material. It can be difficult to get people to take a flyer off you, so I’m trying to be a bit sneakier.

‘I’ve only got an hour,’ Nicky says as we lug the boxes of flyers and cakes out of my car. ‘I’ve got a back, sack and crack wax booked in at half past one.’

I pull the final box from the boot and heave it over to our growing pile. ‘Your job is basically torture, isn’t it?’

Nicky pulls a face. ‘For me or my clients?’

She has a point. I think I’ll stick with baking cakes and playing Cupid.

I’m not entirely sure we’d be permitted to advertise on college property, so we set up on the pavement close to the main entrance, using a bus shelter to store our boxes so we don’t end up getting sued should a distracted student topple over one. Nicky, after topping up her lip gloss so she can, in her own words, be extra pouty and alluring, stands with a platter of mini chocolate-dipped flapjacks and rocky road bites while I arm myself with flyers. It isn’t long before we’re swarmed by hungry students, who thankfully fall for my plan and take both the treats and the flyer/voucher combo.

‘So you’re putting together cake and dating?’ one student asks through a mouthful of a rocky road bite. ‘Isn’t that what grannies do?’ He turns to his mates and sniggers before reaching for a flapjack.

‘Are you kidding me?’ I ask. ‘Since Bake Off, eating cake is practically foreplay.’

The flapjack freezes millimetres from his lips. ‘Seriously?’

‘Absolutely,’ Nicky jumps in. ‘Nothing speaks to a woman like cake. And you don’t even have to look like Paul Hollywood while presenting it. Trust me, sit there with cake and she’ll be eating out of the palm of your hand.’

‘The palm of his hand is the only action he sees,’ his mate says, which makes the rest of the group snigger.

‘Then you definitely need this.’ Nicky flutters a flyer in front of his face. ‘Just think about it. Cake is sexy.’

Still holding the flapjack close to his lips, the lad’s brow wrinkles, still unconvinced. ‘Really?’

‘Oh yes.’ I give a slow, knowing nod. ‘Think of all those buns to get your lips around.’

‘And all that moist cake,’ Nicky adds.

I lean towards him and whisper, ‘Spotted dick.’

‘And don’t even get me started on the cream horns,’ Nicky says. ‘Cake is filthy.’

The flyer is whipped away from her fingers.

‘I’ll sign up if you’ll be there,’ one floppy-haired youth tells Nicky as he jerks his head to flick the hair from his eyes. He grins lazily before popping a flapjack into his mouth.

‘I’ll be there,’ Nicky purrs, pouting her over-glossy lips.

‘Why don’t you give me your number? That way I can give you a call beforehand and make sure our outfits aren’t going to clash.’ He turns to his mates and winks.

‘Hun, if you’re worrying about clashing outfits, I’m not the kind of date you’re looking for.’

Hair-Flick-Dude’s eyes widen as his mates bark with laughter and slap him on the back. ‘No, I didn’t mean … Can I just have your number?’

‘It depends if we’re a match.’ She reaches for another flyer and presses it into his hand. ‘Sign up and we’ll see.’ She winks at Hair-Flick and he saunters away with a grin on his face.

‘We didn’t need the cakes after all,’ I tell Nicky. ‘We should have just stuck a sign on you asking if they wanted to date you.’

‘You know I’d totally be up for that,’ Nicky says. And I believe her.

The college promo seems to have paid off as the number of sign-ups swell over the next couple of hours and I manage to put together a group that will hopefully have my clients ticking away at their scorecards. It’s a little short notice, but now we have a healthy database, I’ll be able to plan ahead for the next events.

The first group consists mainly of nineteen to twenty-five-year-olds. Rehana from next door is the oldest at twenty-seven, but she claims on her questionnaire that she prefers younger men, so hopefully she’ll find at least one match. George, who shares a lot of interests with his co-worker, is also in the initial group and I can’t help thinking how fabulous it would be if they ended up together because of me and my teashop. Just imagine it – the pair have been working side by side for goodness knows how long but it’s only as they sit opposite one another with their chocolate mousses that they realise they’re a perfect match. It’s the stuff of movies!

I email everyone from the list to confirm their participation on Friday and have received eight confirmations when Victoria pops her head into the office to tell me Caleb is here. A silly grin spreads across my face as I bound into the teashop.

‘I only managed to get one,’ Caleb says, wafting a completed sign-up form as he steps into the teashop. ‘And he thought I was propositioning him when I asked if he was single.’

I try not to giggle as I take the forms. ‘This is fantastic. Let me get you some cake as a thank you. What would you like?’ I wave my hand across the refrigerated counter like a magician’s unglamorous assistant.

‘You don’t have to do that,’ Caleb says, but he’s moving towards the counter anyway. He has a good look at the treats on offer before deciding on a chocolate-dipped flapjack.

‘Maddie,’ Victoria calls as I’m transferring a flapjack onto a plate. ‘Do you mind if I take this out the back? I think it’s important.’ She’s holding up her phone, which is vibrating insistently.

‘Sure.’ It isn’t as though we’re busy; apart from Caleb there is only Robbie and his milkshake and a small group of teenage girls sharing a blueberry muffin and a Diet Coke between them.

‘Thanks,’ Victoria says before she dashes away.

I make Caleb a coffee and take it over to his table with the flapjack, placing them in front of him before sitting down myself. ‘So who is this?’ I lift the forms Caleb has brought with him from his school.

‘Martin Cleavely,’ Caleb says. ‘Deputy Head.’

‘And he thought you were coming on to him?’ I’m itching to giggle again.

‘I’m afraid so. Got awkward for a little while, until I’d fully explained.’

‘As least he didn’t say yes,’ I say with a shrug. ‘That would have been super-awkward.’

‘That’s true.’ Caleb, I notice, has a fleck of chocolate resting on the corner of his mouth. I would quite like to lick it off.

‘I’m just going to pop this on my desk,’ I call over my shoulder as I scarper with the forms before I act on the impulse to play the part of a serviette. I take a moment to gather my (sane) thoughts in the office, but I can’t leave it too long as I’ve left the teashop unstaffed. When I make it back into the teashop, Neal is there, slipping half of Caleb’s flapjack into his mouth. Thankfully, the chocolate fleck is no longer in sight.

‘Would you like a flapjack of your own?’ I ask.

Neal waves his hands in front of him in a ‘no’ gesture, chewing and swallowing before he explains. ‘I can’t stay long. I only popped in to take your photo.’

‘My photo?’ I shrink away. I don’t want my photo taken, especially when I don’t know what the purpose of the snap would be.

‘My editor thinks we should have a photo of you standing in front of the teashop for Wednesday’s piece.’

‘Oh.’ In that case, I can hardly say no when Neal – and his editor – are doing me a massive favour and publicising The Sweetest Kiss for free. ‘You want to do it now?’

Neal nods and grabs his camera from his satchel. ‘We need to do it before we lose the light.’

‘Doesn’t the paper have a photographer?’ I’m stalling for time, as I’m hardly dressed for the occasion. This morning, if I’d have known I’d be posing for a newspaper shot, I would have put a bit more thought into my outfit rather than throwing on a pair of skinny jeans, an old but comfy T-shirt and a pair of pumps that have seen better days but don’t shred my feet when I’m on them all day. Plus, my hair is a bit nest-like on top of my head and I can’t remember if I’ve touched up my lip gloss since lunchtime.

‘We do, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to slum it with me.’ He holds the camera up with a shrug.

‘Do I have time to nip down the road and ask Nicky to sort my hair and face out?’ I ask as Neal herds me out onto the street, his camera held in front of him like a cattle prod.

‘There’s nothing wrong with your hair and face,’ Caleb says as he joins us out on the pavement. ‘You look great. Natural beauty and all that.’

I’m chuffed with this. It’s a definite compliment. Unfortunately, Neal ruins the moment by dropping his head to one side to scrutinise me.

‘Nicky’s at the salon, right?’

I nod my confirmation. ‘She owns it.’

Neal checks his watch. ‘Maybe she can take a really, really quick look.’

I leg it down the terrace as fast as my legs will take me, barging into the salon and roaming the room with my eyes. Nicky spots me and rushes to my side, comb and scissors in hand.

‘Is everything okay? What’s happened? Will I need these?’ She holds the scissors up menacingly.

‘Maybe, but not as a weapon. Have you got five minutes?’ Clearly she hasn’t. Clearly she’s in the middle of cutting a client’s hair. Clearly I am rude to be even asking.

‘Mrs Benson, there’s a bit of an emergency,’ Nicky says, striding back towards the wall of mirrors. I see the reflection of the caped client’s eyes as they widen. ‘No, not with your hair, hun. It’s nothing hair-related at all. Can you hang on for five minutes? Olivia will make you another cup of tea and throw in a couple of bickies.’

With Mrs Benson relaxed again and awaiting her promised tea and biscuits, Nicky joins me out on the pavement, scissors and comb still in hand.

‘What is it?’ Nicky asks and I feel like a complete fraud. I’ve dragged her out here, inconveniencing her client, so she can make me look a bit more presentable for a photo.

‘Neal’s here,’ I say, and that’s all Nicky needs to hear before she’s striding up towards Sweet Street. I quickly explain the situation so she’s fully up to speed by the time we make it to Neal and Caleb.

‘I’m here to help,’ Nicky says, holding up her weapons of mass beautification. ‘Caleb, can you run down to the salon and ask one of the girls to give you a brown, volumizing mascara, a dusty pink blusher and a bare peach lipstick? Thanks, hun.’

While Caleb jogs down to the salon, Nicky untangles my hair from its (extremely) messy bun and combs it until it’s cascading around my shoulders. With her bare essentials now at hand, she applies the make-up that transforms me from harassed baker to a more presentable modern-day Cupid.

‘There you are!’ Victoria cries, bursting out of the teashop while Nicky is working her magic with a mascara wand. ‘And, Neal, I’m glad you’re here too. I have news!’

‘We’re actually a little busy here, hun,’ Nicky says without taking her eyes off my lashes.

‘It’s fine,’ Neal says. ‘We can spare a few minutes.’

‘Of course we can. Anything for Princess Victoria,’ Nicky mutters under her breath. Luckily, only I can pick up on it because we’re practically eyeball to eyeball.

‘I’ve just been on the phone to Abigail Taylor,’ Victoria says, her voice high-pitched to almost Chipmunk proportions.

‘The manager I told you about?’ Neal asks and Victoria’s head bobs up and down.

‘She wants to see me on Thursday for a chat! She wants to chat to me! Can you believe it?’

‘Of course I can.’ Neal slings his arm around Victoria, which Nicky spots, and the distraction almost leads to a blinding incident when she nearly pokes me in the eye with the mascara wand. ‘I have faith in you, Shrimpy.’

‘Thanks.’ Victoria is beaming. I have never seen her looking so pleased, not even when I invented the peanut butter blondie sandwich (which is two peanut butter blondies sandwiched with Nutella in the middle). ‘I’m so excited I could burst.’

‘Well, try to aim over there.’ Nicky points the wand across the road. ‘We don’t want Maddie getting splattered.’

‘What’s actually going on out here?’ Victoria asks.

‘My editor wants a photo of Maddie outside the teashop,’ Neal explains. ‘For the piece I’ve written.’

‘There.’ Nicky takes a step back while having a last-minute ruffle of my hair. ‘You’re ready.’

‘Apron or no apron?’ I ask Neal. I’m wearing a white, cherry-printed apron with red piping along the edges. I think it’s cute, but I’m aware it could give off a 50s’ housewife vibe.

‘Keep it,’ Neal says before positioning me in front of the door and shooing everyone else away. He steps back into the road so he can get a decent shot of me, the pretty windows and the Sweet Street sign. ‘Point up at the sign. No, not with two fingers, Maddie.’

‘I feel like an idiot,’ I grumble.

‘Like this.’ Neal allows the camera to rest on its strap around his neck and demonstrates a cheesy, 90s’ game-show-assistant pose.

‘Now I really do feel like an idiot,’ I say as I mimic the pose and Neal aims his camera again.

‘You look fab, hun,’ Nicky calls, which is obviously a lie but I appreciate it.

‘Big smile now, Maddie,’ Neal instructs, which makes me want to do anything but smile. I want to drop my arms, slope away and hide in my flat where there are no cameras or people watching me act like a clown. ‘Bigger, Maddie. Pretend you’re picturing Caleb in his underpants.’

‘What?’ I drop the pose and instead adopt a majorly cheesed-off stance, my hands on my hips as I glare at Neal. Once I’ve mentally vaporised Neal, I turn my death-ray eyes on Caleb. ‘You told him?’

Victoria’s mouth opens slowly in my peripheral vision. ‘You’ve seen him in his underpants?’

‘No!’ I cry. Could this get any worse? ‘I just … mentioned seeing him in them, apparently.’

‘There is no apparently,’ Caleb says. The git has a smile on his face. ‘You said it. And then what was your reaction?’ Caleb strokes his chin. ‘Oh, yes. “ugh”.’

Now I really, really want to hide in my flat. I’d quite like to stay there for ever, cocooned in my duvet.

‘You’ve been telling people about it?’ I ask, my voice small and wounded. Who else has he been laughing with about me?

‘I haven’t,’ Caleb says. ‘I haven’t said a word about it to anyone other than you, but clearly you have. Otherwise, how would he know about it?’ We both turn to Neal, who turns to Nicky, who turns to run away.

‘Nicky!’ I grab her arm before she can escape.

‘I’m sorry. It was the other night in the pub. I was a bit drunk and trying to lighten the mood after I’d threatened him with the honey-roasted peanuts.’

‘It worked.’ Neal is grinning like the bloody Cheshire cat. ‘Best laugh I’ve had in ages.’

‘You’re not helping, mate,’ Caleb says and Neal’s grin dims ever so slightly. ‘And anyway, it’s no big deal.’

‘No big deal?’ Victoria asks. ‘Maddie hasn’t even hinted at fancying anyone in the year I’ve known her. I was beginning to think she was one of those non-sexual people. What are they called?’

‘Frigid?’ Neal holds up his hands as he finds himself on the receiving end of four glares. ‘I’m kidding. You know, having a laugh.’

‘This isn’t funny,’ I wail. ‘And I’m not asexual.’

‘That’s it!’ Victoria cries. ‘Asexual. I knew there was a word for it. I thought you were one of those because you’ve never been interested in anyone. Not even a little bit.’

‘If you must know,’ I say haughtily. ‘I was supposed to get married last year, but seeing my darling fiancé in bed with my best friend sort of put me off sex and relationships.’

I’ve said too much. Way. Too. Much. Nicky already knows, but I wasn’t intending to share my innermost secrets with Victoria, Caleb and Neal – plus anyone else who happens to be on the street at the time. But, hey, at least I’ve found an even more embarrassing moment to trump the Caleb’s underpants one.




Chapter Thirty

I have two options here. I can either run and hole myself away in my flat for ever, existing on the baked goods I can make from the supplies in my cupboards, or I can hold my head high and brazen it out. And, as wonderful as a life of cakes, puddings and biscuits sounds, I decide the best course in the long run is to – in the words of Ms Swift – shake it off.

‘Are we doing this photo or not?’ I ask, repositioning myself in front of the window, cheesy pointing pose and grin in place. With a mixture of not wanting to up the awkward scale any further and the daylight starting to wane, Neal clicks away at his camera and my moment in the limelight is over.

‘All done?’ I ask as Neal lowers his camera. He nods and scurries back to his satchel, which is waiting on the pavement for him. I don’t think Neal has made eye contact with me since my Penny-and-Joel outburst, not even through the camera lens.

‘I’d better be going.’ Neal hooks the satchel over his shoulder. ‘Sorry about the whole underpants thing. I was being an idiot.’

‘You were being an idiot?’ I ask with a self-depreciating laugh. ‘Try being the one who said it in the first place.’

‘Still mates?’ he asks and I nod.

‘Of course we are. As long as the photo you use is flattering. If there’s any sign of a double chin, we’re history.’ I run a finger across my throat to demonstrate.

‘Got it.’ Neal is smiling again, which is a relief as Kingsbury Road was choked with awkwardness for a while there. ‘Let me know how it goes with Abigail Taylor,’ he says to Victoria before he gives a general wave to the group and slips into his car.

‘Well, that wasn’t awkward at all,’ I say as I untie my apron and pull it over my head. ‘Who’s for a restorative cup of tea?’

‘I’d rather something much stronger,’ Caleb says. ‘Can I buy you a drink? Show you there are no hard feelings?’

‘Sure. Why not?’ A drink sounds like a marvellous idea right now. ‘Fancy a quick drink in the pub, girls?’

‘I can’t,’ Victoria says. ‘As soon as we’ve tidied up, I’m off to google Abigail Taylor and find out everything I can about her. What she likes, the people she represents already. I want to go into that meeting on Thursday prepared.’

‘Sounds like a good plan.’ I turn to Nicky, who frowns down at the pavement.

‘Are you sure you want to go for a drink with me after what I did?’

‘Of course I am.’ I throw my arms around her and give her a tight squeeze, whispering, ‘You didn’t mention the icing sugar dream, did you?’

‘Not a word,’ Nicky whispers back.

‘Then I’m sure. Come and have a drink with us.’

Nicky nods and is about to speak when her eyes suddenly widen. ‘Mrs Benson! I’ve left her in the chair. Another time?’

‘I need to clean up first anyway,’ I say but Nicky is already tearing down the street with her make-up, scissors and comb. The three of us make our way back inside the teashop, where I start to gather the cups and plates from the tables.

‘Can you hang on for a few minutes?’ I ask Caleb. ‘I just need to have a quick clean before I close up. Or I could meet you in the pub when I’m done?’

‘I’ll help,’ Caleb says. ‘Point me in the direction of a brush and dustpan and I’ll sweep.’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ I say, but Caleb insists and Victoria, seeing her workload diminishing, is already handing over the brush. While Caleb tackles the floor and Victoria wipes the tables and surfaces down, I head into the kitchen to wash the dishes and give the worktops a thorough scrub. By the time I’ve finished, Victoria has almost finished mopping the teashop’s floor.

‘I’ll finish off in the kitchen,’ I tell her. ‘You get off home and google.’

‘Cheers.’ Victoria hands over the mop. ‘Oh, and if you need anyone to hunt down and maim your slutty ex-fiancé and ex-bestie, I’m your girl.’

‘Thanks, but that won’t be necessary,’ I say.

‘Are you sure?’ Victoria asks. ‘Because I could use an outlet for my Nathan rage.’

‘Why not aim at it the man in question?’ Caleb asks.

‘Because then he’ll know how upset I am and I’ve lost enough without adding my dignity to the list.’

Caleb nods. ‘Fair enough. I think we’ve all been there.’

Victoria pats me on the arm, which is as close to a hug as I’m going to get from her. ‘See you. Have fun tonight.’ She waggles her eyebrows at me, but thankfully Caleb can’t see from his viewpoint.

‘Give me five more minutes,’ I tell Caleb before scurrying into the kitchen with the mop and bucket.


With the cleaning out of the way, I lock the teashop and Caleb and I walk to the pub. I should feel awkward after the evening’s events, and I do until Caleb makes me laugh with tales from the classroom. It sounds like there are quite a few characters in Caleb’s class. I try to match his stories with tales from the teashop, but they’re neither as sweet nor as funny as the descriptions of the children’s antics.

‘Have you thought any more about the graphic design course?’ I ask and Caleb nods.

‘I actually downloaded the details for a course starting in September. It’s part-time during the evenings and weekends, so I should be able to fit it in around work for the time being. Hopefully it won’t disrupt my time with Cara. I’ve fought too hard to let her down now.’

‘I’m sure you’ll work the logistics out,’ I say when we reach the Star Inn. Caleb opens the door and ushers me inside. It’s pretty quiet again, with only a couple of lone drinkers sitting at opposite ends of the bar, plus Harvey and Des sitting together in the middle. They raise a hand in greeting before looking back down at their pints.

‘What are you having?’ Caleb asks as we wander towards the bar. I notice most of the flyers I left here the other night have gone. Hopefully potential clients have picked them up rather than using them as beer mats.

‘Just a Diet Coke,’ I say. ‘I think we both know I can’t be trusted not to say silly things while under the influence.’

‘Is this the boyfriend then?’ Harvey asks as the barman grabs a couple of glasses.

‘Sorry?’ I look from Harvey, to Caleb and back again.

‘The boyfriend you were telling us about the other day,’ Harvey says. ‘The reason you can’t date one of us.’ He jabs a thumb at Des and winks at me.

‘One of us?’ Des asks. ‘She was only ever interested in me, mate.’

Harvey swivels around on his stool to face his friend. ‘And why would a lovely-looking girl like that be interested in a fat bastard like you?’

‘Why would she be interested in a thick, ugly gobshite like you? You have about as many brain cells as you have hairs on your head.’

Harvey gives his balding head a self-conscious rub. ‘And you’ve got a needle dick.’ He makes a fist, leaving out his little finger to wiggle.

‘That’s not what your missus said last night,’ Des mutters, which causes Harvey to raise his fist, little finger tucked in this time.

‘Come on now, mate.’ Caleb reaches out and places a hand on Harvey’s shoulder. ‘No need for that. Bros before …’ Caleb clears his throat ‘… women. You’re mates, aren’t you?’

‘Forty-odd years,’ Harvey grunts.

‘You don’t want to fall out over a woman, do you?’ Caleb asks.

‘Wouldn’t be the first time,’ Des mutters. ‘Decked him thirty years back when he tried it on with my girl.’

‘And yet you’re still friends,’ Caleb says. ‘Don’t spoil it now.’

Harvey unclenches his fist. ‘As long as he doesn’t say anything else about my missus …’

We pounce on our drinks when they’re ready and take them to the table we’ve occupied the past couple of times we’ve been here. It’s a bit strange without the others here with us to fill the space. I miss Nicky’s laughter, Mags’s playlist blaring from the jukebox and Victoria’s threats to mutilate her ex. They’re a colourful bunch and I like being around them. Although Harvey and Des have brought some drama to the evening, it just isn’t the same.

‘I’m sorry to hear about what happened,’ Caleb says, evidently regretting bringing the subject up as he immediately winces. At first I assume he’s talking about Neal’s ribbing about the undies – and wish he was when the real topic is revealed. But then I suppose it’s my own fault for opening my big gob and broadcasting my past. ‘It’s hard enough when a relationship breaks down without throwing something like that in the mix.’

‘I sure know how to pick friends and boyfriends, eh?’ I ask to try to lighten the mood, but Caleb is having none of it. He’s signed us up for a deep and meaningful, no matter how glib I choose to be.

‘It hurts when someone betrays you. Someone you trust and who you never, ever expect to do anything to hurt you.’

‘Did Celine cheat on you?’ Hey, if my laundry is being given a public airing, it can have some company.

‘Not that I could ever prove, but I suspected. And then there was the whole access farce. Keeping Cara away from me hurt me more than finding out she’d been having an affair ever could.’

‘I suppose we were lucky that we didn’t have kids,’ I say.

‘Did you talk about having them?’ Caleb asks and I shake my head.

‘I think I assumed we’d have them, way off in the future. But we never made any concrete plans.’

‘You were great with Cara the other day. She keeps asking if we can come over and bake again. I think she’s caught the bug. If you’re looking for a new assistant, she’s willing, though she can only work at weekends.’

I smile, remembering the fun we’d had making the fairy cakes. ‘She’s welcome to come over for a baking session any time. I always loved baking when I was little. There was nothing better than getting messy with Gran in the kitchen, apart from eating the cakes afterwards.’

‘You’re really good at it,’ Caleb says. ‘The baking, that is, not the eating them afterwards.’

‘Can’t I be good at both?’ I tease.

‘Multi-talented.’ Caleb lifts his drink in admiration.

‘Careful,’ I warn. ‘Any more talk like this and I won’t be able to fit my head through the door.’

‘Then we’ll have to stay here. Lock-in!’ He lifts his drink again and I clink my own against it. ‘So, where shall we start?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The ego boost,’ Caleb says. ‘Your head is looking normal-sized right now. We need to inflate it with a few more compliments. We could always ask those two for their input.’ He nods at Harvey and Des, who have kissed and made up and are staring at their pints in companionable silence again.

‘Don’t you dare,’ I say.

‘I guess I’ll have to do it on my own then.’ Caleb’s voice is heavy with mock regret. ‘I haven’t had a lock-in since my student days and after the day I’ve had, I deserve one. I wasn’t kidding about the runaway gerbil, you know. It took me over an hour to find the little bugger and I ripped my trousers wriggling under the stage to grab him.’ Caleb points to a tiny rip in the thigh of his trousers. ‘So, here goes.’ He shifts in his seat so that he’s facing me full-on. ‘Let’s start from the top. Your hair. It’s lovely, like Anna’s in Frozen.’

I bite my lip so I don’t giggle. ‘You’ve watched Frozen?’

‘I have a four-year-old daughter,’ Caleb points out. ‘I know it word for word, songs included.’ I can’t help the giggle escaping this time. ‘It’s not funny. Actually, it is quite funny. Don’t tell anyone, but I secretly enjoy it.’

‘I’ve got a copy on DVD,’ I tell him. ‘We could skip the drink and go and watch it.’

‘I get the feeling you’re teasing me,’ Caleb says. ‘So we’ll move on. Where were we? Ah, yes. Your eyes.’

‘You’re not seriously going to work your way down my body, are you?’ I’m suddenly picturing the icing, but this time it isn’t Caleb’s body smeared. I clear my throat and my dirty, dirty mind. ‘Do you think we could leave it at the Anna hair? That’s more compliments than I’ve had in the past year.’

‘Rubbish,’ Caleb scoffs. ‘You’re gorgeous. I bet people have complimented you, but you’ve turned a blind eye. Which is totally understandable after everything. I haven’t been on a date since the divorce. Bea – Neal’s little sister – tried to set me up with one of her friends about a year ago, but I wasn’t interested in dating. I had to focus on Cara. Plus, Celine kind of put me off the opposite sex for a while.’

‘Not all women are like your ex,’ I point out.

‘And not all men are like yours,’ Caleb adds. ‘Doesn’t make it any easier though.’

‘That’s true.’ I take a sip of my drink. ‘How do you know when you’re ready to put yourself back out there?’

Caleb shrugs. ‘When you meet someone you can’t bear not to be with, I suppose. Or you get fed up of meals for one.’

‘I hear you on that one. I usually end up with a ready meal or beans on toast. Who can be bothered to rustle up a proper meal when you’re the only one who’s going to eat it?’

‘You can always pop round to mine,’ Caleb says. ‘Have a meal for two.’

‘That sounds like a date to me.’ I’m teasing but Caleb doesn’t smile.

‘Would that be so bad?’

Whoa. Where did this come from? One minute we’re taking about not being ready to move on from our exes, the next Caleb’s asking me round for dinner. Is he serious? Or is his face going to crack into a smile any minute when he tells me he’s pulling my leg?

‘I … don’t know,’ is my honest reply. Of course, part of me is delighted. It’s jumping up and down inside me, tugging at the string of a party popper while balloons float around the air. But another part of me is taking a step back, questioning if I’m really ready for this. And then there’s the third part who’s still convinced Caleb is having a lark.

‘Sorry, I’m such an idiot.’ Caleb thwacks the palm of his hand onto his forehead and shakes his head. ‘Here you are, telling me you’re not ready to date after your ex, and I storm in with my massive clown shoes, asking you out like some kind of moron.’

‘You’re not a moron.’ I reach out and take Caleb’s hand away from his forehead. ‘But are you serious? Because you said you weren’t ready to date either.’

‘I wasn’t, until recently.’ Caleb shrugs. ‘And then I met you and I’m finding that I want to spend time with you, to get to know you more. You’re so kind and sweet and funny. Not always intentionally funny, but funny all the same.’

Caleb grins at me and I give him a nudge with my elbow. ‘You told Birdie you weren’t interested in me.’

‘You heard that?’ Caleb asks. Deep ridges line his forehead. I want to smooth them down, so I wedge my hands under my thighs so I’m not tempted to actually reach out and touch his face.

‘I accidentally heard when we all had dinner at my dad’s that time. I wasn’t snooping or anything.’

Caleb groans. ‘That was Nan, trying to set us up. She orchestrated the whole thing, you know, and then she cornered me in the kitchen to give me an extra nudge. And no, I wasn’t interested – in anyone, not just you. Like I said, I wasn’t ready to start dating again then.’

‘But you are now?’

‘Only the right woman,’ Caleb says.

‘Wow.’ I take a sip of my drink, wishing I’d gone for the alcoholic route after all. ‘That’s a lot of pressure.’

‘I know,’ Caleb says. ‘The idea weirded me out too, to be honest. I really didn’t think I’d be ready to start dating again for a long time, then the other night you were being all adorable and putting your foot in it repeatedly and I just thought, this is it. This is a woman I want to get to know. A woman I want to spend time with. To laugh with. It was a shock, but I know it’s what I want.’

‘When did this revelation happen?’ I ask.

I can see that Caleb tries not to grin, but he can’t seem to stop it. ‘I hate to bring it up again, but it was during the whole underpants thing. You were so adorable, the way you kept going and going with it.’

‘Is that why you were so quiet? I thought you were mortified to be in the same room as such an idiot.’

Caleb shakes his head. ‘I was confused. I’m sorry if it came off the wrong way and I made you feel bad.’

‘Don’t worry, I managed that all by myself.’

‘So what do you think?’ Caleb asks. The grin has vanished from his face and the ridges have made a comeback. ‘We don’t have to put so much pressure on it. We can keep it casual. Super-casual. Hanging-out-as-friends casual. Just getting to know each other, like we are now.’

‘I’d like that,’ I say, despite the voice screaming in my head that we’re not ready for this. ‘Super-casual.’

‘Super-duper casual. But who knows, one day you might even get to see my underwear.’ Caleb winks at me while I groan.

‘You’re never going to let me forget that, are you?’

‘Not even a little bit.’




Chapter Thirty-One

The newspaper is spread out before us on the rubber-duck-printed table, our heads pressed together so we can read the article at the same time. It’s a bizarre sensation seeing yourself in the newspaper – especially when you’re posed like a dork. As well as my cheesy, finger-pointing photo, Neal’s used the photo he took during – or rather after – the trial run. The focus is on Nicky as she throws her back to laugh at something, but Caleb is there too, looking handsome with a tiny dimple in his cheek as he laughs along. I can’t remember what the joke was, but I want to hop into the page to join them, which is the idea.

Neal has very cleverly captured a pure gold moment and his article is amazing too, enthusing both about the teashop and the date nights that will take part over the following weeks. If Neal were here right now, I’d squeeze him until he popped. I can’t thank him enough (though not squishing him to death may be thanks enough, actually).

‘This is wonderful,’ Mags says. ‘Doesn’t he have a way with words?’

‘And with the camera,’ I say. ‘I actually look half decent, cheesy pose aside.’ This is a miracle after the revelations that took place just before Neal captured this moment in time. You wouldn’t know that I’d just spilled my soul in the street for all to hear.

‘Half decent,’ Mags scoffs. ‘You look beautiful.’

‘Easy.’ I hold my hands up. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.’

‘Nobody is getting ahead of themselves.’ Mags heads behind the counter, rummaging until she finds a pair of scissors tucked in a drawer. ‘You are beautiful. And a certain young man obviously thinks so too.’ Mags winks at me while Victoria – who isn’t supposed to be here technically but didn’t want to miss out on reading the article with us – turns to me with an open mouth.

‘Did Caleb actually ask you out?’

‘Thanks, Mags.’ I’d finally caved and told Mags about Caleb’s suggestion that we date – super-casually – this morning during a lull in breakfast trade. I use the term ‘lull’ loosely as it’s pretty much standard for Sweet Street, though hopefully that’s about to change now that Neal and The Woodgate Chronicle have put us on the map.

I’d also confided in Mags about Penny and Joel (with the others knowing, it would only be a matter of time before Mags heard about my past so there was no point keeping it to myself) and she’d offered tons of sympathy, an almost-asphyxiating hug and, of course, cake. We had a really good chat and Mags admitted that she’d been scared to start dating after Graham. Her confidence had been knocked but Owen was slowly building it back up again, which gave me hope for the future – and my super-casual dates with Caleb.

‘Sorry. Slipped out,’ Mags says now. She gives me an apologetic look before she starts snipping at the newspaper, the very tip of her tongue poking out of her cherry-red lips in concentration.

‘A bit like Owen slipping out of your house on Sunday morning,’ I say before covering my mouth overdramatically. ‘Sorry, that slipped out too.’

‘Rewind, rewind!’ Victoria cries. ‘What happened on Sunday morning?’

During our heart-to-heart, Mags had confessed that her relationship with Owen was going rather well.

‘You little tinker.’ Mags waggles a scissors-free finger at me before turning to Victoria. ‘Owen had a, er, sleepover on Saturday night and had to sneak out of the house before my boys were up on Sunday morning.’

‘Really? Go Mags!’ Victoria whoops and holds out a palm for a high five, which a bemused Mags responds to. ‘I’m so happy for you. For both of you. I think our luck is changing, you know. I have a good feeling about The Sweetest Kiss. A good feeling indeed.’

‘Me too,’ Mags says as she continues her snipping. She cuts the article out of the newspaper and holds it aloft. ‘We need a frame for this.’

‘I can pop into town,’ Victoria offers. ‘I need to go to the shops anyway. My sister and her family get back from their hols tomorrow and I need to replace the scatter cushion covers. I had an incident with Bolognese sauce and it won’t come out.’

‘Are you going to be able to find the same ones?’ I ask and Victoria gives a one-shouldered shrug.

‘Who knows? But she’ll be a bit more forgiving about me ruining her original covers if I have their replacements already in place.’

‘Replacements? You spilled sauce on more than one?’ I’ve heard of messy eaters, but that’s going a bit far.

‘I was watching Tremors on Netflix,’ Victoria explains. ‘And one of those giant slug things flew up out of the ground all of a sudden. I cacked myself, jumped up and sort of flung my plate across the sofa. I managed to splatter three of the cushions, but I can’t imagine she’d be too precious about these things – my niece and nephew have always got sticky hands and snotty noses. They tend to leave trails.’

‘It’s good that you’re replacing them though,’ Mags says. ‘It’ll be one less hassle when she gets back from holiday. Have you thought about where you’re going to stay when they get back? Because my spare room is still on offer.’

‘No offence, but I don’t fancy running into Owen in the buff on my way to the bathroom,’ Victoria says and I hide a smirk behind my hand. ‘Plus, I’ve arranged to stay with a friend. We haven’t seen each other for ages but it turns out she’s in need of a new flatmate.’

‘That’s handy,’ I say. ‘I see what you mean about luck being in our favour.’

‘Let’s hope it stays that way for Friday,’ Mags says.

Our luck starts early, with a surge of customers – consisting mainly of new faces – at lunchtime. People tell us they had no idea we were here, but they’ll definitely be back. I can only assume they’ve read about us in the newspaper and I hope they do return. Our stock starts to run low and we run out of Bakewell slices, chocolate chip muffins and raspberry cream cheese brownies completely, which Mags is devastated about as there’ll be none to take home once we’ve closed. I’ve promised to make another batch tomorrow, which seems to have cheered her up.

As well as the new and hungry customers, we’ve also attracted a number of new sign-ups for The Sweetest Kiss, including lots and lots of blokes. There has been an actual, bona fide lull after the lunchtime rush (and what a rush it was, both for the teashop and for its owner) so I’ve been sitting in the office for the past hour, matching up potential clients into groups of ten so that I can schedule the next few date nights. I’ve already emailed next week’s group and am about to get cracking on the following group when Mags pops into the office.

‘If we carry on like this,’ Mags says as she adds another completed sign-up sheet to the tray on the desk, ‘we’ll have to run the date nights for two evenings a week.’

‘Or maybe we could squeeze more tables in, once we’re properly up and running.’

‘I suppose we could.’ Mags purses her lips as she figures it all out in her head. ‘We could get some foldaway tables, maybe double up so we have twenty participants altogether. We already have enough chairs.’

‘And we can put them away when they’re not being used for the date nights.’ There’s no way we can operate during the day with ten tables, but it won’t matter so much during the date nights as there’ll be less traffic. As long as the male participants can move to the next table and the waiting staff can place the desserts on the tables, it’ll be fine.

‘Am I getting too carried away?’ I ask Mags, who tuts at me.

‘No such thing. You dream big, sweetheart.’

‘We could also do with a better sign-up system,’ I muse. ‘We really should look into adding online sign-up and payment on the website, rather than emailing completed forms and paying on the night.’

Mags nods and jots the idea down. ‘You’re really getting into the swing of things now.’

‘We need Friday night to go well, otherwise dreaming big will come to nothing.’

‘Friday night will go perfectly,’ Mags tells me. ‘Like Victoria said earlier, our luck is changing.’

‘It’s about time,’ I say. I’ve plunged all of Gran’s money into this place and given it my all. I need Sweet Street Teashop – and The Sweetest Kiss – to be a success.

Mum turns up just as I’m making Mags a cup of tea. We’ve switched places so now Mags is shut away in the office, inputting the new sign-ups into the system, so I’m going to surprise her with a cup of tea and two lemon sponge fingers (the extra finger is to make up for the lack of her favourite brownies).

‘You didn’t tell me you were going to be in the paper,’ Mum says, delving into the oversized handbag looped over her arm. She pulls out The Woodgate Chronicle and wafts it in front of her. ‘It was Wendy who told me. She rang me this morning, asking if it was my Maddie on page six.’ Mum cocks an eyebrow at me. ‘I do think it would have been more professional if they’d printed your actual name. Maddie’s cute, but it doesn’t scream businesswoman.’

‘I prefer Maddie,’ I say as I transfer Mags’s tea and cakes onto a tray.

‘It’s not about what you prefer,’ Mum tells me. ‘It’s about what’s best for this business.’

The business Mum hasn’t shown much interest in so far? While Dad pops in at least once a week, I can count on one hand the number of times Mum’s stepped through the doors. It wouldn’t be so bad if she enquired about the teashop every now and then, but she rarely utters a word about it. It would get in the way of her Penny-meddling, I suppose.

‘Nobody cares whether it says Maddie or Madeleine in the paper,’ I say, lifting the tray. ‘Will you excuse me? I just need to take this to Mags.’

Mags is hammering away at the keyboard when I nudge the door open with my foot, but she stops as soon as she sees the refreshments.

‘I need this,’ she says before sinking her teeth into the first lemon sponge finger, groaning as the sugary treat hits the right spot.

‘They were both supposed to be yours,’ I say, reaching for the other sponge finger. ‘But Mum’s here and she’s suddenly under the impression she’s Alan Sugar’s even-more-business-savvy sister. I need to comfort eat.’

‘Oi.’ Mags bats my hand away. ‘Mitts off. These babies are mine.’ She puts the sponge back down on the plate and licks the crumbs from her fingers, one by one. ‘Why don’t you take your mum and some cake up to your flat so she can annoy you in the comfort of your own home? I can catch up with these later.’ She nods towards the pile of sign-up forms and, decision made, she picks up the tray and carries it out into the teashop, parking her tea and cake behind the counter.

‘Let’s go up to the flat,’ I say to Mum, grabbing the last two lemon sponge fingers and popping them onto a plate. ‘We can look at the newspaper article together.’

‘Haven’t you read it yet?’ Mum asks.

‘Of course I have.’ I point at the framed article now taking pride of place on the wall. ‘But I won’t turn down another reading.’

I lead Mum up to the flat, cringing at the dingy staircase and hoping Mum won’t start picking at it. Luckily, she keeps her opinion to herself (because she will have one, believe me). I boil the kettle while Mum makes herself comfy on the sofa and spreads the newspaper out on the coffee table.

‘So. Wendy…’ Mum says when I place a cup of tea on the table, avoiding the newspaper. ‘You remember Wendy, don’t you? Ivor’s youngest sister?’ I nod as I take a bite of my sponge finger. ‘She phoned me this morning, as I said, and she was wondering if you did outside catering. She’s throwing her daughter a baby shower next month – though why when neither of them are American is beyond me – and she’d like some baby-girl-themed snacks.’

I quickly chew and swallow. ‘It sounds fun. The details for my outside catering are on the website, or she can call in if it’s more convenient.’

This newspaper article is definitely working. If I can run both the teashop and the dating service with the odd outside catering commission thrown in, Sweet Street Teashop just might stand a chance.

‘This is delicious,’ Mum says, nibbling on her sponge finger.

‘Thanks.’ I take another delicate bite of my own, even though I want to wolf the lot down as quickly as possible. But Mum can’t help herself and has to ruin the nice moment we’ve just shared.

‘Have you thought any more about contacting Penny? I’m sure she’d love to hear how well you’re doing. Perhaps she’s even seen you in the newspaper.’

I throw my half-eaten sponge finger down on the plate, my appetite having vanished at the thought of my former best friend.

‘Not this again, Mum. I don’t want to see or speak to Penny ever again. Why can’t you let it go? Do you realise how much she hurt me?’

‘Of course I do.’ Mum gently places her cake next to mine. ‘But you’ve never listened to her side of the story.’

I tried, once. She got as far as whining, ‘I saw him in the club that night first,’ before I walked away. It took every single ounce of restraint not to smack her in the gob and I haven’t seen her since.

‘Maybe it wasn’t her fault,’ Mum says, tone soothing, as though she can bring me round with the softly softly touch. ‘Maybe Joel made the first move and she was tempted. We’ve all been tempted, haven’t we?’

‘Being tempted is one thing, acting on it is another.’ My tone is not soothing. I’m becoming more and more irate by the second. ‘You never act on temptation when it means hurting someone you love. There are no excuses. Penny made a decision, knowing how that would make me feel. She could have said no. She could have told Joel to back off. She could have told me what a cheating scumbag I was about to marry, though I understand how difficult that would have been for her. What wouldn’t have been difficult was making the decision not to have sex with my fiancé IN MY BED.’

I’m on my feet now, shouting as Mum blinks up at me in surprise. ‘I won’t forgive Penny. I won’t forget. I have new friends. Friends I trust and that is something I can never get back with her.’

‘But won’t you even try?’ Mum asks. ‘Just listen to her. Find out what really happened?’

‘I know what happened. I saw it in full technicolour detail. I don’t need a firsthand account from the participants.’

‘You’re just like your father.’ Mum grabs the newspaper and folds it neatly in two before placing it into her handbag. ‘He was always so bloody stubborn too.’

‘It’s better to be stubborn than walked all over. Why would you want me to have anything to do with Penny? Why wouldn’t you want to rip her head off for what she did to me?’

‘Because we all make mistakes! Nobody is perfect. And sometimes we pay a too hefty price for the supposed crime. We lose everything for daring to make ourselves happy.’

There’s something in the wild-eyed look Mum has taken on that leads me to believe we’re no longer talking about Penny, although the penny (excuse the bad pun) is starting to drop.

‘Mum?’ I ask, lowering myself onto the arm of the sofa as my knees start to turn to jelly. ‘Did you cheat on Dad?’




Chapter Thirty-Two

‘There was no cheating involved,’ Mum is quick to establish, her index finger straight up in the air to emphasise her point. ‘I. Did. Not. Cheat.’

‘But there was someone else.’ Oh, God. There was someone else. Poor Dad! ‘Was it Ivor?’

I quite like Ivor. We’re not exactly close, but he’s a decent enough bloke and he treats Mum well. We’ve always rubbed along okay, but if he and Mum got together while she was still with Dad, I’ll have no choice but to hate him for evermore.

Mum shakes her head. ‘I didn’t meet Ivor until after the divorce, but there was a chap. At work. He was smart and handsome and he made me laugh. I felt alive for the first time in years.’ The beginnings of a smile twitch at the corners of her mouth but Mum quickly – and wisely – pulls them back down again.

‘So you had an affair.’ I’m pretty sure the portion of sponge finger I ate is about to make a comeback, all over my sofa. I can feel it inching its way back up my gullet and I take a few deep breaths to quell the nausea.

‘Not an affair,’ Mum says. ‘It was never an affair. A friendship, yes, and there was an attraction, but nothing physical ever happened. He was married too and wouldn’t have done that to his wife.’

Who is this woman sitting in front of me? I don’t know her at all. She looks familiar, but my mum wouldn’t contemplate having an affair and wrecking not one but two marriages. This is not the woman who brought me up, who taught me right from wrong. It can’t be.

‘But it made me realise that I was no longer in love with your father,’ the woman who looks like Mum says. ‘So I made the very difficult decision to leave him. But it wasn’t just your father who I lost. All of our friends – all of them, even the ones I’d known for longer – sided with him. Everyone we knew took your father’s side, including you, so I had nobody, Madeleine. Not one friend. It was such a frightening and lonely time.’

‘Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?’ I almost laugh, because it’s so ridiculous that Mum would expect sympathy from anyone, never mind the daughter caught in the middle. It could only be a more ludicrous situation if it were Dad’s shoulder she was crying on about this.

‘Not for me, no.’ Mum rises from the sofa, smoothing down her skirt. ‘Like you, I have new friends now. A support network. Other people aren’t as lucky.’

Penny. Again. This woman who looks like Mum is unbelievable.

‘Some people make their own luck,’ I say. ‘Good or otherwise. And it looks like Penny is one of them.’

‘I can see we’re getting nowhere here, other than edging closer to an argument, which I don’t want.’ Mum leans down to peck me on the cheek. ‘I think it’s best if I go now so you can cool off. But do think about what I’ve said, won’t you?’

I will not, at least not the Penny part. I won’t give her another thought – she’s taken enough from me already.

‘Mum,’ I call just as she’s about to disappear out of the door, ‘does Dad know? About this friend of yours?’

‘No, he knows nothing about Don,’ Mum says. ‘And I think it’s kinder to keep it that way.’

At least we can agree on one thing.

I remain up in the flat for a few more minutes after Mum leaves, trying to gather my thoughts. I feel like I’ve walked into a parallel universe, one where the last few years of my parents’ marriage was even more of a sham than I – or Dad – ever suspected. It doesn’t feel quite real. The people look and sound the same, but they’re slightly off kilter, like a real-life spot-the-difference.

My mobile rings and I expect it to be Mum, laughing down the line while she tells me the whole conversation was a joke. There wasn’t another man – Don, ugh – and she was just messing with me. But it’s the teashop’s number I see on the display.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ a breathless Mags rasps. ‘But I saw your mum drive off and I wondered if you knew when you’d be popping down again? It’s gone slightly manic down here, in a good way, but I could use a hand.’

‘Sorry, Mags.’ I’m already out of my seat and grabbing the plate Mum and I used. ‘I’ll be right down.’

I race down to the teashop, which is at the fullest it has ever been while it’s been in my hands. The tables are all occupied and a queue has formed almost to the door.

‘We can add plum jam tarts to the food we’ve run out of,’ Mags informs me as I sling an apron on and join her behind the counter. I take a quick look in the refrigerated counter; we have half a summer fruits cheesecake, two cherry scones, a handful of chocolate chunk cookies and a solitary chocolate-dipped flapjack. I don’t need to be a mathematician to realise we don’t have enough desserts to serve the remaining customers, especially when the door opens and another couple join the back of the queue.

‘New daily special,’ I tell Mags, grabbing one of our mini chalkboards from the countertop and wiping the cheerful quote from it. ‘Banana split sundaes.’ We have plenty of bananas in the storeroom thanks to Robbie’s milkshake addiction, a full tub of vanilla ice cream in the freezer and enough cream, sauce, marshmallows and sprinkles to create the yummy dessert. I scrawl it down on the board before mucking in with Mags to reduce the queue. Luckily, the banana splits are a hit with the customers and we manage to pair everybody up with a dessert of their liking.

‘We should have found our way into the papers a long time ago,’ Mags says when it’s finally time to turn the sign on the door to closed. Our stocks have been depleted, we’re exhausted, but this is the best day the teashop has ever seen. I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had the chance to worry about Mum’s revelation, but it weighs back down on me now as I slump into a sunshine-yellow chair.

‘My feet are killing me,’ Mags says as she joins me at the table, lifting a foot up so she can rotate it at the ankle. ‘I could quite happily hack them off with a cake slice.’

‘Please don’t do that,’ I say, managing a small smile. ‘The blood will drive all those lovely new customers away.’

Mags sighs, but she has a beatific smile on her face. ‘It was lovely, wasn’t it? Seeing the place so alive?’

‘If we carry on like this,’ I say. ‘We’ll have to start having an extra baking session for the afternoon trade.’

‘I’m happy with that.’ Mags heaves herself out of her seat. ‘Shall we have a celebratory cup of tea before we start the clean-up?’

‘You really know how to live,’ I tease.

‘Hey, you can’t beat a cup of tea.’ Mags is making her way behind the counter, hobbling slightly on her sore feet. ‘It’s just a pity we don’t have any cake left to go with it.’

With the teashop closed and cleaned, I head up to the flat, where I collapse on the sofa, propping up my aching feet on the coffee table. I can’t keep my thoughts from wandering back to Mum, her Don Juan and poor, oblivious Dad. I feel guilty with this new-found knowledge, as though I’m playing a part in this sordid secret. Although I know Dad is fine – especially now he has Birdie as a companion – I can’t help reducing his image to that of a suffering, lonely man, shrunken and, let’s face it, a little bit pathetic. I need to see him, to reassure myself that my knowledge of this past event hasn’t changed anything.

It’s just before seven when I arrive at Dad’s and I expect him to be settled in his chair for the evening, feet clad in slippers and the remote by his side. But Dad isn’t wearing his slippers when he answers the door and ushers me into the living room. His feet are nestled in his best, shiniest black shoes, the kind he keeps in the wardrobe and only brings out for special occasions. It’s been a good while since they’ve made an appearance so I’m curious what occasion could warrant their release this evening.

‘I didn’t know you were coming round.’ Dad looks a bit flustered, which may or may not be due to the tie knotted at his throat. ‘I was just on my way out.’

‘So I see.’ I look Dad up and down, admiring him in the charcoal suit he’s dusted off with the shoes. ‘Let me guess … you’re off to the allotment?’

‘Very funny.’ Dad starts to fuss with his tie, tugging at it until I tap his fingers away and tidy it up again. ‘I’m actually going on a … um …’

‘A date?’ I prompt. It’s the only reason I can think of why Dad would be turning an alarming beetroot shade while dressed up in his best clothes.

He clears his throat and has one last twitch of his tie. ‘I suppose you could call it that.’

My dad’s going out on a date! This is so sweet. I really had nothing to worry about, but I’m glad I’m here to see it with my own eyes.

‘It’s our first date,’ Dad says, lowering his voice. ‘So I’m a bit nervous.’

‘First date?’ Dad and Birdie have been seeing each other for a few weeks now, so I’m a tad confused.

‘We’ve known each other for a while now,’ Dad says. ‘But this is our first official date.’ The beetroot shade morphs into a sickly green and beads of sweat start to appear on Dad’s brow.

‘You’re friends,’ I tell Dad as he retrieves an old-fashioned cloth handkerchief from his pocket and mops his brow. ‘You should know each other pretty well by now. There’s no need to be nervous.’

‘Try telling my stomach that.’ Dad pats his stomach while his mouth stretches into a grimace. ‘There are more butterflies bouncing around in there than … Well, one of those places you keep butterflies.’ He shoves the handkerchief back into his pocket and scratches his head. ‘Am I fool? I’m too old for this, aren’t I? Dating! At my age. What was I thinking?’

‘You are not too old,’ I tell him. ‘And I think it’s lovely. You’re going to have a nice evening with a nice lady who you get along with. What’s foolish about that?’

Dad shrugs. ‘When you put it like that …’

I wrap my arms around Dad, giving him a quick squeeze before pressing a kiss onto his cheek. ‘I’m going to leave you to it. You don’t want to be late. Have a great night and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’ I wink at Dad, who shoos me away with his hand. I feel much better as I climb back into my car. Being privy to Mum’s secret hasn’t damaged Dad or our relationship. In fact, I couldn’t have seen stronger evidence that’s he’s moved on and I feel confident that this is the first of many steps to Dad’s future happiness. It feels like we’re both finally back on track.




Chapter Thirty-Three

It’s lunchtime and the teashop has erupted with customers once again, though we’re more prepared today. We were busier than usual this morning (which basically means we had more than a dozen customers) so Mags and I have been taking it in turns to man the teashop while the other tops up our supplies with extra bakes. As promised, I’ve made Mags’s favourite brownies again today, as well as batches of double chocolate cupcakes, individual apple and blackberry pies, and a huge carrot cake with creamy vanilla frosting. Mags has made oodles of biscuits – including jammy dodgers oozing with plum jam – as well as sticky cinnamon buns and individual pots of chocolate orange trifle. This morning’s croissants have all been snapped up and the pancakes and waffles proved popular too.

‘We’re running low on brownies,’ Mags tells me as we both reach into the counter with pairs of tongs at the same time.

‘Don’t worry.’ I pinch an apple and blackberry pie and place it in a paper bag. ‘I’ve tucked one away at the back of the fridge in the kitchen for you.’

‘You’re a star.’ Mags grins at me before we return to our customers, working our way along the queue until it’s much more manageable. Leaving Mags with the queue, I head to the tables to take orders from those seated and clear away the dishes from the now-empty tables. I wash up quickly once all the customers have been served, wishing we’d invested in a dishwasher. There was no need before – customers were so few and far between, a lack of clean plates was never a problem but it’s something to reconsider now.

‘I’m just going to nip into the office while it’s quiet,’ Mags says when I return to the teashop. ‘I still need to update The Sweetest Kiss database. Give me a shout if we get busy again.’

Extra staff is something else we may need to invest in if The Sweetest Kiss really takes off. We’re managing at the moment, muddling through between the three of us, but the admin workload has already increased and we haven’t even hosted a date night. Plus, if Victoria’s meeting with the manager goes well today, our numbers will be down to two and there’s no way Mags and I could cope on our own.

‘Hello!’ Nicky bounces into the teashop, stopping dead in her tracks and performing an overdramatic double take when she sees that all five tables are currently in use. ‘Blimey, what’s going on here?’

‘This is the new-look Sweet Street Teashop,’ I tell her as she joins me at the counter. ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’

‘It’s amazing, though my feet may not agree now I’m forced to stand up, but it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make if it means everyone sees how amazing you and your cakes are. And speaking of cakes …’ Nicky eyes the fridge. ‘Can I get a trifle and a cup of tea, please? I’ve had back-to-back clients since half past eight this morning. If I hadn’t managed to ram a sandwich down my gob in between the eyebrow tint and the bikini wax, I’d have keeled over.’

‘I’m sorry I can’t offer you a seat,’ I say as I place the trifle and a spoon in front of Nicky on the counter.

‘Don’t you apologise. I’m still so, so sorry about blabbing to Neal about …’

I hold my hand up to stop Nicky from saying anything further. ‘I know you’re sorry.’ She’s apologised every time I’ve seen her since, sometimes multiple times per occasion. ‘And it’s okay, really.’ Plus, I really don’t need reminding about the underpants thing as I still feel a fresh bout of mortification every time.

Nicky hangs her head. ‘I still feel bad.’

‘You shouldn’t.’ I make her a cup of tea and place it in front of her. Nicky has already demolished the trifle while she waited and is swiping at the screen on her phone.

‘Ugh. Look at this.’ She turns the phone so I can read the message she’s been sent on one of the dating apps she uses.

Send pic of ur tits plz.

I grimace. ‘Nice.’

Nicky shrugs. ‘At least he said please.’ She turns off the phone and slips it into the pocket of her pink tunic. ‘A few weeks ago, I would have.’

‘Sent him a photo of your …’ I point at her boobs and Nicky nods.

‘Unfortunately, yes. Or worse.’

‘You mean …?’ I’m not even going to point this time. Nicky nods anyway.

‘Talk about desperate, hey? It’s no wonder I never met Mr Right.’

‘But you’ve stopped now?’ I can’t think of anything worse than having naked photos of me floating around, ready to pop up any time, any place.

‘Totally. I’ve raised my standards.’ Nicky picks up her spoon and scrapes the very last smidgens of trifle from the pot. ‘I’m not showing my foof to anyone who isn’t worthy, whether it’s in a photo or in the flesh, so to speak.’

‘That sounds sensible.’

Nicky pops the spoon in her mouth and nods. ‘I should have made that a rule a long time ago.’

‘Why the change? Does it have anything to do with a certain journalist?’ I take the pot away before Nicky starts to lick around it.

‘Yes and no,’ Nicky says. ‘I don’t want to mess around any more. I want to find someone who makes my heart race and gives me butterflies. Not necessarily Neal, because there’s no point flogging a dead horse and all that, but someone who makes me feel the way he does.’

‘So you’re going to carry on using the dating apps?’

Nicky nods. ‘But I’m going to be more sensible about it. More picky.’

‘Have you thought about joining Woodgate’s brand new dating service?’ I ask with a cheesy wink.

‘I have indeed.’ Nicky reaches into her tunic’s pocket and pulls out a completed sign-up form for The Sweetest Kiss. ‘Sign me up!’

There’s a steady stream of customers throughout the day. Judging from the shopping bags lugged in with them, most of our afternoon customers are treating themselves after a heavy spending spree in town. Despite the growing numbers, we don’t run out of stock this time round, thanks to our extra bakes. Victoria phones late in the afternoon to update us on her meeting with Abigail Taylor and I can tell immediately that it’s good news from her chipper tone.

‘It was amazing,’ Victoria gushes. ‘I loved her. I think she at least liked me. She wants to see me again, in action this time.’ Victoria’s joy dims. ‘She wants to see me do a gig, and soon.’

‘But that’s good, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose.’ Victoria doesn’t sound so sure. ‘It’s just that I’ve never performed on my own. I’ve always had the others there with me. We supported each other.’

‘Until they stabbed you in the back,’ I remind her. ‘If that’s support, you’re better off on your own.’

‘I guess.’ Victoria sighs. ‘But it’s scary.’

‘I know, but you’ve got me and Mags to cheer you on. We’ll come to your gig and support you. You’re not alone. And Abigail is going to love you just as much as we do.’

‘Do you think so?’ Victoria’s voice is tiny, as though she’s shrinking on the other end of the line. Soon, she’ll be Borrower-sized and I won’t be able to hear her at all.

‘I know it.’

With Victoria half-convinced, we say goodbye and hang up. I’m about to take a well-earned break with a slice of cheesecake and a cup of tea when the teashop door opens and a woman marches purposefully towards me.

‘Are you the one running this?’ she asks, dropping a flyer for The Sweetest Kiss down on the counter and jabbing it with her finger. The flyer is crumpled and has what I suspect is a beer stain on the front.

My eyes dart from the flyer to the woman’s face. Is it me or does she look annoyed? I clear my throat and give a tiny nod of my head. ‘I am.’

‘I found this in my husband’s pocket while I was doing the washing,’ she tells me. ‘He never empties them himself, no matter how many times I tell him.’ She shakes her head and tuts. ‘Anyway, he says he met you in the pub the other night and you gave it to him.’ She looks at me and raises her eyebrows. ‘Harvey?’

Oh, God. She doesn’t think I was trying to entice him away from her to date new women while scoffing cake, does she? I would never encourage a married man – or woman – to take part. I’ve been cheated on – I’ll have no part in anybody being in that painful position. The thought makes me feel sick.

‘I put some of the flyers on the bar,’ I say carefully. I hope Harvey hasn’t mentioned the fact he and Des were competing to see who was worthy of dating me. I feel the tension growing inside me, ready to defend myself.

‘So you are the one I need to speak to.’ The woman’s face softens and she smiles at me. ‘I’d like a registration form, please. Not for me, obviously. For my sister.’ The woman leans towards me on the counter and lowers her voice. ‘She’s recently divorced and finding it difficult to meet new men.’ She taps the flyer with a finger. ‘I think this will be right up her street.’

I thought I had trouble on my hands for a moment there, but now the pent-up breath is released slowly as I grab the forms from their new place under the counter. We’ve had so many requests, it made sense to keep them to hand rather than dashing to the office every time.

‘I’ll have a couple of those trifles,’ the woman says as she pops the forms in her handbag. ‘Treat Harvey after his tea. This is a really lovely place, you know. I had no idea it was tucked away back here …’

The next time the teashop door opens, it’s Caleb who steps inside, closely followed by Cara.

‘We’ve decided to have a picnic over in the garden,’ Caleb tells me, nodding across the road to our little gated green space. ‘And Cara insisted we invite you along.’

‘We need cake,’ Cara says and Caleb’s eyes widen.

‘That isn’t why you’re invited,’ he’s quick to clarify. ‘But we do need some cake to go with our sandwiches and sausage rolls.’ He lifts the carrier bag in his hand. ‘So what do you say? Would you like to join us?’

I glance around the teashop. We don’t have any customers at the moment, but what if we get another rush?

‘Go, it’s fine.’ Mags is already pushing me towards the door. ‘You’ll only be over the road. If we get busy, I’ll give you a shout.’

‘Are you sure?’ It isn’t right to bugger off mid-shift, but I really would like to go for a picnic with Caleb and Cara. I love a picnic and the weather is so nice today.

‘I insist.’ Mags gives me another nudge. ‘And Owen will be here soon, so I won’t be on my own for long. He said he’d drop by when he finishes work and take me out for something to eat when we close.’

‘Wait!’ I dig my heels in. ‘We need cake. And a blanket.’ A picnic isn’t a true picnic without a blanket and it doesn’t look like Caleb has one tucked away in his supermarket carrier bag. ‘Cara, why don’t you and your daddy pick out some cakes – my treat – and I’ll run up to the flat for a blanket?’

Up in the flat, I rush to the bathroom to check I look okay, reapplying my lip gloss and adding a touch of mascara before grabbing the crocheted throw I keep on the back of my sofa and hurrying back down to the teashop, where Caleb and Cara are waiting with a box of cakes.

‘How’s this for casual?’ Caleb whispers as we cross the street to the garden.

‘Super-casual,’ I say, though knowing this is a date makes it not-very-casual-at-all in my books. Still, I won’t let my nerves ruin the day and we forge ahead, finding a nice shaded spot underneath a towering oak tree. We set out the blanket, sitting on the edges while we fill the centre with our goodies. Caleb has brought a variety of sandwiches, packs of sausage rolls and mini pork pies, and a large carton of apple juice.

‘No wine, I’m afraid,’ Caleb says with an apologetic shrug. ‘But we can pretend it’s the good stuff.’

‘We have cake,’ I point out. ‘That’s all the good stuff I need.’ I open the box and peer inside. ‘Good choices.’ We have a double chocolate cupcake, a slice of carrot cake and a chocolate orange trifle to choose from, plus a handful of Mags’s jammy dodgers.

‘All chosen by Cara,’ Caleb says, ruffling his daughter’s hair.

‘You have very good taste,’ I tell her. ‘I’d have chosen exactly the same.’

Cara, who has already started on the sausage rolls and is sporting a flaky pastry goatee, grins at me. ‘We’re cake twins.’

‘Yes,’ I say with a grin of my own. ‘We are.’

It’s such a gorgeous late afternoon, I kick off my shoes and socks, spreading my legs out so that the grass tickles my toes. There’s nothing quite like the feel of grass on bare feet, like being kissed by nature, over and over again. Cara copies, slipping off her sandals and stretching out as she chomps the rest of her sausage roll.

‘Daddy, I’m thirsty,’ she says when it’s all gone, bar the confetti of flakes down her front.

Caleb grabs the carton of juice, but slaps a hand against his forehead. ‘I forgot about glasses. I should have bought some plastic cups.’

‘I’ll go and grab some glasses from the teashop.’ I’m already pulling my socks and shoes towards me. ‘Won’t be a minute.’

I dash across the grass towards the gate, slowing down when I reach the street and brushing the grass from my jeans. I step into the teashop, explaining to Mags about the missing glasses situation, but the words dry up when I spot the person now sitting at the table nearest the counter. He has a cup of coffee and a couple of untouched shortbread biscuits on a plate in front of him. Hearing the door open, he looks up and smiles when he sees me standing in the doorway.

‘Maddie.’ He’s out of his seat and striding towards me, but I manage to unscramble my brain and sidestep him before he reaches me.

‘Joel,’ I say, folding my arms across my chest in a protective rather than confrontational way. ‘What are you doing here?’




Chapter Thirty-Four

‘I saw you in the paper,’ Joel says, the handsome smile that was once a permanent fixture in my life on his face, warm and disarming in equal measure. ‘I had no idea my little Maddie could be an actual businesswoman. I remember you talking about your teashop and it sounded like a nice dream but not something that would happen in real life. But look at you! You’ve only gone and pulled it off. And now you’re venturing into the dating game. I’m so proud of you.’

I take two things from this conversation so far:

1) Joel never had any faith in me, no matter how enthusiastic he was whenever I shared my dream. He didn’t think I could ‘pull it off’. He’d been either humouring me the whole time or secretly wishing I’d stop banging on about it.

2) The smile I’d always thought was so dreamy is actually 90s’ game-show cheese. I half expect him to wink at the camera while making some inappropriate comment about the length of my skirt (if I were actually wearing one and not my jeans, that is).

‘I told you about the teashop the other week,’ I remind Joel, though quite why I want him to recall me looking like a sweaty mess is beyond me.

‘I know, but …’ Joel gives a lazy shrug. He doesn’t seem in any hurry to finish the sentence and I have a handsome man and his thirsty little girl waiting for me in the garden.

‘Is that all?’ I ask and Joel looks momentarily stunned, blinking at me as though trying to work out what just happened here. He isn’t used to being brushed off. He’s used to women – including myself – fawning over him. Well, not this time, mister. ‘Because I’m actually quite busy.’

I can see Mags out of the corner of my eye, hovering behind the counter and probably wondering why I’m being rude to a customer. Everyone now knows about my unsavoury past, but only Nicky has actually glimpsed Joel so Mags probably isn’t up to speed and I don’t have the time to pop over and explain.

‘No, that isn’t all.’ Joel adjusts the brightness of his mega-watt smile, almost blinding me as his teeth glint in a toothpaste-advert kind of way. They’re much shinier than the last time I’d seen him properly (though he wasn’t actually smiling back then. He was making a mad scramble for his clothes while Penny squealed on the bed as though we were all part of a bad soap opera). He’s either had his teeth chemically whitened or had veneers fitted. Either way, his teeth are as fake as his smarmy smile.

‘I’ve missed you, Maddie.’ Joel opens his arms for me to fling my pathetic little body into, but they fall to his side when I refuse to comply. I’m not playing Joel’s game. I’m not running back into his arms because he’s suddenly decided I’m worthy. Where was he a year ago when I needed those arms and a damn good explanation? Because I never got one, not from Joel, anyway and the pitiful excuses from Penny weren’t worth the seconds I’d wasted listening to them.

A year ago, I probably would have run into those arms, swallowing every lousy excuse Joel fed me, just so we could stay together. But I have more respect for myself now. More self-worth. I don’t need Joel and from the expression on Joel’s face, it’s dawning on him too. Over the past few seconds, Joel’s face has quickly morphed from shock, to puzzlement and now realisation.

‘Maddie.’ He laughs, still unsure, still thinking he has a chance. ‘Come on. You know we were great together. Penny was a mistake. A stupid, drunken mistake.’

‘You weren’t drunk,’ I point out. ‘Unless you’d started drinking at quarter to nine on a Tuesday morning.’ I’d been on my way to work, but had dashed home when I realised I’d left the fob I needed to gain entry into the office on top of the chest of drawers in the bedroom. As you’ve gathered, I found more than the fob when I pushed open the door.

I sometimes wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t left it behind that morning. Would Joel and I have ended up going ahead with the wedding? Would Penny have been his bit on the side while I started married life blissfully unaware of what was happening under my nose (or between my sheets, rather)? As painful as the image of the two of them was, I think in the long run that forgotten fob did me a favour.

‘Why are you being like this?’ Joel is edging away from contrite and shuffling towards attack, his brow furrowed as he eyes me. What he means is, why aren’t you playing along? Why aren’t you being the soft-touch Maddie I knew and loved (if he ever had)?

‘Why are you being like this?’ I ask. ‘Why now all of a sudden, after a year? I could understand if you’d read in the paper that I’d just scooped fifty big ones on the EuroMillions, but this is it.’ I indicate the teashop, which is empty apart from the three of us. ‘This is all I have.’

‘You’re all I want.’ Joel widens his eyes to puppy proportions and stretches one corner of his mouth into a half-smile. Once upon a time, I’d have thought he looked adorable and vulnerable. Now I think he looks gormless. ‘I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since I saw you outside the pub the other week, and when I saw you in the paper, I knew it was a sign.’

‘You don’t believe in signs.’ Has Joel always been so full of clichéd rubbish? Is it like the game-show smile: it’s always been there but I’ve been blind to it until now? I bet he was rubbish in bed really, too. It’s a pity I’m not on speaking terms with Penny after all – we could have compared notes.

‘I believe in us.’ The other side of Joel’s mouth flickers upwards to create a full-sized smile. His arms widen again, creating the space for my body to fall into.

As if.

I believe in us. Ugh. How did I ever fall for this so-called charm?

‘Me and you,’ I say, waving a hand between us. ‘Are a bit like the tooth fairy. You can believe in it all you want, but it doesn’t make it an actual thing beyond your imagination.’

Joel’s smile falters. ‘What are you saying?’

‘I think she’s saying sling your hook, sweetie,’ Mags pipes up, striding out from behind the counter. She heads to the door, opening it wide. ‘Would you like me to pop your shortbread in a bag for you?’

‘Maddie?’ Joel opens his arms fractionally wider. ‘Don’t do this.’

‘Do you honestly think we can pick up where we left off?’ I ask him. ‘Forget that you slept with my best friend?’

Joel’s mouth droops open, shocked that I’ve brought that up in front of Mags. As though we could brush his infidelity under the carpet and carry on as normal. It’s a shame Joel isn’t as bright as his new teeth are.

‘In that case,’ Mags says, holding her hand out to indicate the street beyond the door. ‘You can forget about the shortbread. Out. Now.’

Joel finally drops his arms as he turns on Mags, his face scrunching up with pent-up anger. ‘This is none of your business, you nosy old cow. Piss off out of my face so I can talk to Maddie about our personal business.’

‘And what are you going to do if she doesn’t, sunshine?’ Owen has appeared, looking menacing with his steel-capped boots and a short-sleeved T-shirt that shows off his well-defined arms. He looks as though he could snap a tree trunk in half without so much as a grunt of effort. Joel likes to visit the gym, but it’s more about posing and taking selfies in the mirrors than actually working out. He likes to think he’s tough, but he doesn’t stand a chance with a meaty bloke like Owen. And he knows it.

‘You see, this is my girlfriend you’re talking to and I don’t appreciate the tone.’ Owen rests a hand on Mags’s shoulder while he awaits an answer.

‘She was interfering while I was trying to talk to Maddie,’ Joel says in a tiny voice. I almost feel sorry for him.

Nah, only kidding. I don’t feel an ounce of sympathy at all. I’d quite like to see a damp patch growing between his legs, in fact. Where was my sympathy when he broke my heart? When he left me to cancel our wedding on my own and break the news to our family and friends?

‘I think it’s best if you left, don’t you?’ Owen asks and Joel throws me one last look before he scuttles out of the teashop. I grab a chair once he’s out of sight and sink into it. I can’t believe that just happened. I can’t believe Joel turned up here, wanting me back, and I wasn’t tempted. Not even a little bit.

‘Oh, Maddie.’ Mags crouches beside me and throws her arms around me. ‘I had no idea. I wouldn’t have served him if I had.’

‘Do you need me to go after him?’ Owen asks. ‘Rough him up a bit? I don’t know what’s happened but it’d be no trouble.’

This time I am tempted, but I shake my head. ‘Thanks, but I’m okay.’ I kiss Mags’s cheek and squeeze her back. ‘I only came back for some glasses but I ended up getting a blast from the past. But I really am okay. It’s strange, but it’s made everything clearer in my mind.’

‘You’re not going to go after him, are you?’ Mags asks. She’s released me and is standing again. I suspect she’s gearing herself up to block my path should I choose the route of stupidity.

‘Absolutely not.’ I stand up and head behind the counter to grab some glasses. ‘There’s a picnic happening across the road and I’m missing all the fun.’




Chapter Thirty-Five

‘That sounds so romantic. Why can’t I find a guy who’ll take me for a picnic?’ Nicky sighs and shoves half a jam tart into her mouth at once. We’re sitting in the office for a catch-up while the teashop’s quiet. We haven’t had many of these quiet periods since Neal’s article went out a couple of days ago so Nicky and I are cherishing the moment with plenty of tea and cake.

I was up even earlier this morning to start the baking as it’s Mags’s day off and Victoria – bless her – would cause more harm than good if she attempted to boost our products. I’ll no doubt have to have another session in the kitchen later, especially as Nicky and I have heaped a plate with baked goods to aid our gossip.

‘It was romantic,’ I say. ‘Until Joel showed up.’

Nicky eyes widen, her eyebrows jumping up to her hairline. ‘Your best-friend-shagging ex?’

I surreptitiously wipe the jam tart spray from my lap. ‘I wouldn’t necessarily put it that way myself, but yep, that’s the one.’

‘What on God’s green earth did he want?’ Nicky shoves the other half of the jam tart in her mouth and leans in towards me, elbows resting on her lap and ears poised for the hot goss.

‘He said he misses me and we were great together.’ I roll my eyes. I still can’t quite grasp Joel’s motivation after so long, but men can be mysterious creatures. Perhaps he’d simply caught the vibe that I’m ready to move on and wanted to swoop in and remind me what I’d been clinging on to for the past year. The trouble – for Joel, at least – was that his reappearance only reaffirmed my belief that it was time to let go.

‘As though I could forget what he did and get back together with him,’ I say, just in case Nicky was under the impression I’d completely lost my senses.

‘Ugh mar goff.’ Nicky covers her mouth and performs a quick chew-and-swallow of the tart. Being sticky with jam, it isn’t an easy task. ‘What a bellend! And so big-headed of him to expect you to drop everything and swoon just because he so happens to want you back. What did Caleb say?’

‘He wasn’t there. I’d nipped back here for some glasses and there he was, waiting for me.’

‘I hope you told him to jog on.’

‘I didn’t need to.’ I grin at the memory of Joel scarpering like a little weasel. It had been worth the year-long wait. ‘Owen did. And he called Mags his girlfriend.’

Nicky’s shoulders slump. ‘Why can’t I find a guy who’ll call me his girlfriend?’ She grabs a mini brownie bite from the plate and throws it into her mouth.

‘You will, especially now you’re being more picky about the men you date. It may take a bit of time, but the results will be worth it, I promise you.’

‘I hope so.’ Nicky grabs another brownie and chomps it down.

‘So you’ve completely given up on the idea of Neal?’ I ask and Nicky nods her head, though she doesn’t look happy about the decision.

‘He’s just not into me. We’ve flirted a little bit and our little spats are so hot, but he’s never tried to take it any further.’

‘And you’ve never thought of making a move yourself?’ Nicky isn’t shy, especially when it comes to men, but she shakes her head and grabs a third brownie. I’m now thinking the mound of cakes wasn’t such a good idea. I should have added a bit of fresh fruit, at least.

‘There’s no point,’ Nicky says. ‘I’m not Victoria.’ She must be getting full as she tears the brownie in little chunks, only popping one morsel into her mouth at a time.

‘You still think he’s interested in Victoria?’

‘Absolutely. He goes out of his way to come and see her and he’s been helping her out loads. I know men and they don’t pull off the damsel in distress rescue mission unless they want a happily ever after with the girl.’

‘I don’t see it,’ I say as Nicky pops the last of the brownie into her mouth. ‘Yes, he’s been helping her out, but I think he genuinely felt bad about the Nathan interview and when I look at the two of them together, I don’t see any attraction there. They’re mates, but I don’t see anything else happening between them.’

Nicky offers me the last brownie on the plate, but I shake my head. I’ve nibbled at a jam tart but I’m too nervous to eat anything more. This evening is the opening night of The Sweetest Kiss and although I’m doing my best to appear calm and collected on the outside, inside I’m like a washing machine on a fast spin cycle, with my stomach churning round and round like a drum full of damp clothes. With a shrug, Nicky pops the brownie in her mouth, washing it down with a couple of slurps of tea.

‘So, anyway,’ she says once she’s finished, ‘back to the picnic. How did it go after the bellend had run along home? Did you and Caleb kiss?’ She pushes her lips into a pout and makes kissy noises while batting her eyelashes.

I find myself blushing, even though we didn’t actually kiss. ‘Cara was with us. I hardly think we want to share our first kiss with his four-year-old as an audience.’

‘I suppose not,’ Nicky says. ‘This is why I never date men who already have children.’

‘Like you have dating restrictions,’ I tease.

‘I do now,’ Nicky says. ‘I’m picky now, remember?’

‘So what are your picky preferences?’ I ask.

Nicky takes a sip of tea while she considers her answer. ‘He’s got to be older than me. I’ve gone for younger guys before and while they were fun, I’m getting serious now and I want someone more mature. Someone who’s at least thinking about settling down in the near future.’

‘Not Neal then,’ I say. ‘Judging by what he said the other week. Unless you think you’re the one who can tame him …?’

I’m teasing but Nicky avoids eye contact. ‘I’m not talking about Neal. I’ve moved away from that idea.’

‘Of course. Silly me.’

‘I have!’ Nicky insists, but she still won’t look at me.

‘So what else is on your list?’ I ask.

Nicky holds out a hand so she can tick the items off on her fingers. ‘He has to have an interesting job. I don’t want someone with a boring, nine-to-five desk job. And he’s got to be adventurous and up for a laugh. I want to settle down eventually, but that doesn’t mean we have to be miserable and tucked up in bed with cocoa by nine o’clock.’

That actually sounds pretty good to me. I love a mug of cocoa and an early night, especially when I have to be up before the birds to bake.

‘And he can’t still live at home with his parents.’ Nicky pulls a face at the very idea.

‘Nicky,’ I say slowly, ‘you still live at home with your parents.’

‘Exactly!’ Nicky throws her hands up in the air. ‘We need some privacy to do what nature intended hot couples to do, and we can hardly go at it with Mum and Dad in the next room. If he has his own place, we can do it there.’

‘What else?’

‘He has to like animals, especially domesticated ones. You can tell a lot about a person by the way they treat animals.’

I smile to myself, matching Neal up to all of these points so far.

‘And I know looks shouldn’t be the deciding factor, but I’ve got to be attracted to the guy. I quite like a ginger. I know red-headed blokes have taken a lot of stick over the years, but I think they can be quite sexy. Like Greg Rutherford.’

‘Or Neal Fisher,’ I say, unable to keep a straight face any longer. ‘You do realise you’re basically describing him, don’t you?’

‘I am not,’ Nicky says, but she knows there’s little point in denying it too vehemently. ‘Okay, maybe I am a little bit. But there are loads of guys out there who will match up too. Maybe I’ll find one at The Sweetest Kiss.’

My internal spin cycle speeds up even further and I clutch my stomach as it turns uncomfortably. In nine hours, I’ll find out whether my new business venture is viable and whether all the preparations and costs have been worth it.

There’s a tap at the office door and Victoria pops her head in.

‘Are we busy?’ I ask, already standing up.

‘Nothing I can’t handle,’ she tells me. ‘But I thought I’d let you know that your dad and Birdie are here.’

‘Already?’ I look at my watch, surprised to see how fast the morning is flying by. It seems like we’ve only just ploughed through the breakfast rush but it’s already mid-morning. I’ll need to check our stock levels to make sure we have enough to cover the lunchtime trade, which has picked up dramatically over the past couple of days. I don’t want to run out of cakes and treats and face hordes of hungry customers, so I may need to do a top-up bake beforehand.

‘I’d better be going anyway,’ Nicky says as Victoria slips back into the teashop. ‘I’ve got a facial at quarter past and I haven’t even set up my station yet. I’ll pop by this evening and help you set up if you’d like.’

‘That’d be great.’ I squeeze past a large sack of flour so I can give Nicky a hug. ‘I could also do with some moral support. I’m so nervous.’ I lift up a hand, giggling as it vibrates in front of me.

‘You have nothing to feel nervous about,’ Nicky assures me. ‘It’s going to be great.’

We head out into the teashop, which is ticking along nicely. Dad and Birdie are sitting by the window, with Robbie and his milkshake taking up a second table and a young couple taking a third. There are two shopping-bags-laden women at the counter, chatting away while Victoria pops their cakes into a paper bag. The teashop has a lovely, happy vibe with the radio playing an uplifting song from the nineties while the conversations taking place create a cheery background buzz. It is everything I ever hoped for the teashop and I have to pinch myself to believe it’s finally happening.

‘How do you feel about those two being a couple now you and Caleb are dating?’ Nicky whispers, her eyes falling on Dad and Birdie. Birdie’s face is lit up as Dad regales her with a tale that is making him chuckle.

I’m not entirely comfortable with the situation, if I’m honest. I still think it’s icky and keeping it in the family shouldn’t apply to relationships, but I’m falling for Caleb and I don’t think I could put a stop to it even if I wanted to. I practically bounced out of bed this morning with a smile on my face despite the gruesome hour, and all because I was remembering our picnic the day before. Even Joel’s ill-timed resurface couldn’t put a dampener on the experience. It had been perfect and sweet and fun and everything I’d wish for in a first, super-casual date. Some people may not have been keen on having a four-year-old chaperone, but Cara is delightful and her cute chatter put us both at ease and totally wiped out any pressure the date may otherwise have been weighed down by.

On the other hand, I couldn’t wish Dad and Birdie’s relationship away either. I haven’t seen Dad this content for years and I only hope it lasts and lasts, despite the icky feeling I’m trying hard to ignore.

‘I’m trying not to dwell on it,’ I tell Nicky.

It’s the only thing I can do under the circumstances.




Chapter Thirty-Six

‘What can I get you?’ I ask Dad and Birdie, pen poised over my little notepad as I stand by their table. As if I couldn’t guess. I have a massive apple crumble waiting in the kitchen that I haven’t dared to add to the menu in case it sold out before their arrival. I could perhaps face the wrath of one of them on their own, but as a double act ganging up on me? No chance.

‘Nothing for me just yet,’ Birdie says, scraping back her chair. ‘I’m just dropping your dad off while I go and have my hair seen to.’

This seems to be part of their new ritual; Dad will sit and have a cup of tea while Birdie pops over to the salon and then they enjoy their apple crumble together. I love how they’ve quickly fallen into a companionable routine, as though they’ve known each other for ever.

‘I won’t be long and then I want to hear all about your date with my grandson.’ Birdie winks at me as she passes, chuckling at my shocked face as she steps out of the teashop.

‘How does she know about that?’ I ask Dad as I slip into her vacated seat. News travels fast in Caleb’s family, it seems.

‘Cara told her this morning,’ Dad tells me. ‘Her before-school club was closed due to a leak, so Birdie said she’d take her to school this morning. She told her while they were on the way.’

‘And Birdie told you.’ I look at Dad closely, waiting for the ick factor to register. It doesn’t, which is slightly worrying. ‘Don’t you mind that I’m dating Caleb? Isn’t it a bit weird?’

‘You’re my daughter,’ Dad says. ‘I try not to think too much about your love life.’

There’s the ick factor, displayed fully on both our faces. No father should ever utter those words in relation to his offspring. Love life. Shudder.

‘Cup of tea?’ I ask and Dad nods, grateful for both the offer and the change of subject. I scurry behind the counter, where Victoria is busy serving another new customer.

‘This is such a sweet little place,’ the woman is saying as Victoria grabs a jam tart with a pair of tongs and places it into a paper bag. ‘I never knew it was here until my friend mentioned it yesterday. She said I had to come and try your cakes.’ I want to jump into the air with a raised fist. Yes! Publicity via word of mouth is exactly what we need. Whose word are you most likely to take to heart – those from a loved one or a printed flyer shoved through every other letterbox on your street?

‘Do you do parties?’ the woman asks and Victoria turns to me for the answer. I think about the failed summer party we held a few weeks ago, but decide not to divulge this to the customer. ‘It’s just I was thinking about putting on a princess tea party for my daughter. She’ll be turning six in a few weeks and I was going to have a few of her friends over to the house, but I think somewhere like this would be much nicer. It wouldn’t be anything too elaborate – a bit of bunting, teapots filled with juice, a few sandwiches and cakes. Is that something you could arrange?’

‘Absolutely,’ I say without hesitation. ‘It sounds like a gorgeous party for a little girl.’

Why didn’t I think of offering parties? Princess-themed tea parties, sophisticated hen parties, bake-your-own-cake birthday parties. The possibilities are endless if I put my mind to it. This is definitely another service I’m adding to the website!

I reach under the counter and grab one of the business cards I had printed last year. I ordered a box of five hundred and there are still over four hundred and ninety left. ‘Why don’t you pop back in when you have more time and we can sit down and discuss it in more detail? If you need to get in touch in the meantime, you can reach me on this number.’ I hand the card over with the bagged jam tart, somehow managing to hold back from giving a happy squeal until she’s paid and left the teashop.

‘It’s finally happening,’ I tell Victoria. ‘The business is finally taking off. All our hard work is going to be worth it.’

‘I’m glad,’ Victoria says. ‘You deserve this.’

I’m about to throw my arms around Victoria, but then I remember who is standing in front of me and how little she would appreciate the fuss. Instead, I make Dad’s cup of tea and sit down with him, filling him in on the potential new custom coming my way.

‘So how did your first official date go?’ I ask once I’ve finished gushing about the teashop.

Dad takes a sip of tea, his cheeks turning pink. ‘Good. I think.’

‘You think?’ It can’t have gone too wrong if they were still an item.

‘We had a nice evening,’ Dad says, bobbing his head up and down. ‘The food was nice. We’re going out again tomorrow.’

‘That’s brilliant.’ I reach across the table and give Dad’s hand a squeeze. ‘I’m happy for you. For both of you. You make a lovely couple.’

‘Steady on,’ Dad says, but he looks pleased.

A tame-haired Birdie returns twenty minutes later and I serve them generous helpings of apple crumble and custard. The teashop has quietened down, so I send Victoria on her break before trade picks up again. I’m in the middle of deciding whether to bake a batch of cupcakes or a rocky road tray bake once she returns when the door swings open and Mum steps hesitantly inside. I see her scan the teashop, her eyes falling on Dad and Birdie’s table, before she inches her way towards the counter.

‘Hello, Mum.’ I try not to sound cold, but I’m still angry with her for taking Penny’s side, as well as falling for Don while she was still married to Dad.

‘Madeleine.’ The corners of Mum’s lips tremble as she tries – and fails – to smile. ‘How are you?’

I’m bricking it about tonight’s date night, but I don’t tell Mum this. ‘I’m great. Fantastic. How are you?’

Mum looks down at her hands. ‘I’m ashamed of myself, actually.’ She looks up at me briefly before dropping her gaze again. ‘You were right – I should have been thinking about you and how everything had affected you. I was thinking of myself. No, feeling sorry for myself and projecting all the fear and loneliness I felt back then onto Penny. Of course she was in the wrong and you shouldn’t forgive and forget. You’ve made a new life for yourself and I’m proud of you.’

Mum looks up and holds my eye this time, managing a weak smile. ‘I’m sorry. I truly am.’ She takes a peek over her shoulder, to where Dad and Birdie are tucking into their apple crumbles. Dad lifts a hand in greeting but he doesn’t get up as he once would have. ‘Is that …?’

‘Dad’s new girlfriend?’ I ask. ‘Yes, it is.’

‘She looks nice.’

‘She is. Birdie’s been good for Dad.’

‘I’m glad,’ Mum says. ‘I still care about him, you know. He wasn’t just my husband for all those years. He was my best friend too and I hated hurting him the way I did, but I couldn’t help the way I felt. It was the right decision to go.’ Mum nods her head, as though she’s reaffirming this to herself as well as to me. ‘And he looks happy now.’

It’s taken long enough for him to reach this point, I almost say, but I keep it locked inside. Mum’s right; you can’t stay with someone just to make them happy.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ I ask instead. ‘I’ll even throw in a cake, on me.’

Mum smiles and nods. ‘Those jam tarts have my name written all over them.’

Caleb texts me at lunchtime, but I’m so rushed off my feet I don’t get the chance to answer until mid-afternoon. The teashop has quietened down by two o’clock so I leave Victoria manning the counter while I slip into the kitchen to start preparing the bakes for tonight. I’ve decided on a menu of mini Black Forest trifles, bite-sized apple tartlets with a salted caramel sauce, chocolate mousse with candied orange peel, miniature homemade Jaffa cakes, and finally a pear and Prosecco sorbet. I’ve already mapped out the recipes and I’ve made each individual dish a million times before, so everything should run along smoothly.

I’m elbow deep in pastry when I remember the text message that came through earlier. Wiping my hands on a towel, I grab my phone from the front pocket of my apron and open the text.

How are you feeling about tonight? xxx

I smile at the use of three kisses and tap out a reply.

Terrified! Prepping the desserts while we’re quiet xxx

I hang around for a reply, which comes almost immediately.

You have nothing to be scared about. Tonight will be amazing! xxx

More kisses!

How are you texting, btw? Are you skipping school? :O xxx

I’m hiding in the PE store cupboard. Ssh ;) xxx

That’s nine kisses Caleb has sent me now and I suddenly wish they were real-life, on-the-lips kisses. Feeling bold, I tap out a message.

Why don’t you come over tonight? We can celebrate the success (fingers crossed) of The Sweetest Kiss xxx

I press send before I can change my mind and lean against the counter, praying Caleb answers with a yes. I don’t think I’d be able to pluck up the courage to invite him round again if he turns me down.

‘Maddie?’ Victoria pops her head around the kitchen door, waving her ringing mobile at me. ‘Do you mind if I take this in the office? It’s really important.’ She bites her lip and flashes me her very best puppy dog eyes. How can I refuse?

‘Go on then.’ I grab the towel and give my hands a more thorough rub before making my way out into the teashop. The only people still remaining in the teashop are Robbie and Annette from the florist’s, and as they’ve already been served and are currently working their way through a banana milkshake and a handful of mini brownie bites, I sneak a peek at my phone.

I’ll be there! Do you need a waiter? xxx

I slip my phone back into my apron pocket as Victoria surges back into the teashop, eyes wide and hands slightly trembling as she takes hold of my forearms.

‘I’ve just been on the phone to Abigail Taylor,’ she tells me, squeezing my arms slightly too hard. Her words come out in a massive rush and it takes all of my concentration to keep up with them. ‘My mate’s a barman at The Farthing, and he told me the singer they’d booked has cancelled and I could take the gig if I wanted to. I told Abigail about it just now, expecting her to say it was too short notice, but she says she’s free and can come and see me. So I’ve got to sing tomorrow night in front of Abigail. I’ve never performed on my own before. I don’t even have the equipment! What am I going to do?’

‘You’re going to calm down,’ I tell her, leading her into the office. I keep the door open, just in case any more customers arrive, and seat her at the desk. ‘Take a few deep breaths and we’ll see if we can work it out.’

It turns out Victoria isn’t so worried about the lack of equipment; she’s sure one of her mates can lend her what she needs. It’s more the fact that everything is happening so fast and she doesn’t feel prepared.

‘I’ve never performed without the guys,’ she tells me. ‘What if I can’t do it on my own?’

‘You can do it,’ I tell her. ‘You’re an amazing singer and if Abigail didn’t think you had potential, she wouldn’t be wasting her time by coming to see you on a Saturday evening.’

‘I’m scared,’ Victoria admits.

‘Me too. I’m terrified tonight is going to be a huge flop, but I’ve got to try, haven’t I?’ I think about Nicky’s offer to come over for moral support and how much that simple act means to me. ‘Why don’t I come to the gig? I’ll ask Mags and Nicky to come too and we can be your groupies. Maybe Caleb and Neal will come too. We’ll cheer and scream really loudly so Abigail has no doubt how talented you are.’

Victoria smiles and I see her shoulders drop ever so slightly. ‘Thanks, Maddie.’

I leave Victoria to make some calls about the equipment she needs and head back into the teashop, slipping my phone out of my pocket to send another text to Caleb.

Victoria’s freaking out about a gig she has tomorrow night. Trying to get a group together for support. You in? xxx

It’s my night with Cara. Will ask Nan if she’ll babysit xxx

I’m torn between wanting to spend time with Caleb and taking away his time with his daughter. In the end, it’s the guilt that replies.

No, you spend time with Cara. We’ll just scream extra loud to make up for it :P xxx

I’ll ask Nan to keep an eye on Cara and come over when she’s in bed to help cheer Victoria on xxx

I’ve lost count of the number of kisses we’ve exchanged by text, but hopefully we’ll get to experience the real thing very soon.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

I manage to prepare the bakes for tonight in between serving customers, so all I’ll need to do later are a few finishing touches. I’m contemplating escaping to the office with a cup of tea when the teashop’s phone rings. Victoria is busy wiping down the recently vacated tables so I pick up the receiver, tucking it between my ear and shoulder so I can make a cup of tea at the same time.

‘Hello, Sweet Street Teashop.’ I grab a teabag and throw it into a cup. My stomach is still a mass of nerves, so I’ll forgo the cake during my break and stick with just the tea.

‘Can I speak to Madeleine Lamington please?’ the voice on the other end asks.

‘Speaking.’ I add boiling water to the cup and turn to the fridge for the milk. But I soon forget about the milk when the woman on the phone explains she’s calling from a local news program and they’re hoping to feature The Sweetest Kiss at the end of their six o’clock bulletin. It’ll only be a short feature, a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it sort of thing, but I’m stunned. My teashop is going to be on TV!

‘I know it’s short notice,’ the woman, whose name I have forgotten in the excitement, says. ‘We were supposed to be filming at the animal sanctuary up the road but they’ve had to cancel at the last minute. I read about your date night in the paper the other day and I thought it’d be of interest to our viewers. It’ll be great exposure for future events.’

Won’t it just! We’re going to be on TV!

Uh-oh. We’re going to be on TV.

‘What do you think?’ the woman asks, interrupting my thoughts. I’d already mentally bolted up the stairs to my flat and changed out of my jeans and trainers. ‘We could be with you in half an hour.’

‘That sounds great,’ I say, reaching behind my back to untie my apron. We say goodbye and I babble a quick explanation at Victoria before I bolt out of the back of the teashop and up to my flat. Kicking off my trainers while hopping over to the wardrobe, I fling open its doors and contemplate my clothing choices. They’re pretty slim, to be honest. I have the odd dress but I mainly stick to comfy, worn-in jeans or leggings. Of the dresses, the most suitable is a navy, short-sleeved tea dress with tiny pale blue roses. I throw my jeans and T-shirt onto the bed and slip the dress over my head.

Grabbing a pair of black ballet pumps, I do a run-hop-slip-shoe-on combo through the flat. Once the shoes are on, I race down to the teashop again, calling to Victoria that I’ll be back in five minutes as I make a dash for the door at the front. I pelt down Kingsbury Road and push my way into Nicky’s salon.

‘I’m going to be on TV,’ I rasp. ‘Hair’s a mess. Only got twenty minutes before crew arrive.’

Nicky, who is midway through an eyelash tint, springs into action, pulling me towards one of the swivelling chairs sitting in front of a large mirror. ‘I’ll be with you in thirty seconds. You shall go to the ball!’

Once Nicky’s customer is chemical-free, she waves her magic wand over my hair (a magic wand that’s shaped like a brush) and pins my locks into a casual yet elegant up do. Next comes the make-up, which is applied far more liberally than I’m comfortable with.

‘It’s for the cameras,’ Nicky tells me, sweeping blusher in an alarming shade onto my cheeks. ‘Trust me.’

I do, until Victoria bursts out laughing when I return to the teashop, finger pointing at my face and everything.

‘Too much?’ I ask, but Victoria can’t speak as she’s still overcome with the hilarity of it all. Ducking into the kitchen, I do my best to dab off the worst of the make-up while keeping some intact. I’ve managed to make myself look a bit more presentable when the crew’s van pulls up outside the teashop, spilling people and equipment onto the pavement.

‘Madeleine Lamington?’ a woman asks as she strides into the teashop, her hand outstretched.

‘Maddie,’ I say, shaking her hand. Neal didn’t refer to me as Madeleine in the article so the woman must have carried out a bit of research beforehand, which is a bit unnerving. I’ve never been researched before, unless googling my own name counts.

‘We’re just going to set up. Is over here by the window okay? We’ll have you seated with a few cakes and a cup of tea, to set the mood, and then we’ll do a quick interview. We’ve only got a three-minute slot to fill, so it won’t be anything too heavy.’

I grab a plate, filling it with jam tarts, brownies and a couple of the best-looking cupcakes while the camera is put into place. Victoria makes tea for everyone and then it’s show time.

‘And finally, we have Manchester’s answer to Cilla Black as teashop owner Madeleine Lamington is set to matchmake couples with cake this evening. We’ve all heard of speed dating, but have you ever heard of cake dating?’

The presenter in the studio cocks one eyebrow at the camera before the shot switches to the exterior of Sweet Street Teashop, with the reporter I met this afternoon standing outside. She outlines the idea behind The Sweetest Kiss before popping inside, joining me at the table filled with tea and cake.

‘There you are!’ Nicky squeals, pointing at the TV. Nicky, Victoria, Caleb and I have gathered in the flat after closing the teashop so we can watch the news before we launch The Sweetest Kiss, which will be starting in just over an hour.

‘What inspired you start a dating service in your teashop?’ the reporter asks TV-me.

‘I love baking and I want to share that love with others. I’ve seen how cake can bring people together and I want to replicate that week after week.’

‘Oh, God.’ I groan, covering my face with my hands as TV-me witters on about intimate settings, carefully matched groups and – worst of all – love being sweet. ‘I sound like a buffoon.’

‘You do not.’ Caleb pulls my hands away so I close my eyes, watching TV-me through a tiny slit as it seems easier somehow this way.

‘It’s like speed dating,’ TV-me says now. ‘With cake.’

And that’s it. The shot returns to the studio, where the presenter wraps up the show.

‘You were great,’ Caleb tells me.

‘I can’t believe my bestie was on TV!’ Nicky throws her arms around me and gives me a squeeze. ‘My mum’s recording it and everything.’

I pull a face. ‘Mine too. And Dad. I bet I’ll have to rewatch it next time I go round.’

‘They’ll be so proud of you, hun,’ Nicky tells me. ‘I know I am.’

‘I was only on for thirty seconds,’ I point out.

‘That’s thirty more seconds than I’ve been on TV,’ Victoria says.

‘But you’re going to be on TV all the time when you’re a megastar.’

‘Do you think you’ll get to do Graham Norton?’ Nicky asks her. ‘I love a bit of Graham, don’t you? I want to get flipped in his chair.’

I turn off the TV and we make our way down to the teashop. Technically, Victoria’s shift ended over an hour ago, but she stuck around to watch our segment on the news. She offers to stay to help out with The Sweetest Kiss, but I insist she goes home and prepares for her gig tomorrow. Nicky and Caleb have already agreed to come with me in support of Victoria, and although Mags and Owen have plans, they’re going to pop in first.

‘I’ve got a couple of helpers for tonight,’ I tell Victoria, nodding at Nicky and Caleb, so she grabs her coat, wishes me luck and heads off. The three of us quickly get to work, draping crisp white tablecloths over each table and placing the mini lamps I found pretty cheap online in the centre. The lamps are all charged via USB so there aren’t any health-and-safety issues with trailing wires. We set them to low to create a romantic atmosphere. Beside each lamp is the table number, which I’ve printed onto thick card and laminated. I take a shot of table one and upload it across our social media.

All ready for tonight’s date night! Who would be your perfect match? #TheSweetestKiss

There’s a knock at the door, which sends me into a bit of a panic as the participants aren’t due to arrive for another twenty minutes, but it’s only Neal and his camera.

‘I thought I’d take a few shots for a follow-up piece, if that’s okay?’ he asks. I’d be mad not to take him up on the offer. His first article has already created a buzz that will hopefully build more and more through word of mouth.

‘You won’t need to step in this time,’ he tells Nicky, who posed for a photo during the trial run. ‘Though that photo last time was fantastic. A couple of the guys at work asked if you were still single, but don’t worry – I told them you weren’t.’

‘And why would you do that?’ Nicky asks, but Neal doesn’t hear as his attention is caught across the room when the teashop door opens. A girl in her early twenties steps hesitantly inside, wide eyes searching the room. She’s small – barely five feet – with a long blonde ponytail and fringe and a twinkling piercing in her nose.

‘I’m early, I know. Sorry.’ She bites her lip and I notice another stud below her lower lip. ‘I can’t help it. My mum says I’ll be early for my own funeral.’

‘Bea!’ Neal strides away from Nicky, enveloping the girl in a bear hug. ‘Guys, this is my baby sister.’

‘Hello, Bea.’ I make an ushering movement with my hand. ‘Come in properly.’

‘Are you sure?’ she asks. ‘I can wait outside for a bit, until it’s time.’

‘Don’t be daft. We’re pretty much set up now.’ I take a look around the teashop. It looks pretty damn good with our little adjustments. I just hope the paying participants think so too.

‘I think Neal might like me,’ Nicky whispers while he and Bea are chatting. ‘Some of his workmates asked if I was single and he told them no. Why would he do that if he wasn’t trying to ward them off?’

‘I can’t think of any other reason,’ I say.

Nicky grasps hold of my hands and gives them a squeeze. ‘Maybe he’s actually shy when it comes to women. Do you think I should …?’ She nods her head firmly. ‘Yes, I’m going to do it. I’m going to make a move on him tonight.’




Chapter Thirty-Eight

I nip up to the flat to change before the other participants arrive, swapping the blue tea dress I’d put on for the news item for the maroon dress I bought especially for this evening, as I wanted to smarten myself up for the event. The sleeveless dress is cut to just above the knee and has a scooped neckline and a wide silver belt to add a bit of interest. I finish off the look with a pair of simple black slingbacks and a pair of dangly silver earrings. I add a tiny bit of make-up (anything more will only slide down my face from the heat of the oven) and return to the teashop, where I finish off the Black Forest trifles with whipped cream and a glacé cherry.

By the time I’ve finished, the other participants are beginning to filter into the teashop. Imogen and Zoe are here, looking even more stunning than usual, as well as Nicky’s nail technician, Olivia. Robbie and Little Jordan are hovering on the sidelines, eyes wide and palms more than likely sweaty. There are two more guys I don’t recognise who are students from the local college. I mingle, introducing myself to newcomers, Tay and Krishna, while we wait for the last two participants, which according to my list, are Rehana and George from next door.

I check the time. They’re late.

‘Rehana and George aren’t here,’ I hiss at Nicky. She’s been chatting to Neal and Bea while I’ve been mingling and although I don’t want to pull her away from Neal, I’m feeling pretty desperate. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘You’ll have to go ahead without them,’ Nicky says. ‘At least the male to female ratio is even.’

‘But I’ve promised everybody five dates, not four.’ This is a disaster. My first event hasn’t even started yet and it’s hit a snag.

‘Relax.’ Nicky takes me by the shoulders and takes a deep breath in through her nose, allowing it to leave slowly through her mouth. I copy the action but rather than calming me, it just makes me light-headed.

‘I can’t relax.’ I bat her hands away. ‘I need to think of a solution, and fast. We’re already running late.’

Nicky purses her lips and then her eyes light up. ‘Neal and I can make up the numbers. I’ve been secretly eyeing up the Black Forest trifles anyway.’ Eyeing up our journalist friend, more like, but I don’t say anything as the door opens and Rehana rushes into the teashop. While I’m mightily relieved, Nicky looks disappointed by her arrival.

‘Where have you been?’ I ask Rehana, keeping my voice low so the others don’t realise anything is amiss.

‘I’ve been rock-paper-scissoring with George,’ Rehana explains, which makes no sense at all. My frown relays this information to Rehana, prompting her to elaborate. ‘We didn’t think this through. Both of us agreed to take part this week but neither of us wants to date the other.’ She pulls a face. ‘It’d be like dating my brother.’ She shudders. ‘So we had to decide who should come tonight.’

‘And you didn’t think to tell me about this problem any sooner?’ If I’d had more time, I could have organised someone else to take George’s place from the list. It won’t look very professional if I start ringing around now on the off-chance one of the singletons doesn’t have plans on a Friday night. Plus, I’m pretty sure the further delay wouldn’t go down too well with the others waiting in the teashop for their dates and desserts.

‘Sorry.’ Rehana shrugs and I’m overcome with the urge to give her a hard, soap-style slap across the face. I’m not usually a violent person, but Rehana and George’s antics are tempting me over to the dark side.

‘What’s going on?’ Nicky asks, so I explain about the Rehana/George situation. ‘So you only need one more bloke to make up the numbers. Why don’t you ask Neal to step in?’

‘I can’t do that.’ I point at Neal, who is still chatting with Bea. ‘His sister’s taking part. That’d be way worse than Rehana and George dating.’

Rehana opens her mouth to disagree, but I flash her an icy glare and she shuts it again.

‘How about Caleb?’ Nicky suggests.

My eyes travel across the teashop to where Caleb is chatting with one of the college students. Stretching my mouth into its most beguiling smile, I sidle over to plead my case.

‘No way.’ Caleb gives his head a firm shake at my request. ‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’ I ask. ‘You’ve done it before. This will be the same.’

Caleb shakes his head again. ‘It isn’t the same at all. At the trial, we all knew it wasn’t real, that it was just a run-through. Plus, I was single back then.’

‘And now you’re not.’ I can feel a humongous smile spreading across my face, stretching until my teeth are on display. I probably resemble the Cheshire cat but I don’t care. Caleb and I haven’t talked about any formal labels for our relationship, but he’s practically just changed his Facebook status to ‘in a relationship’. With me!

‘I’d like to think I’m not,’ Caleb says.

‘I’d like to think that too,’ I manage to say through my toothy grin. The only problem is, Caleb is right. I can’t send him into The Sweetest Kiss under the pretence of being a single bloke. But then there’s only one other single bloke not currently taking part …

‘Hello and welcome to The Sweetest Kiss.’ I’m a trembling bag of nerves as I address the dating hopefuls before me. After a ton of negotiation, Neal has thankfully agreed to step into George’s shoes so we can finally begin. Bea, as compensation for dating four men instead of five, has accepted a free pass for another Sweetest Kiss night, plus oodles of cake to sweeten the deal. ‘I’m just going to run through the evening’s format and then we’ll begin.’ Luckily, I’ve made notes as I’m so nervous, my brain wouldn’t have been able to convey the rules of speed dating. I doubt I could have recalled my own name unprompted.

Once I’ve made the rules clear and I’ve assigned everybody with a numbered sticker, the women all take their places at the relevant table before the men sit opposite their first date of the evening. Nicky, Caleb and I distribute the trifles and discreetly move aside so the fifteen-minute date can begin. Neal’s first date is with Imogen and I can see Nicky watching them, searching for any sign of attraction. I recall Neal ticked Imogen’s name during the trial run, but although the date seems to be going well enough, I’m relieved to note it isn’t overly flirtatious. I’m not sure Nicky could cope with seeing the man of her affections being charmed by another woman up close.

I take a look around at the other participants, who mostly seem to be getting along great. Bea is giggling at something Krishna has said, Tay looks completely smitten with Zoe, and Olivia is definitely flashing some positive vibes at Robbie. It’s only Rehana and Little Jordan who seem to be having problems as Rehana sits with her arms folded across her chest as she shoots Little Jordan a challenging look, as though daring him to break the stony silence that envelops their table.

‘How do you think it’s going?’ I whisper to Nicky once we’ve distributed the next set of desserts for round two.

‘Great,’ Nicky says, her eyes falling on Neal. ‘He wasn’t really flirty with Imogen and there’s more of a spark between Neal and Bea than there is between him and Zoe right now.’

I actually meant how is The Sweetest Kiss going, but whatever.

My own eyes wander to Neal and Zoe. They’re laughing about something, but Zoe’s laugh is too rumbly to be considered flirtatious. Surely she’d be girlishly giggling if she was interested. My eyes wander to the next table, where Bea is chatting animatedly with Tay, but it’s the next table that holds my interest. Rehana, who had spent her date with Little Jordan looking surly, is now licking the mousse off her spoon suggestively while keeping eye contact with Krishna. Her face falls when I ring the bell to signal the end of round two.

The rest of the evening runs smoothly and each participant hands in their completed scorecard before they leave. I take the cards into the office and have a quick look. Neal’s card, I’m surprised to see, is completely blank, though he has ticks from both Imogen and Olivia. There are three matches: Zoe is matched with Tay, and Bea is matched with both Krishna and Little Jordan. I’ll contact them tomorrow via text so they can arrange to see each other again. It’s no surprise that Rehana has put a giant tick against Krishna’s name, but she’ll be disappointed that he hasn’t reciprocated.

‘That went well,’ Caleb says, joining me in the office.

‘It did. Thanks for stepping in and taking the photos for Neal. I don’t know what I would have done if he hadn’t helped out. I was worried the first night was going to be a major flop.’

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t take part,’ Caleb says. ‘But it wouldn’t have been right to dupe those women into thinking they were getting five dates. Plus, it feels wrong to even pretend to date another woman. I don’t want to eat cake with anybody but you.’ Caleb takes a step towards me and my heart starts thumping. This is it, it thinks, he’s going to kiss you now. I place the scorecards on the desk and stand up to meet Caleb. He smiles at me and I close my eyes, totally ready for this kiss. Totally wanting this kiss.

But it doesn’t happen. Caleb’s mobile starts ringing, interrupting the moment.

Caleb groans. ‘Sorry. It’s Mum.’

‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘Take it. I need to clear everything up anyway.’ I make a dash from the office as Caleb answers the phone. I start to switch off the lamps, boxing them up and placing them on the counter. Nicky and Neal help out, gathering tablecloths and stray dishes so that by the time Caleb returns from the office, the teashop is pretty much back to normal.

‘Everything okay?’ Neal asks Caleb as Nicky and I carry the lamps into the office to store away until next week.

‘Just Mum fussing,’ Caleb says as I pass. ‘She’s worried about Nan and this bloke she’s seeing. He’s a bit of an arsehole to be honest, but Nan’s more than capable of looking after herself.’

I pause, my mouth slowly opening until it’s a dark, gaping hole. I couldn’t have heard that right. Caleb didn’t just call Dad an arsehole, did he?

‘What’s up with him?’ Neal asks, oblivious to me hovering behind them.

‘Nothing major,’ Caleb says. ‘He can be a bit of a miserable git, that’s all. I can’t see them working out for long, but it isn’t my place to say anything.’

And yet here he is, saying it. Slagging off my dad. In front of me. Do I say anything? Let him know I’ve overheard? Or do I wimp out and scuttle off to the office?

‘Where shall I put the lamps?’ Nicky asks when I creep into the office.

I am a wimp. A wuss. A complete yellow-livered coward. I’ve never been any good at confrontation and today is no exception.

‘Just in here.’ I sidestep bags of flour and open the small cupboard at the back of the office, where we store the lamps. Nicky is chatting away but I’m not really listening. What have I done? I thought I knew Caleb well enough, thought that he was sweet, thoughtful and caring, but he’s none of the above. Why have I allowed myself to get swept away, opening myself up to be hurt again? Didn’t Joel teach me anything? Caleb and I were hardly heading down the aisle, but I’d allowed myself to hope that this was the beginning of something and now all my hopes have been dashed. Again. I feel like such a fool.

‘Yoo-hoo!’ Nicky waves a hand in front of my face. ‘You okay, hun?’

‘Sorry?’ I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts away and bring me back to the office and the conversation Nicky is trying to have with me.

‘I said we should go out for a celebratory drink once we’ve finished, but you were away with the fairies.’

‘Sorry.’ I give my head another quick shake. ‘I’m really tired. It’s been a long day. Do you mind if I pass? I’ve got an early start in the morning.’

‘Oh.’ Nicky’s face falls. ‘I was hoping to seduce Neal tonight.’

‘Go for it,’ I say. ‘There’s no reason you can’t go out.’

‘Are you sure?’ Nicky asks.

‘Of course. Go out. Have fun. Seduce.’

Nicky laughs. ‘Wish me luck.’ She blows me a kiss before she skips away. I hear the sounds of people leaving after a few minutes so I tiptoe out of the office. I’m hoping the teashop will be empty, but of course Caleb is waiting for me. As far as he’s aware, everything is as rosy as it was half an hour ago.

‘Nicky says you didn’t want to go out for a drink,’ he says. ‘Want some company here instead?’ He steps towards me, but this time my heart isn’t thumping. It’s sinking, right down to my toes. I can’t even look at Caleb right now, let alone kiss him.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ I manage to say. My chest is tight with disappointment and I’m pretty sure there’s a flood of tears just around the corner. I will myself to rein them in until I’m on my own.

‘Okay.’ Caleb grabs his jacket, which he draped over the back of a chair earlier. ‘I’ll let you rest then and I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ve promised to take Cara to the zoo but I’ll try and pop in before Victoria’s gig.’

I shake my head and take as deep a breath as my restricted chest will allow. I can’t do this. I can’t pretend everything is okay. I thought moving on with Caleb was a good idea, but I can’t be with someone – however casually – if they think it’s acceptable to speak about my dad like that, whether I’m in hearing distance or not.

‘I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to see each other any more,’ I tell Caleb, somehow managing to keep my voice even. ‘I can’t see us working out for long.’ I meet Caleb’s gaze, hoping the meaning of those last few words will sink in and he’ll realise I overheard him calling my dad an arsehole and a miserable git. But my point doesn’t seem to register. Instead of understanding, there is only confusion in Caleb’s eyes.

‘You don’t?’ Caleb takes a step towards me but I hold my hands up to stop him coming any closer. ‘And you’re not even going to give us a chance?’

I’ll give us as much chance as you gave my dad, I think bitterly, but I wimp out and don’t say it out loud.

‘No. There doesn’t seem much point,’ I say instead.

Caleb frowns. ‘Why are you saying this now? We were fine a few minutes ago and now …’ He throws his arms up, not understanding why I’ve had a sudden change of heart.

‘I heard you,’ I say. ‘After your phone call with your mum, when you were talking to Neal.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Caleb asks, which only enrages me more as I’ll be forced to spell it out for him. I’d much rather we called it a day right now and went our separate ways. I’m not one for making a fuss and this is making me extremely uncomfortable.

‘Do the words “he’s an arsehole” and “a bit of a miserable git” ring any bells?’ I ask.

‘Yeah, but …’ Caleb shrugs. ‘So what?’

So what? So what?

‘I think you should go,’ I say, clasping my hands together so he can’t see how much they’re trembling.

‘Maddie, wait. Just explain …’

I don’t listen to Caleb. I march towards the door and swing it open with so much force I’m surprised it’s still hanging from its hinges.

‘Just go!’ I roar, shocking us both. Caleb, wary eyes still on me, moves towards the door. He gives me one last pleading look as he steps over the threshold, but I simply close the door and walk away.




Chapter Thirty-Nine

I don’t spring out of bed this morning. I can barely summon the enthusiasm to simply roll from beneath the sheets, though I’m not quite sure why I’m feeling so melancholy until my brain manages to wake up fully and remind me. It all comes rushing back then, unabashed and without hesitation. Caleb. The crushing disappointment that we aren’t meant to be. The realisation that I brought all of this on myself by dismantling the brick wall that has been protecting me for the past year.

I’ve heard far worse said about myself or loved ones in the past, but it wasn’t the words themselves that hurt, it was the nature of them. Caleb has never had a bad word to say about Dad, but as soon as his back’s turned, he’s slagging him off. It isn’t right and I won’t be with a man who disrespects my family like that. Especially when we’ve only been on one date. Hating the in-laws isn’t supposed to happen this early on in a relationship, and not when it isn’t justified. I may be biased, but Dad isn’t an arsehole and he isn’t a miserable git. He’s a good bloke and I’m greatly offended on his behalf. My hackles have risen and there won’t be any lowering of them where Caleb is concerned.

But I can’t lie here feeling sorry for myself (and Dad). Forcing myself from the covers, I shuffle into the bathroom and turn on the shower. The hot water does nothing to soothe my downhearted mood and neither, it seems, does an hour or two of baking. I knock out batches of croissants, cinnamon buns and raspberry and white chocolate muffins, but I’m still feeling down in the dumps. I prepare batter for pancakes and waffles, make dough to roll, cut and bake into gingerbread men later, and I’m still to be cheered. I even resort to baking my fail-proof fairy cakes with rainbow sprinkles, but I can’t seem to shift the brooding clouds.

‘So tell me about last night,’ Mags says when she arrives just before eight. She shrugs off her jacket and pops an apron on.

‘Last night?’ Is it that obvious that something happened?

‘The Sweetest Kiss,’ Mags says, a slight frown pushing itself into her features. ‘How did it go?’

‘Oh.’ I nod, overenthusiastically. ‘Really well. George dropped out at the last minute, but we managed to save the night. Everyone had a great time, I think. There were three matches, which is pretty good. I’ll text the matches around lunchtime. I don’t want to disturb anyone on a Saturday morning.’

Mags cocks her head to one side. ‘Something else happened.’

‘Did it?’ I’m stalling for time. We both know I’m not my usual chirpy self and I’ve started to babble.

‘What is it?’ Mags reaches out a hand, resting it on my forearm. ‘Did that ex of yours turn up again?’ I shake my head. Joel, I now know, I could have dealt with. That’s something to be taken away from this whole experience, at least. ‘Then what is it?’

I grab a raspberry and white chocolate muffin, because a morning like this needs a good, sugary hit. ‘Caleb and I aren’t going to see each other any more.’ I break off a chunk of the muffin and pop it into my mouth. It’s soft and sweet but it isn’t enough to stop my eyes from filling up.

‘Oh, sweetheart.’ Mags wraps her arms around me and pulls me to her bosom in a proper mum-style hug. ‘What happened?’

I tell Mags about Caleb’s observations about Dad and she is suitably shocked.

‘He said that? About your dad? But Clive is lovely.’ She shakes her head. ‘I really don’t understand. Did you talk to him about it?’

‘Not really. I threw him out before he could come up with any lame excuses.’ I pop another chunk of muffin into my mouth, chewing slowly.

‘Then how do you know you haven’t ended up with the wrong end of the stick?’

‘There is no wrong end of the stick,’ I tell Mags. ‘I heard him say that his nan’s new boyfriend was an arsehole and a “bit of a miserable git”.’ I use a suitably mocking tone for the last bit.

‘Maybe he was talking about his other nan?’ Mags suggests. ‘Did he actually mention Birdie?’

‘No,’ I say, which makes Mags’s eyes light up. ‘But he doesn’t have another nan. He only has one set of grandparents. He told me during the picnic that his dad was brought up by an aunt as his parents had both died by the time he started school.’ I hold up a finger as Mags begins to speak. ‘And no, he didn’t call his great-aunt nan. Plus, she died a few years ago.’

The light in Mags’s eyes dims.

‘He was talking about Birdie and her new bloke,’ I conclude. ‘Who just happens to be my dad.’

‘I still think you should talk to him,’ Mags says, but I pretend not to hear and head to the teashop door to turn the sign to open. It’s a gorgeous day; warm and bright with a cooling, fluttery breeze. The weather offends me. The sky should be as bleak as I feel, not coming to life so obviously.

‘Do you think we should get a couple of tables for out on the pavement?’ I ask as I wander back to the counter and my muffin. ‘It’d be lovely to sit outside today with a cup of tea and some cake.’ Lovely if you aren’t nursing a bruised heart. ‘It didn’t seem worth it before, but now business is picking up, I think it’d be useful.’

‘Do you want me to have a look online?’ Mags, thankfully, has taken to the new topic of conversation. ‘I’ve got some admin to do, so it’d be no trouble.’

I’m about to answer when I see a familiar figure walking past the window and heading for the door. I back away into the kitchen, calling to Mags as I go, ‘Get rid of him. Tell him it’s my day off.’

I run before Caleb steps into the teashop, scuttling out of the kitchen door and hiding in the yard.

‘He saw you,’ Mags says when she joins me a few minutes later. ‘But we both pretended he hadn’t. He says he’s taking Cara to the zoo but he’ll try and catch you later so you can talk. Which is exactly what you should do.’ Mags gives me a pointed look, but I choose to ignore it and instead creep back into the teashop as though Caleb is hiding behind a door, ready to pop out and ambush me.

‘Relax, he’s gone,’ Mags says from behind me. Her voice makes me jump a mile. ‘I’ll go and get started on that admin. Give me a shout if we get busy.’

The breakfast crowd starts to arrive, starting with George and Rehana, who pick up takeaway croissants and coffees. We’ve finally enticed them away from their branded caffeine and pastry fixes, but when Rehana asks if she had any matches last night, I kind of wish we hadn’t. She leaves with her coffee, croissant and a face like thunder.

Robbie is next, sitting by the window with his usual banana milkshake. He didn’t place a tick against any of the girls’ names last night, so it’s no surprise when he doesn’t enquire about matches. I have to ask Mags for help when the pancake and waffles orders start to trickle in as these take more time than simply grabbing a cake or pastry and need an eye on them at all times. The tables are soon full, but still the customers arrive. We’ll definitely have to think about hiring additional staff if business continues to boom.

I’m kept busy for most of the day, which helps to take my mind off Caleb. I’m exhausted by the time we close the teashop, but instead of heading up to the flat to put my feet up before Victoria’s gig, I drive over to Dad’s. I know he didn’t hear what Caleb had to say about him last night, but I need to check that he’s okay anyway. There’s hardly any cake left over after the day’s trade and Mags has taken the last of the muffins home for her boys, but there are a couple of fairy cakes left, which I pop into a box to take with me. I’ve already decided I won’t mention Caleb’s jibes to Dad, as I don’t want to rock the boat with him and Birdie. Caleb may not think they make a good couple, but I disagree.

With the box of cakes balanced on one hand, I knock on Dad’s door. I knock again when there isn’t an answer and it’s when I’m about to rap for a third time that Jane pops her head over the hedge.

‘He’s been out since this afternoon,’ she tells me. ‘Probably at his allotment.’

‘Oh. Right.’ I step away from the door. ‘I might go and try there then. Thank you.’

‘No problem. Tell him I said hello, won’t you?’

‘I will,’ I say before I head back to the car, popping the box of cakes onto the passenger seat before setting off for the allotment. I check the time; Victoria’s gig starts in an hour and a half, but I’d like to arrive at least half an hour before so I can wish her well and make sure she fully understands how amazing we all think she is. I’d also like to talk to Nicky before it starts as I haven’t seen her since last night and I’m dying to know how her seduction plans went. One of us should be lucky in love, at least.

I pull over on the dirt track and grab the cakes. It’s still light out, but the air is cooler than it was earlier. I move quickly towards the allotment, waving to the odd green-fingered enthusiast as I pass on my way to Dad’s plot at the far end. The plots are a mix of vegetables and flowers and all seem to be in bloom as summer really starts to take hold.

Mags managed to source some fairly cheap but sturdy patio furniture earlier. The tables and chairs fold away so will be easy to store in the shed in the yard when the weather isn’t so good. Neither of us are any good at flat-pack furniture but Owen has promised to put them together when he gets the chance. He and The Builders are still working to a tight deadline, but he promises he won’t leave it too long and I’ve promised to make his favourite dessert in return.

I’m a couple of plots away when I spot them. Birdie has her head thrown back while a fresh, plump strawberry is lowered towards her mouth. She giggles as the fruit tickles her lips and then she bites into it, groaning as the flavour hits.

‘Delicious,’ she declares, wiping her lips free of the escaped juices. The grower beams with pride. He plucks another strawberry from the plant and lowers it to her awaiting lips. I take a step back, feeling as though I’m intruding on an intimate moment, despite the public location. They’re in full view of everyone at the allotment so it isn’t as though I’m watching them in secret like a peeping Tom. Even still, I don’t want to witness this.

The sight of Birdie enjoying the fruits of the strawberry-picker is enough to turn my stomach. How could she do this? And with Dad’s allotment nemesis? Gerry picks another strawberry and I’m about to turn away in disgust when anger propels me forward. No, I will not allow them to humiliate Dad like this! He doesn’t deserve to be treated badly – and on his turf. I didn’t do enough to stand up for him last night, so it’s time I put my fear of confrontation aside and make a stand.

‘Birdie!’ I bark as I march towards the philandering pair. I expect Birdie to be shamefaced now she’s been rumbled, but she actually smiles at me, the red, incriminating juice still glistening on her lips. She wipes it away with a tissue but doesn’t move away from Gerry. Doesn’t try to explain her way out of it. She simply beams at me and then says, ‘You should try Gerry’s strawberries. They’re the juiciest strawberries I’ve tasted in years. So much better than the supermarket ones you pay a small fortune for.’

Try his flipping strawberries? If I were a violent woman, I’d rip the plant from its bed and toss it into the compost bin.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ I demand.

Birdie blinks at me, taken aback by my sudden outburst. She opens her mouth to speak but nothing comes out. Not that I give her much chance to speak. I’m fired up and nothing is going to stop me from saying my piece.

‘How can you treat Dad like this? Here? And with him.’ I jab a finger at Gerry, who stumbles backwards as though I’ve prodded him in the gut even though we’re a raised bed apart.

‘What are you talking about, dear?’ Birdie asks.

‘I’m talking about you and Gerry and your soft fruit porn,’ I spit. ‘Where’s my dad?’

‘I’m right here.’ I turn and see Dad in the doorway of his shed, a plastic cup of tea in his hand. ‘Would you like to tell me what all this shouting is about?’

I can’t believe it. Dad was right here. Have the pair no shame?

‘I saw them,’ I say, voice trembling. I don’t want to break Dad’s heart. He’s only just put it back together again after Mum, but what choice do I have?

‘Doing what, exactly?’ Dad asks.

‘You don’t want to know.’ Or rather, I don’t want to have to tell you or relive it. It was stomach-churning the first time round.

Dad steps fully out of the shed and rests his cup on the wooden frame of his raised bed. ‘I would, actually. Something’s obviously upset you.’

‘I don’t understand it, Clive,’ Birdie says, the very picture of innocence. ‘I was tasting Gerry’s strawberries and then Maddie turned up and started shouting.’ She turns to me, her eyebrows pulled down low in a fake look of concern. ‘Why don’t you sit down and we’ll get you a cup of tea and you can tell us what the matter is.’

I give a hoot. She’s good, but not good enough to fool me. ‘Gerry was feeding her the strawberries.’

‘So?’ Dad looks genuinely baffled, eyebrows knotted and brow furrowed. ‘Birdie and Gerry can do what they like, as long as he keeps to his own beds.’

‘It’s you who likes to mess about with my veggies,’ Gerry says, wagging an accusing finger at Dad.

‘Now, now, boys,’ Birdie says in what I assume is her teacher’s tone. ‘Let’s behave ourselves.’

‘Behave ourselves?’ I can’t believe the audacity of the woman! I’ve been completely fooled all this time – by both grandmother and grandson – but I won’t let her pull the wool over Dad’s eyes any longer. All the frustration and hurt from last night bubbles to the surface as I jab an angry finger at Birdie. ‘It’s you who needs to behave yourself. You were all over Gerry just now.’

‘Maddie.’ Dad places a hand on my elbow and guides me to one side. ‘What’s going on?’

So it looks like I’m going to have to spell it out for Dad after all. It’s like Mum and Donny Boy all over again.

‘She’s cheating on you, Dad. With Gerry.’

Dad glances over at Birdie and Gerry, who can’t hear what we’re saying from Gerry’s plot. He looks back at me and I swear his lips are twitching. ‘You think Birdie’s cheating on me with Gerry?’ He laughs then, taking us both by surprise. He presses a hand to his mouth and takes a moment to compose himself. ‘That’s not possible, love. Birdie and I aren’t … Well, you know. Dating, I suppose.’

‘You are.’ I’ve seen them together. So many times.

‘We’re just friends,’ Dad tells me. ‘Birdie’s great company and I value her friendship, but she isn’t my type and I’m not hers, judging by the pompous git she is seeing.’

I look over at Birdie and Gerry, who are standing incredibly close together. Gerry has his arm slung around Birdie’s shoulders and she’s patting his hand.

Birdie is seeing Gerry, not Dad.

Oh, sweet cupcakes. I’ve made a mistake.

A really, really big mistake.




Chapter Forty

I don’t understand. And neither does Birdie, although she looks concerned (genuinely so, it transpires) rather than angry at my outburst. She’s still standing by Gerry’s raised bed but she’s edged slightly closer to us, watching carefully with a frown lining her face. She can’t hear what Dad and I are saying from her position and I can only imagine the kinds of thoughts buzzing around her head. She’s more than likely thinking I’ve completely lost the plot, but I’ll worry about Birdie later. Right now I need to focus on piecing together the events of the past few weeks before my head explodes.

‘You and Birdie aren’t dating?’ I ask Dad, who shakes his head. ‘But what about that “first official date” stuff?’

Dad looks down at his wellies, scuffing the toes along the path. ‘I took your advice and asked Jane out for dinner.’

‘When did I …?’ And then I remember. Dad’s kitchen, a few weeks ago. The screwdriver Jane had popped round with. The way she’d simpered around an oblivious Dad like a lovesick teenager. I’d encouraged Dad to move on from Mum – and he has, just not with the woman I’d assumed. I’m both proud and embarrassed. Dad has taken a huge step, which is fantastic, but I’ve managed to humiliate myself. Plus, I’ve judged Caleb without giving him the chance to explain. I’ve pushed him away. What if I’ve messed up our relationship before it’s even off the ground because of a misunderstanding?

‘So. You and Jane.’ I nudge Dad playfully, giggling as his cheeks turn pink. ‘It’s going well then?’

Dad clears his throat and nods. ‘She’s a nice lady. As is Birdie. I think we should probably explain …’

We both look across to where Birdie is standing alone between the two plots, hands wringing and the frown growing deeper by the second. Gerry is now squatting in front of his bed while he fiddles with his strawberries, not seeming to care that his girlfriend is troubled. I see where Caleb was coming from now; Birdie and Gerry do make a slightly odd couple. She’s so vivacious and generous whereas he’s … a bit of a miserable git. I need to speak to Caleb before it’s too late. I need to explain, apologise, grovel if I have to.

‘Maddie.’ Dad frowns when he sees me pulling my phone out of my pocket. ‘Let’s go and speak to Birdie. You owe her an explanation and an apology.’

There’s a queue forming, it seems.

‘I know but …’ I’m scrolling through my contacts when Dad holds up his hand.

‘No buts. You can do your messaging thing later.’

Later may be too late, but Dad’s right. I slip my phone away and shuffle towards Birdie, with Dad close behind making sure I am actually moving forward. I suspect I’ll feel a finger prodding me between the shoulder blades if I pause.

Birdie gives a wavering smile as we approach, wary of what is going to go down this time. I shove my hands in my pockets so she knows I won’t be jabbing any accusing fingers around again.

‘Birdie, I’m so sorry,’ I say to the floral gloves she’s wearing as I’m too embarrassed to look her in the eye. ‘I got it wrong. I thought …’ I cringe. I’ve been an absolute fool and I’d quite like to bury myself in Gerry’s raised bed. ‘I thought that you and Dad …’

I can’t say it. I’ve behaved appallingly and I’m mortified. It isn’t like me to go shouting my mouth off. I actively avoid confrontation, not go in all guns blazing with finger-jabbing and false accusations.

Dad chuckles and I turn to glare at him. ‘She thought we were an item.’

‘Me and you?’ Birdie asks and then understanding dawns on her face. She gives me a smile and bobs her head up and down. ‘And you thought I was – what’s the phrase? – doing the dirty on your dad?’

That isn’t the phrase I’d use, but yes. I hang my head. ‘I’m sorry for yelling at you.’

‘It’s quite all right, dear,’ Birdie says, patting me on the arm. ‘You were looking out for your dad. It’s admirable, really. Plus, it’ll give everyone a laugh when I tell them about it.’ Birdie presses her lips together as the corners of her lips tremble. I could beg her not to repeat this evening’s mishap, but being the butt of her jokes from now on is the least I deserve. I’m lucky she’s hasn’t got the hump with me.

‘Shall we have a cup of tea and pretend this never happened?’ Birdie asks and I’m so grateful I feel the urge to throw my arms around her. It’s a shame she and Dad aren’t actually together, but at least they’re friends. Birdie has been good for Dad, even if they’re not romantically involved.

‘I’d love to stay for a cup of tea, but I’ve got plans,’ I tell Birdie, explaining about Victoria’s gig. I don’t mention that I also need to track down her grandson to see if I can somehow backtrack and revive the relationship that I killed before it’d even properly begun. Hopefully, like his grandmother, Caleb will suggest a cup of tea and the removal of last night’s snub from our memories.

I can be a scarily optimistic soul at times.

I give Birdie and Gerry the fairy cakes as a goodwill gesture before making my escape. I try Caleb’s number as I power-walk my way to the car, but it goes straight to voicemail. Either his phone is switched off or he doesn’t want to speak to me. I climb into my car and give it another go before I set off, but again I’m transferred straight to voicemail. I check the time. I have just over an hour before Victoria’s gig is due to start. I’ll try him again as soon as I reach the pub and hope he’s ready to listen to my grovelling apology then.

The Farthing is pretty packed when I arrive, but I manage to push my way through the throng to the area set up for Victoria to perform. She’s crouched by a black box, pointing at the knobs and dials as she chats to the guy crouching next to her, but she gets up when she sees me.

‘You look great,’ I tell her. She’s wearing a pair of black leather trousers with a pink, off-the-shoulder top that’s cropped to show off her glinting belly button piercing. Her thick eyeliner is perfectly flicked at the edges and the smoky eyeshadow is smouldering. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘So nervous.’ Victoria bites her lip. ‘Abigail isn’t here yet. She’s probably changed her mind and decided to give it a swerve.’

‘She has not.’ I check the time. ‘You’ve still got over half an hour until you’re due on. People like Abigail don’t hang around waiting in pubs. She’ll turn up just before you go on.’

Victoria shrugs. ‘I suppose.’ She turns her head as the guy still crouching in front of the box calls her name. ‘I have to go and sort this out but Mags and Nicky are over there.’ She points across the room, where my friends have managed to nab a table.

‘If I don’t get to chat to you before you go on, good luck. Or break a leg. Whatever it is you say to performers.’

‘Thanks.’ Victoria pulls a face to convey how nervous she is before she crouches in front of the box again. I make my way to Mags and Nicky’s table, dropping gratefully to the stool Nicky has been guarding.

‘You look like you could do with a drink,’ Mags says. ‘What are you having? I won’t be able to stay long enough to actually see Victoria perform but I should have time for a quick drink before Owen gets here. He’s still at the site.’ She rolls her eyes as she squeezes her way past me.

‘I’m driving so I’ll just have a Diet Coke please,’ I say.

‘Can’t you leave the car here and pick it up tomorrow?’ Nicky asks. The way her hands are flopping as she speaks, I’d say she’s had a glass or three of wine already. I’ve noticed the more she drinks, the more animated her hand gestures become. Once her hands start going like a conductor leading a particularly enthusiastic piece of music, it’s time to call it a night and get her home.

‘I’d rather keep a clear head,’ I tell her. I haven’t managed to speak to Caleb yet as I was treated to another voicemail message when I rang before heading into the pub. When – and if – I do manage to reach him, I want to be completely sober to give myself a fighting chance.

Mags heads off to the bar and Nicky is forced to plonk her bag on the vacated chair as there are three attempts to swipe it within minutes. We’re subjected to glares left, right and centre but whereas I’d give in and surrender the seat, Nicky stands her ground, glaring right back.

‘So what happened between you and Neal last night?’ I ask as Nicky delivers a death glare to the latest person trying to swipe Mags’s chair. ‘Did you make your move?’

‘Yes.’ From the tone of Nicky’s voice, it did not go well. She pushes her lips into a pout. ‘He’d been flirting with me all night, so I leaned in for a kiss and he pushed me away. Literally pushed me away.’ She holds her palms up and moves them swiftly away from her body to demonstrate. ‘He pulled this face and asked what the hell was I doing.’ Nicky moves her head back, scrunching up her nose and mouth. ‘As though I was a total minger. I’m not a total minger, am I?’

‘You know you’re not.’

‘Right?’ Nicky gives her hair a flick, but ruins the over-confident act by slumping in her seat. ‘He just doesn’t fancy me. Which is fair enough. It sucks, obviously, but what are you gonna do?’ She sighs and drains her glass, already craning her neck to search for Mags and her fresh drink in the crowd. ‘I need to pull. It’s the only thing that will make me feel less like Jabba the Hutt’s ugly sister.’ Forgetting the drink, her eyes start to roam the entire pub, looking for, I suspect, anybody even remotely datable.

‘You need to relax and have fun with your mates,’ I tell her. ‘Neal isn’t the only bloke on the planet. He isn’t the only bloke in Woodgate.’

‘I know but he’s got under my skin.’ The corners of Nicky’s mouth droop. ‘I’ve never wanted to settle down with anybody, but whenever I see Neal, I start picturing our future.’ A smile creeps onto her face. ‘Our future involves a lot of nakedness, FYI.’

‘Way too much information,’ I warn.

‘Sorry,’ Nicky says, but from the grin on her face, she isn’t the teeniest bit sorry. ‘It’s just he’s so gorgeous. And funny. And kind. And everything I want in a boyfriend.’ The grin fades and her shoulders slump once more.

‘Look, Mags is here with more drinks,’ I say to try to cheer her up.

Mags jostles her way to us with Owen now in tow and places the round of drinks on the table. Nicky removes her bag from the chair and Mags sits down quickly before it’s whipped. Owen doesn’t bother to search for a chair of his own as it’s pretty clear they’re as rare as rocking horse poop tonight.

‘This doesn’t look like the happiest table,’ Mags says. Owen has positioned himself behind her, resting a hand on her shoulder, his thumb tracing an absent-minded pattern. ‘What are we chatting about?’

‘Failed relationships,’ Nicky says, reaching for her drink. ‘Or rather, failed non-relationships.’

Mags turns to me with low eyebrows. ‘So you haven’t sorted it with Caleb then?’

‘Caleb?’ Nicky sits up straight. ‘What’s happened with Caleb?’

I explain about the phone call and my over-reaction and then discovering it wasn’t actually Dad Caleb was talking about but Gerry. And quite justifiably.

‘And now I can’t get hold of him,’ I tell them.

‘You don’t need to.’ Nicky points across the pub, where Caleb is scanning the room. ‘He’s here. And so is Neal.’




Chapter Forty-One

I invited Caleb along tonight, but I didn’t expect him to turn up after my ill-informed tantrum, so it’s a bit of a shock to see him threading his way through the crowd towards our table. I instantly feel myself getting sweaty, which isn’t ideal when I want to win the guy around. He’s hardly going to scoop me up and whisk me off into the sunset if I smell like one of my T-shirts after a heavy I’ve-eaten-far-too-much-cake-today run. I wipe my palms down the sides of jeans, but there’s little I can do about my armpits right now, other than hope to all that is good that they aren’t whiffy.

‘We should be going,’ Owen says to Mags, kissing the top of her head.

‘Are you kidding?’ she asks. ‘The show’s about to begin. And I’m not talking about Victoria’s.’ She offers a small apologetic shrug as I turn my wide, fearful eyes on her. When I turn again, they’re practically on us. Caleb is leading, with Neal and his sister close behind. My stomach is in knots. I’m in fight or flight mode: fight for what could be an amazing relationship with Caleb, or protect my heart from any further potential damage and leg it as far away from Caleb and his beautiful face as I can.

‘Hi.’ Caleb half-raises his hand in the general direction of the table before he looks down at me. ‘Do you think we could talk?’

I think we should, but whether I’m physically able to is another matter as my mouth is suddenly void of all moisture while my tongue has seemingly swelled to fill the entire cavity. I nod, following Caleb as he sets off through the crowd once more. We zigzag our way past people and chunky handbags until we make it out into the beer garden at the back of the pub. We sit down at one of the wooden tables, choosing opposite benches and facing each other.

‘I tried to phone you,’ I manage to say, despite the dry mouth and extra-large tongue situation. ‘A few times. It went straight to voicemail?’ My voice rises into a question at the end, enquiring without actually asking whether Caleb has been rejecting my calls – and therefore me – each time.

‘My battery ran out while I was taking a photo of a rhino,’ Caleb says. ‘Cara had me taking photos of every animal we saw at the zoo, including the cheeky duck who was after our lunch in the picnic area. By the time we got to the rhinos, my phone had had enough and gave up. I haven’t even had the chance to put it on charge.’ He takes his phone out of his pocket, holding it out so I can see the blank screen for myself. ‘The traffic was crazy, so I only just had time to drop Cara off at Nan’s before I came here. I haven’t even changed, so sorry if I still smell like rhino.’

That’s not rhino, I think, giving my hands another swipe down my jeans, and it isn’t wafting from you. ‘I’m sorry about last night. I got the wrong end of the stick.’

‘You thought it was your dad I was talking about,’ Caleb says. ‘When I said Nan’s boyfriend was an arsehole and a miserable git.’

So Caleb didn’t have time to charge his phone, but he did have time to talk to Birdie about me making a prat of myself. Great. Just great.

‘Birdie told you.’

‘And I put two and two together.’

I swear, if Caleb laughs, I will end this right now.

‘I should have talked to you about it,’ I say. ‘Instead of jumping in like that. I’ve met Gerry – it was a fair assessment.’

‘I know,’ Caleb says. ‘Do you know, he charged my mum for a bag of spuds. She said not to bother bringing any again as they’re half the price in Asda. She didn’t even ask for any in the first place.’ Caleb’s lips spread into a reluctant smile. ‘I’d rather Nan was seeing your dad.’

‘Don’t.’ I groan and drop my face into my hands. ‘I’ve made such a fool of myself. It’s just they’ve been spending so much time together and then Dad said he was going on a date … I just assumed it was with Birdie.’

‘And you didn’t think it’d be a bit weird if my Nan was seeing your dad? That’d make us …’ Caleb frowns as he works out the family connection.

I peek at Caleb through my fingers. ‘I’d be your step-aunty.’

‘Eww.’ Caleb scrunches up his nose. ‘Weren’t you weirded out by that?’

‘Of course I was.’

Caleb peels my fingers away from my face. ‘But you were willing to put the grossness aside because you fancy me so much?’

‘Don’t get cocky,’ I warn, but I’m smiling.

‘But it’s true?’

I shrug. ‘Perhaps.’

Caleb leans back and folds his arms across his chest. ‘I knew you were serious when you said you wanted to see me in my underwear.’

‘Hey! That was a miscommunication.’

‘You have a lot of those,’ Caleb says, his lips flicking up into a grin.

I groan. Why can’t life ever be simple? Why can’t you meet a boy, fall in love and live happily ever after without embarrassing hiccups getting in the way?

‘You’ll laugh about this one day,’ Caleb says.

I give him a raised-eyebrow look. ‘I doubt it.’

Caleb takes my hands across the wooden table. ‘You will. When we’re old and wrinkly, we’ll be amusing the other residents of our nursing home with these tales. Granted, I don’t think there’s much in the way of entertainment in those places, so we shouldn’t put too much emphasis on their laughter. And if they piss themselves laughing, that may not have anything to do with us at all …’

‘So you think we’ll be together when we’re old and wrinkly?’

‘As long as I don’t call your dad anything untoward.’

I can see this teasing isn’t going to get old and wrinkly any time soon.

‘I may be a little sensitive,’ I concede.

‘I prefer to think of it as loyal. Which everybody knows is a vital attribute.’

‘I see you’re at the rose-tinted glasses stage of this relationship.’

Caleb’s grin fades as he turns serious. ‘So this is a relationship then?’

‘If I can control my flight instincts, then yes.’

Caleb gives my hands a squeeze. ‘How about I hold on extra tight so you can’t escape?’

‘This is sounding a bit creepy now,’ I tease.

Caleb lets go. ‘Sorry.’

‘I’m kidding.’ I grab hold of Caleb’s hands. ‘Keep holding on.’

Caleb and I stare mushily across the table as our fingers intertwine. If this was a movie, soft music would be playing as our lips inched closer and closer until we shared our first kiss.

But this isn’t a movie and the moment is broken by Victoria barrelling her way out into the beer garden.

‘She’s here!’ Victoria gasps before skidding to a halt in front of us. She covers her mouth with a hand. ‘Oops. Sorry. Didn’t realise I was interrupting. I’ll just …’ She starts to back away slowly towards the door.

‘Wait.’ I twist and lift my legs over the bench. ‘Is it Abigail?’

Victoria nods and places a hand over her stomach. ‘I don’t think I can do this. I feel sick.’

‘You can do this,’ I tell her. ‘This is what you’re supposed to do. It’s your dream. So go in there …’ I point towards the door ‘… and show Abigail how amazing you are.’

Victoria is sensational and any hint of nerves is lost as soon as she picks up the microphone. I’m so incredibly proud to not only know this super-talented girl, but to call her my friend as well. The whole pub comes alive as she sings, whether it’s a slightly wider smile, a tapping foot or, in the case of the energetic folk by the little stage, full-on dancing and singing along.

Mags and Owen had left by the time Caleb and I returned to the pub with a shaking-like-a-leaf Victoria, but the five of us more than make up for their absence with cheers and applause. Even Bea, who has never even met Victoria, whoops and cheers, and Nicky, who has been green-eyed-monstering at Victoria over the past few weeks, puts aside her issues and gets fully behind the cheerleading.

‘Has Neal mentioned last night?’ I whisper to Nicky when the tempo and volume lowers for a ballad and Neal sneaks off to buy a round.

Nicky shakes her head. ‘I think we’re both going to pretend it never happened.’

‘Maybe that’s for the best,’ I say. ‘If you want to stay mates.’

With Caleb and I officially in a relationship, Nicky and Neal are probably going to see each other regularly, which could get a little bit awkward if the rejected kiss remains an issue. Neal returns from the bar, pushing Nicky’s glass towards her along the table without making eye contact, which leads me to believe the rejected kiss isn’t quite as brushed under the carpet as Nicky would like.

Victoria’s set finishes to thunderous applause, particularly from our little corner of the pub. I’m about to rush over and tell her how amazing she was when I notice a tall blonde woman making her way over. Victoria chats with her, her grin widening by the nanosecond. As soon as the blonde leaves, Victoria rushes to our table, practically leaping over the other customers in her path like a hurdler.

‘Abigail loved it,’ she gushes. ‘She wants to see me tomorrow morning. I think she wants to sign me!’ Victoria clamps a hand over her mouth to smother a squeal. ‘Oh my God, I think she wants to sign me!’ She does a little jog on the spot before doing something entirely un-Victoria-like by jumping into Neal’s lap and throwing her arms around him. ‘This is all thanks to you. I owe you one. I owe you a million!’ She kisses his cheek noisily before giving him a rib-crushing squeeze.

‘Excuse me,’ Nicky murmurs as she squeezes past me.

‘Nicky, wait.’ I reach a hand out to her, but she shakes her head.

‘I just need a minute, okay?’

I watch as she edges her way around the crowd as quickly as she can, disappearing into the ladies’.

‘So you’re Neal’s baby sister,’ Victoria is saying to Bea in a tone that suggests Neal has spoken about her constantly. ‘I hear you took part in The Sweetest Kiss last night. How did it go?’

‘Good,’ Bea says with a nod. ‘Apart from having to date my brother.’

‘What?’ Victoria’s eyes are wide. ‘Eww.’

‘It’s a long story,’ Bea says with a wave of her hand. ‘But it was actually pretty funny. I could feel Neal’s eyes on me constantly while I was dating the other guys.’

Neal shrugs. ‘I had to make sure nobody was acting out of line.’

‘Well, they were all very nice. And I’ve arranged two more dates for next weekend.’

‘Two?’ Victoria asks. ‘Wow. I’d call that a success.’ She raises her glass and clinks it against Bea’s.

‘Two?’ Neal is less impressed by the news. ‘How did you find two matches from that bunch of muppets?’

Bea rolls her eyes. ‘They weren’t muppets. They were all very nice.’

‘So who were the matches?’ Victoria asks.

Bea sneaks a sideway glance at her brother.

‘Don’t worry,’ Neal says with a sigh. ‘I’m not going to hunt them down and maim them.’

Bea takes another moment to answer, still gauging her brother’s mood. ‘They’re with two lads called Krishna and Jordan.’

Victoria’s mouth drops open. ‘Not Little Jordan?’ She turns to me and I nod. ‘But he’s so …’ Victoria clamps her mouth shut so she doesn’t finish the sentence.

‘Dead meat?’ Neal suggests as a conclusion. ‘I’m going to kill the little piss-taking bastard.’

‘Hey, you said you wouldn’t be like this,’ Bea reminds her brother.

Neal’s mouth is set in a hard line. ‘That was before I knew it was him. Your new boyfriend is already seeing somebody.’

‘Is he?’ This is news to me. I don’t want anybody who is unavailable taking part in The Sweetest Kiss. ‘Who?’

Neal frowns at me. ‘Nicky.’ His frown deepens. ‘I thought she was your best friend.’

‘She is, and she’s single. She certainly isn’t seeing Little Jordan. Why would you think that?’

‘Because he told me. And it’s a bloody weird set-up if you ask me. I thought he was just doing you a favour by taking part in The Sweetest Kiss the other day, like I did, but then Nicky tried to kiss me in the pub after. I’m not always the most traditional of blokes, but I do have my standards.’

‘Wait, wait, wait.’ I wave my hand out in front of me to stop Neal. ‘Little Jordan told you he was Nicky’s boyfriend? When?’

‘A few weeks ago, at the trial run.’

Victoria sniggers. ‘The little shit. Nicky’s going to kill him.’

‘So he isn’t Nicky’s boyfriend?’ Neal asks.

‘No!’ Victoria and I cry.

‘Then why …?’

‘It sounds like he was marking his territory,’ Caleb says. I can tell he’s trying not to laugh, so I give him a light shove. This is my best friend’s happiness we’re dealing with here. ‘By keeping you out of the way, he’s increasing his own chances.’

‘It’d take more than getting Neal out of the way for Little J to have a chance with Nicky,’ Victoria points out. ‘And now she’s going to rip his balls off.’

‘Neal,’ I say, leaning towards him across the table, ‘is that the only reason you turned Nicky down last night?’

‘How are we going to prise them apart?’

It’s closing time and most of the customers have already filtered out of the pub. Victoria left an hour ago so she could try to get some sleep in preparation for her meeting with Abigail tomorrow and Bea has to work in the morning (I do too, but I’m trying to push that reminder from my mind) and she left shortly after, but the rest of us have remained until now. Not that Caleb and I have heard a peep from Nicky and Neal since they latched onto each other’s lips after the Little Jordan fiasco was resolved. Nicky hasn’t said much, apart from confirming that Little Jordan’s days are indeed numbered. It doesn’t look like Bea’s getting that second date with him after all.

‘Maybe we should just leave them here,’ I say, grabbing my jacket and pushing my arms through the sleeves.

‘That’s probably the safest option,’ Caleb says. ‘I don’t fancy our chances now the mating ritual’s begun. It’d take a braver man than me to disturb it.’

Nicky moves her face away from Neal’s. I’m surprised his lips don’t follow. ‘We can hear you, you know.’

‘So did you also hear that’s it’s closing time?’ I ask. With a sigh, Nicky peels herself away from Neal and stands up. Again, I’m surprised when it turns out Neal’s body isn’t actually welded to hers. It took weeks for them to actually get together so it seems they’re making up for lost time.

‘Can I give you a lift home?’ Caleb asks as we head out of the pub with a reluctant Nicky and Neal trailing behind.

I reach into my bag and pull out my car keys. ‘I drove over too.’

‘I could do with a lift, mate.’ Neal slaps Caleb on the back.

‘Me too,’ Nicky says, linking her arm through mine.

‘So you aren’t going back to Neal’s?’ I whisper.

Nicky shakes her head. ‘I have standards now, remember? But when it does happen, it’ll be worth the wait. Trust me.’

Nicky and Neal drift away to lock lips again, leaving Caleb and I alone for the first time since the beer garden’s near-kiss.

‘Nicky thought that Neal fancied Victoria,’ I say, looking over at the lusty pair. ‘Doesn’t look that way now.’

‘There’s no way Neal fancies Victoria,’ Caleb says.

‘And why not?’ Although I obviously want this to be the case, I’m immediately on the defence. Victoria is beautiful, inside and out, and I won’t hear otherwise.

‘Because she reminds him of his baby sister, and that would be weirder than dating your step-aunt.’

I think of Bea and it suddenly makes sense. Bea and Victoria are around the same age and they do look quite similar. Both are petite and blonde with an Avril Lavigne vibe going on.

‘Has he told you that?’ I ask Caleb. ‘That Victoria reminds him of Bea?’

‘It’s why he’s been helping her out,’ Caleb says. ‘It’s the big brother thing kicking in.’

It all makes sense! Sweet, uncomplicated sense.

‘I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,’ Caleb says as Nicky and Neal finally pull apart and head for our cars, which are parked on opposite sides of the road. We’ve arranged a second, not-so-casual dinner date. I’m already a bag of nerves and panicking about what to wear. I’d forgotten what a mixed bag of excitement, anticipation and nausea dating can be.

Caleb takes a step closer and I feel an entire enclosure’s worth of butterflies take flight in my tummy as he places a hand on the nape of my neck.

There are lots of different kinds of kisses, from friendly pecks on the cheek to passionate, tongue-swirling embraces and detached air kisses (the latter of which aren’t even kisses at all, in my opinion). Currently, I’m being kissed by a very handsome man and it is the sweetest kiss of all.




Epilogue

The Woodgate Chronicle

SPRINKLED WITH LOVE

by Neal Fisher

Everybody has a tale of how they met their husband or wife-to-be, but chart-topping Victoria Banbury’s story is extra sweet. The singer – who once dated Nathan Perrie of flopped boy band Perrie West – first felt sparks fly with her fiancé, Robert Dundee, at a speed-dating event with a difference. While most speed-dating services have a quick succession of fellow love-seekers on offer, The Sweetest Kiss dating event has the added bonus of an accompanying dessert with each potential match.

‘I’d actually known Robbie for over a year,’ Victoria admits. ‘I worked at the teashop where The Sweetest Kiss takes place before recording my first album, but I was dating Nathan [Perrie] at the time. It wasn’t until my friends convinced me to give the speed-dating evening a go that I sat down and had a proper conversation with Robbie. I was single by then and I’d just worked my last shift at the teashop. My friends told me it was my last chance to date a civilian before I became famous.’ Victoria laughs at this statement because although the singer has shot to the number one spot in the UK’s charts for the third time this week, she’s still the down-to-earth northern girl she’s always been.

‘I’d liked Victoria for ages,’ her fiancé confesses. ‘I used to sit in the teashop for hours on the off-chance of seeing her. I had so many banana milkshakes, I can’t bear to see the fruit any more!’

But Robert’s perseverance paid off and last night the couple announced their engagement to Victoria’s fans over Instagram.

‘We don’t want a long engagement,’ Victoria says. ‘Robbie makes me feel like the luckiest girl in the world. I’d marry him tomorrow!’

And it’s all thanks to The Sweetest Kiss. The dating service has been running for two years and takes place every Thursday, Friday and Saturday evening – including gay and lesbian sessions – with a similarly formatted 50s+ afternoon tea session running every Friday lunchtime at Sweet Street Teashop on Kingsbury Road, Woodgate. The event is hosted by cake-baking duo Maddie McIntosh and Magdalena Welsh, who also co-own Sweet Street Teashop.

‘I met my own partner through The Sweetest Kiss,’ Magdalena – known more commonly as Mags – reveals. ‘So it really does work!’

Mags joined the Sweet Street team after working alongside Maddie in the teashop for over a year.

‘Mags has been instrumental in growing the business,’ Maddie says. ‘I couldn’t have done any of this without her, so it made sense for us to officially join forces.’

‘Coming in to work every day is a joy,’ Mags adds. ‘How many people can say that?’

And Mags isn’t the only owner of Sweet Street Teashop who has found love within the teashop.

‘I met my husband through one of my regular customers at the teashop,’ Maddie reveals. ‘So it isn’t only The Sweetest Kiss that matches couples up – there seems to be some sort of magical Cupid power within the teashop’s walls!’

Maddie, who is expecting her first child with her graphic designer husband, Caleb McIntosh, isn’t worried about taking a few months away from the teashop.

‘I’m leaving the teashop in very capable hands,’ she says of business partner Mags. ‘Plus, it’ll be nice to sit back and eat bucketloads of cakes without having to bake them first. I am eating for two now, after all!’
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