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            ‘This is the most charming YA romance filled with humour, friendship, teenage trials and the yummiest food in a book! … This is just the loveliest YA enemies to friends story and I loved every page, it was joyous, tense, heart wrenching and celebratory!’

            MyShelvesAreFull

             

            ‘A sweet, lovely romance with such a fun premise. This deserves to be huge.’

            Alex Dunne, author of The Book of Secrets and The Harp of Power

             

            ‘Sure, I know Any Way You Slice It is not meant to be a beach read but this fun, tender rom-com was such a delight to enjoy by the sea. I ate it up in less than 24 hours.’

            Alison Weatherby, author of The Secrets Act

             

            ‘Loved Any Way You Slice It. A gorgeous YA romcom that made my mouth water the whole way through. Enemies to lovers sprinkled with recipes, what more could you want?’

            Jenny Ireland, author of The Boy Next Door, The First Move and Matched Up2
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            To my mother, Margaret, for teaching me to bake, and everything else too.
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            Chapter One

            The Incredible Deflating Soufflés

         

         It started with a broken oven. A broken oven and a stupid boy.

         ‘I just want to open it for a second.’

         ‘No.’

         Carrie Quinn stood in front of the hot oven like an eagle protecting her nest. There were soufflés rising inside and if there was one thing she knew, it was that you didn’t mess with a soufflé. She held out her arms in front of her, body-blocking the boy who was trying to dance around her to get access.

         ‘You can’t possibly be saying that your soufflés will fall beyond recognition if you open your oven for a few seconds.’

         Dara Harte reached out towards her, a tray full of uncooked soufflés in one hand, entitled arrogance in the other. As the heir apparent to national cake chain Harte Bakeries and Carrie’s long-time nemesis, arrogance came with everything he did in the kitchen. But Carrie wasn’t about to give him an opportunity to use it. She held her ground, digging her feet into the cream-coloured tiles.

         ‘I’m not willing to take the chance,’ hissed Carrie, glancing up at the industrial-sized clock, which displayed just over half an 12hour remaining in the final round of The Castlecreagh Cup Young Pastry Chef of the Year. She had worked so hard to be here – late nights, multiple blind-tasting rounds, countless ingredients – she wasn’t about to lose her place to someone like Harte. Even if he had been swearing at his oven door for the last fifteen minutes. She brushed a stray brown hair over her ear and glared at him, raising her chin.

         He glared right back and said in a low whisper, ‘Get over yourself, Quinn.’ He reached around her again, ignoring her pushing back against him.

         Carrie held her ground. There was too much at stake here. She had one chance at winning the year-long pastry chef fellowship on offer as a prize. She couldn’t afford to go to college. She hadn’t even sent in her CAO form. (What was the point in disappointment?) The heats had taken place the week before the Leaving Cert and Carrie had happily sacrificed the study time, knowing that her results would be terrible anyway. The Castlecreagh Cup was her only shot.

         Harte frowned at Carrie and looked around in desperation at the other contestants, all deep in concentration in the brightly lit kitchen. Carrie knew he was running out of time to get his soufflés in the oven, but she didn’t want to tell him he was right about her unwillingness to risk hers.

         ‘It’s not like your soufflés will be judged alongside mine anyway.’

         ‘What’s that supposed to mean, Harte?’

         13‘That you know they’re no good to begin with.’ He wiped his forehead, curled his upper lip and sneered down at her.

         Carrie saw red at that. ‘Excuse me?!’

         ‘If your soufflés are going to fall after a second of exposure to the elements, then you know they’re no good, so it doesn’t matter if you let someone else use your oven.’

         Has anyone ever been murdered at a baking competition, wondered Carrie. If not, Harte was coming close to being the first victim.

         ‘Okay, even if any of that was true – which it isn’t – there is no way I’m risking my shot in the competition to give a leg-up to someone with your level of arrogance, Harte.’ Carrie turned away from him and tried to refocus on the chocolate disc she was supposed to be tempering.

         ‘You just had to make it personal, didn’t you, Quinn?’

         She tuned out Harte’s voice. It wasn’t hard: she’d had lots of practice. ‘I’m not listening to you any more. You can’t use my oven, conversation over. Now go away.’

         Carrie grabbed the packs of white chocolate left over from the soufflés and prepared her workstation. It was overflowing with used dishes and messy spatulas. She cringed and cleaned as much space as she could spare.

         Harte wasn’t accepting being ignored, though. He appeared at her shoulder, still talking at her.

         ‘You’re still sore about the Christmas cake incident, aren’t you?’

         ‘An “incident”? That was sabotage!’

         14‘What, you think someone swapped out your ingredients so your cake would sink and they’d have to use mine? Grow up.’

         Carrie’s face burned. The ‘Christmas Cake Incident’ had occurred in the kitchen of The Caraway Club, the local hotel where they both worked Saturdays during the school year. Carrie and Harte had been competing to get their respective Christmas cakes chosen as the centrepiece for the rugby club’s annual Christmas buffet. Carrie’s had mysteriously collapsed. Harte’s had been fine, and she knew who was to blame.

         ‘That is exactly what happened. And I’m not letting you get away with it again.’ Carrie started furiously breaking chocolate into a bowl. She had almost lost her place at the hotel over it. She couldn’t afford to lose that job, not when she and her mum, Tracey, needed the money it brought in. Harte could just lean on his family business; what did he have to worry about? Not the cost of ingredients, that was for sure.

         ‘Quinn, you are so far beneath my notice, I wouldn’t dream of sabotaging you. There’d be no point.’

         Carrie stopped and stared at him, wondering if he was joking, but his dark brown eyes were serious.

         ‘What are you trying to say, Harte?’

         ‘That whether or not your cake was perfect, they would still have chosen mine.’

         He reached around her again, but Carrie elbowed him out of the way. Of all the entitled asses to find herself in competition 15with, it just had to be Dara Harte. And he just got to be here. His family connections made certain of that. It was businesses like The Caraway Club that had inspired the inception of The Castlecreagh Cup, which in turn had fostered the creation of Harte Bakeries, putting the Galway town on the map for pastry and culinary excellence. And Harte never let her forget it.

         ‘Wow. It surprises me you manage to fit out your front door every morning, Harte. It must be a tough squeeze, with a head that big.’ Carrie went back to breaking chocolate. She needed to get a bain-marie going to melt it, but she didn’t want to move away from her oven.

         ‘I’m not arrogant; I’m just realistic. I’m the better baker.’

         The casual confidence in his voice felt like tiny knives all over her skin. He really believed it was true. She spun and faced him, holding him at arm’s length again.

         ‘Well, that’s interesting, considering you’re begging someone else to let you use their oven because you didn’t check your own in time.’

         He scoffed at her and sneered, ‘My oven is broken – that’s hardly my fault. Nor is it my fault that you got your soufflés in too late.’

         ‘Still failing to see how that’s my problem.’

         ‘Admit it: if you’d got your soufflés in on time, you’d have no problem sharing with me.’

         He had a triumphant look on his face at that, and Carrie 16cringed inwardly. She knew he was right. Her soufflé mixture had split twice before she got it in the oven. She wasn’t about to let him know it, though. She took a step closer and gave him her most defiant stare.

         ‘One, my soufflés are none of your business, and two, I would absolutely have a problem sharing with you.’

         ‘Yours were so close to splitting they looked like two different mixtures. Come on, Quinn. Be realistic, which of us is more likely to win?’

         ‘I told you already. The answer is no.’

         Not many people said ‘no’ to Dara Harte. He reached around her and got a hand to the oven door, pulling it ever so slightly ajar.

         ‘Hey!’ Carrie slammed the door shut, wincing as the loud bang echoed through the room.

         She spun back to him, her heart racing. ‘What are you thinking?!’

         ‘You’re the one who slammed the door.’

         ‘You’ve probably ruined them!’

         ‘Only because you wouldn’t let me use your oven.’

         Harte gestured with his baking tray towards her. Carrie jostled him, partly to get him out of her way, and partly to vent her frustration. Harte, who had been standing a little too close to her, overbalanced and the tray in his hand tipped over and fell to the floor with a thundering clatter. Wet custard splashed up onto 17Carrie’s jeans, and porcelain ramekins shattered on the ground. She slowly tipped her face up to Harte, who was open-mouthed at the mess on the floor.

         ‘I–’ Carrie tried to speak, but Harte interrupted her.

         ‘What the hell was that for?’

         ‘You’re the one who spilled the mixture!’

         He held his ground, towering over her. ‘Because you pushed me!’

         Carrie thrust her chin up at him. ‘I was trying to get you out of my space!’

         ‘You did it to get even with me for deflating yours!’

         ‘So you admit you did deflate them!’

         His face was centimetres from hers, she could see every speck of flour dusted across his brown cheekbones. His eyes narrowed in anger.

         ‘I’ll admit you got it into your mad head I did.’

         Heat flushed Carrie’s face. ‘Don’t call me mad, you entitled ass–’

         ‘EXCUSE ME!’ A voice that belonged to neither of them boomed from in front of their bench.

         Carrie didn’t get to finish her insult. Both she and Dara froze, finally remembering where they were. They slowly straightened up. The entire room had stopped what they were doing. Carrie felt a wave of nausea grip her stomach.

         She slowly turned to face the bench, where judges Ed 18Jones and Augustin Eyre stood, their faces twin masks of cold rage. Ed Jones owned a number of award-winning bakeries in Dublin and Augustin Eyre had been a household name for over thirty years when it came to cake making in Ireland. They were the last people in the world Carrie wanted glaring at her like that. Ed Jones stood with his arms folded across his effortlessly chic, buttoned-up black shirt. Augustin Eyre, with his swept-back greying hair, was visibly shaking, his mouth hanging open.

         Carrie wished that the noise would resume in the crowded room. Sweat broke out on her back. Every single baker seemed to have paused in their work, holding their breath, waiting to see what the judges would do. Finally, the older man took a deep breath and, leaning into them both, spoke.

         ‘I have been adjudicating this competition for over thirty years. I have seen every sort of disaster. Every sort of triumph. Every kind of cake decoration and every kind of collapse.’

         Carrie cringed. She didn’t quite know what was coming, but it wasn’t good.

         ‘Yet in my thirty years of judging this proud and prestigious competition, never – NEVER – have I seen conduct the likes of which you two have displayed today.’

         Carrie hung her head in shame. But Mr Eyre wasn’t finished chastising them. He removed his glasses and held them in his hands, speaking even more quietly than before.

         19‘If you can’t conduct yourselves appropriately within this kitchen, then you don’t deserve the privilege of taking part in the competition.’

         Carrie felt her stomach drop. The Castlecreagh Cup was everything she had worked towards for the last two years. She thought of the savings she had spent on her entry to the competition. The unsubmitted college application form. All to lose it now. Her hands shook and her jaw clenched. She reached out to Mr Eyre.

         ‘Please, you don’t understand what it’s taken me to be here …’

         But Augustin Eyre was already shaking his head. ‘Perhaps you should have thought of that before starting a shouting match in my kitchen. I’m afraid you cannot be allowed to continue.’

         Carrie was about to say something else when Harte sidestepped in front of her, desperation written all over his face.

         ‘Please, Mr Eyre, we didn’t mean to interrupt like this. I think you might know my family–’

         Rage boiled up over the despair in Carrie’s stomach – of course Harte would think that his famous family would get him out of this! Mr Eyre held up a single hand to make him stop and Harte fell silent.

         ‘Yes, I know your family. I know your father, I know your grandparents, and I am proud to say I knew your late mother. What a wonderful person she was. And let me be very clear, Mr 20Harte: I think they would all be ashamed of your carry-on in this kitchen. So maybe you should think twice about who you would like to have influencing my decision today.’

         Dara Harte went completely still. Two red spots appeared on his cheeks, as though Augustin Eyre had reached out and hit him. He stepped back in silence, falling behind Carrie. She tried to keep the quiver out of her voice as she clasped her hands together and implored the judges one last time. ‘Please. I need this competition. It’s all I have.’

         Mr Eyre eyed her dispassionately. ‘No. You must learn how to put aside such childish behaviour before you set foot in the kitchen, Miss Quinn. You’ll thank me for this lesson one day.’ He looked from her to Dara and then sighed regretfully. ‘I’m sorry to announce that you are both disqualified from the Castlecreagh Cup Singles competition for this year. Please depart the kitchen with dignity, and with respect for the other bakers still competing.’

         He and Ed Jones, who was already moving on, walked away from the bench, not pausing to turn around. ‘Everyone else, you have thirty minutes left!’

         Carrie reached out to hold on to the bench for support as her world collapsed, like a deflating soufflé. The Castlecreagh Cup had been her life, her everything, for years. And now she was disqualified. All because of stupid, arrogant, idiotic Dara Harte. She was never, ever going to forgive him. 21
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            Should-have-been-perfect Soufflés

            Makes 6

            
	10g melted butter

               	70g caster sugar

               	170g white chocolate

               	30ml double cream

               	½ tsp vanilla extract

               	4 large or 5 medium eggs, separated

               	handful fresh raspberries, chopped

               	20g pistachios, crushed

            


	Preheat oven to 200°C (fan). Brush six soufflé containers with butter, then, using 20g of the caster sugar, coat the inside of the containers with sugar.

               	Melt the chocolate and cream in a bain-marie and allow to cool. (You can melt them in a microwave)


               	Once cooled to room temperature, stir in the egg yolks.

               	Whip the egg whites until they form stiff peaks and gradually add the vanilla and remaining sugar.

               	Gently fold the egg whites into the chocolate mixture.

               	Carefully spoon the mixture into the soufflé containers. (Careful not to get any on the rim)


               	Put the containers in preheated oven and lower temperature to 190°C. Bake for 12–15 minutes or until the soufflés are risen. (Do NOT open the oven while they are rising!!)


               	Remove from oven and allow to cool.

               	Sprinkle the raspberries and pistachios over the top of the soufflés, and serve.
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            Chapter Two

            Cinnamon Rolls of Sadness

         

         Rain hammered down on Carrie’s head every step of her forty-minute walk home. Leaving without collecting her raincoat from the cloakroom was proving to be a worse and worse decision with each minute. She hugged her baking box tight to her chest. Her trainers squelched with every step. Her jeans were so damp they had begun to feel warm against her skin.

         She kept turning the competition over in her head. The words of Augustin Eyre spun around and around in her mind: ‘Never have I seen conduct the likes of which you have displayed …’

         She thought of the way that the earlier sunlight had glinted off motes of flour dust as everyone began baking. She thought about the shine of the cream kitchen tiles and the smell of the cakes. She thought about how confident she had felt in her own baking. This had been her shot. She had only ever got one of those in her seventeen years. And she had let Dara Harte distract her into messing it up.

         The mere memory was enough to make her want to scream. Harte had screeched off in his shiny black car minutes after they 23had left the competition hall. He wouldn’t have walked home in the rain if he’d been paid.

         At the beginning of the competition, it had actually seemed to be a good thing to have him on her table. She’d known him so long and, although she’d never liked him, at least he was familiar. They’d worked together at The Caraway Club for a year now; of course Harte was a junior chef while Carrie was still a dishwasher, but even so, Amy, the pastry chef, let Carrie try her hand at baking every now and then. That was how the Christmas cake disaster had happened. Despite what Harte might have said to her that day, he knew how hard she worked in the kitchen. Carrie knew how hard he worked there too. His family connections might have secured him a good position, but his frustratingly consistent croissants and sourdough bread rolls had kept him in it. On the days he was working, he arrived before most of the other staff and was elbow deep in flour before they had even changed into their uniforms, his sleeves rolled up along his lean brown arms and an easy, wide smile on his face.

         Harte was an annoyingly good baker. It was in his DNA. His family business of over thirty years was a staple in Castlecreagh. Half the town was employed in their kitchens, and Dara and his twin brother Oisin were heirs apparent to the lot.

         Carrie hadn’t known them all that well until Dara started working with her. He and Oisin went to a fancy boarding school in Wicklow. That’s where they’d been when their mum had 24had a sudden heart attack two years before. It was the only time Carrie had been glad not to be Dara Harte.

         The first day they were in the hotel kitchen together, he’d made so many disparaging remarks about the state of her workstation, her equipment and even her less-than-brand-new clothes that she’d made the decision to ignore Dara Harte for the rest of her life. And now he was the reason she had no chance at a pastry fellowship next year.

         She finally turned the corner onto her street. Halfway along the cramped row of familiar terraced houses was hers. The yellow two-storey had the same large windows and tiny porch as the other houses on the street, but it was the only one with a bright blue front door. Her mum had let Carrie pick the colour.

         She pushed open the rusting gate with her hip, thinking she ought to paint it soon, and frowned at the rain pounding the row of sunflowers she had planted. Her mum didn’t have time for gardening, but Carrie wanted to brighten up the front of their home.

         She squelched up the water-slicked concrete path, her cardboard box of baking equipment straining against her arms. It was held together with wishful thinking more than anything else at this point. She shifted the box into the crook of her arm, dug her keys out of her jeans pocket and hesitated at the door. She didn’t want to have to tell her mother about the competition. But the rain was dripping inside her collar. She groaned, turned the key 25in the latch and, taking a deep breath, shoved inside.

         ‘Mum, I’m home!’

         Carrie heard footsteps moving around upstairs, and slammed the door behind her with one foot. She shouted up the stairs before dumping her box by the landing.

         ‘I’m going straight into the shower. I’ll talk to you later.’

         ‘Wait, no!’ Tracey appeared at the top of the stairs, wrapped in a towel.

         Carrie threw up her hands. ‘Mum, it’s the middle of the day!’

         ‘It’s practically five. I’m going out with Fiona which is why I’m getting in the shower first. And remember what I said to you about calling me “Mum”?’ Tracey disappeared back into her bedroom. Carrie trudged up the stairs, her trainers oozing water with each step. Carrie groaned: Mum – Tracey – had been asking her to call her by her first name lately, since Carrie was almost eighteen, saying, ‘You’re practically an adult now.’ Carrie was still struggling to get used to it.

         ‘Mum – I mean, Tracey – please! I’ve had … just the worst day, and the walk home was so long, and I really, really, really need a shower.’

         Tracey poked her head around the bedroom door and, as she took in Carrie’s bedraggled state, her eyes bulged wide.

         ‘Oh my God, what happened?’

         Carrie moaned into her hands. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. I just want a shower.’

         26Tracey took pity on her daughter. She reached out a hand and squeezed Carrie’s wrist.

         ‘Okay. Fine. You get in the shower first, but be lightning-fast, Carrie.’

         Carrie didn’t answer; she launched herself into the tiny bathroom that separated her mother’s bedroom from her own and locked the door behind her.

         She emerged five minutes later, dressed in one of Tracey’s fluffy blue robes, dancing cake pyjamas and her own favourite éclair-shaped slippers. She was still upset, but significantly warmer than she had been.

         She leaned against the doorframe to her mother’s room. The floor and bed were obscured by multiple piles of clothes, all of which used to hang in the now almost empty wardrobe. Tracey was busy holding up two different dresses to her body in front of the mirror, still wrapped in the towel.

         She met Carrie’s eyes in the mirror. ‘So, do you want to talk about it yet?’

         Carrie groaned and flopped backwards on to the bed, creaking the mattress springs beneath her, and stared up at the ceiling.

         She lifted her head when Tracey sank down next to her.

         ‘Well? What happened?’

         ‘Where do you want me to start?’ mumbled Carrie, sitting up and reaching into a pile of dresses, to have something to do with her hands. ‘Do you want to hear about the disaster that was my 27soufflé, the fact that Dara Harte tried to steal my oven or how our shouting match got me disqualified from the whole thing?’

         She threw a dress aside and grabbed a pillow to scream into. Tracey reached an arm around her and hugged her shoulders, then rubbed her daughter’s arms. Carrie leaned into her warmth, wiping away the tears pooling in her eyes. Then she tossed away the pillow and turned to meet Tracey’s concerned frown.

         ‘You got disqualified?’ said Tracey. ‘How did that happen?’

         Carrie considered reaching for the pillow again. This was worse than she had thought it would be.

         Carrie pursed her lips and threw her eyes up to the ceiling. ‘Harte was being an ass and I lost my temper about it. I shouldn’t have.’ She wiped at her face, determined not to cry in front of her mum.

         ‘Oh, chicken … I’m so, so sorry …’ Tracey moved her hand to Carrie’s head and began to stroke her hair. ‘I know how hard you worked for it.’

         Carrie took a shuddering breath, ignoring the lump in her throat. ‘Yeah, well, it wasn’t that big a deal. I’ll … I’ll just apply to a few different kitchens for experience. Start from the bottom and work my way up, you know?’

         ‘You wouldn’t want to stay at The Caraway Club?’

         ‘It’s not enough work. It’s only Saturdays they have available during the year. Besides, I’m only a dishwasher there.’ Carrie sighed. ‘There are just too many reasons not to work there now.’

         28She twisted out of Tracey’s arms and stood up, breathing out a sigh. A glimpse of her reflection in the mirror showed her long chestnut hair hanging in damp waves to her waist, her normally full lips pinched and wan, and her brown eyes sad. She met her mother’s eyes in the mirror.

         ‘I’ll finish out the summer. Save up for something better.’

         ‘Are you sure you don’t want to stick around for someone who is tall and has dark hair and a similar passion for baking?’

         Carrie turned back to Tracey. ‘He is not the reason I do anything. I hate him. He totally sabotaged me today. And, on top of all that, he’ll probably just swan in and win the whole competition with his brother.’

         Tracey’s brow furrowed. ‘I thought today was the competition, no?’

         ‘It was,’ said Carrie. ‘The individual division, anyway. There’s a team heat as well, which happens later in the summer – but no one’s going to measure up to the Harte brothers in that.’

         ‘Oh …’

         Carrie side-eyed her mother. Tracey seemed to be trying to decide whether or not to say something. Eventually, she got up and walked to the furthest pile of clothes on the floor, saying, far too casually, ‘You know, your dad sent over a package for you today.’

         Carrie was suddenly alert. ‘He did?’

         Tracey blew out a breath. ‘Yep.’

         29Carrie’s stomach dropped. ‘No. Not again.’

         ‘He thinks you like them.’

         ‘Well, he needs to get the message.’

         Tracey stopped what she was doing to look Carrie in the eye. ‘Oh, so have you actually told him you don’t like them?’

         ‘No. But when have I ever said, “Thank you for sending me more apples that your assistant chose for you”? He must understand why.’

         ‘I really don’t think he does, love. He thinks you aren’t talking to him for a different reason.’

         ‘You mean the one where he was so sick of us he left the country?’

         Tracey froze in her search for an outfit.

         Carrie’s stomach squirmed. She bit her tongue. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean that. I was joking.’

         ‘You know he didn’t move to get away from us …’

         Carrie got up and went over to Tracey. ‘Mum, I know. It was a crap joke, that’s all.’

         Tracey’s mouth pulled up at the sides, but her shoulders drooped. Carrie took her hand and squeezed it in reassurance.

         Tracey reached down and pulled out a rich cobalt-blue satin dress. She posed with it in front of the mirror and smiled. ‘This is the one, don’t you think?’

         As Tracey bent down to search through pairs of shoes, Carrie forced a smile, and asked, ‘Are … are you and Fiona 30planning on staying out late tonight?’

         Tracey answered distractedly. ‘No, no. It’s just a few drinks. We haven’t caught up in ages.’

         ‘Yeah,’ said Carrie, holding herself back from asking any more questions.

         Tracey reached behind her to squeeze Carrie’s hand again. ‘And we’ll have a day to ourselves tomorrow to make up for today. How does that sound?’

         ‘I’m working tomorrow,’ mumbled Carrie, then, seeing the regret on Tracey’s face, added, ‘but I’ve nothing on tomorrow evening. We could order a takeaway and binge on Bake-Off?’

         Tracey leaned close and kissed her on the cheek. ‘That sounds fantastic. Now I’m going to run into the shower.’

         Carrie retreated to the kitchen and was greasing a tin when Tracey arrived downstairs, make-up done and sporting the blue dress.

         ‘You look great,’ said Carrie, smiling, as Tracey headed out the door. ‘Will you let me know where you go to?’

         Tracey laughed as she tottered out of the door in a pair of strappy gladiator heels. Carrie breathed out heavily, watching her mother go. She turned and reached into her baking cupboard, next to the oven, and began to grab ingredients: flour, yeast and sugar, and, from the fridge, eggs and milk. Carrie made a small pile in front of the red-and-white tiled backsplash. She needed something sweet to take the edge off the disaster that this day had been.

         31Carrie took the bag of flour, tipping the contents angrily into the scales. She tossed the flour from scales to sieve, letting it snow down into the bowl in a cloud. Next, she added the wet ingredients, silently cursing Dara Harte and trying not to think about how late it would be when Tracey crept back into the house. She shoved her hands into the mixture, letting the soft dough sink beneath her fingers. Her breath came more slowly as she tipped the dough out onto the table and began to knead. She dug her palms deep into it, relieved to finally have something to push her frustrations into. Her hands settled into a slow rhythm, moving back and forth along the countertop. The tension in her shoulders eased as she pushed the dough around, working until the mixture was ready to prove.

         Carrie spent the next few hours filling the kitchen with the rich, warm scents of cinnamon and ginger, sending her mind into a blank sea of calm. She cut and portioned out the rolls in careful swirls, arranging them into trefoil spirals on a baking tray before sliding them into the oven.

         Her stomach clenched at the thought of work the next day and what she would say to the Caraway Club’s pastry chef. Amy had believed in her. She had coached her. She had even helped her fill out the entry form. Recently, Amy had bought cakes from Carrie for use in the restaurant. Her red velvet, her caramel cake, her seed cake. They had all met with approval, even praise from customers. Each one had lit a candle inside 32Carrie. Her heart sank to think about what she would tell Amy tomorrow, how she would explain just how much she had messed up this opportunity to get noticed. To be someone.

         She rubbed at the tiredness behind her eyes and turned back to her cinnamon rolls, slowly browning behind the old, rusted oven door.
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            Sadness-lifting Cinnamon Rolls

            
	2 tsp yeast

               	50ml lukewarm water

               	350g plain flour, sieved

               	50g caster sugar

               	50g butter, chopped

               	1 egg, beaten

               	50g dates, chopped

               	50g hazelnuts, chopped

               	3 tsp ground cinnamon

               	1 tsp ground ginger

               	50g dark brown sugar

               	40g milk

               	100g icing sugar

            


	Preheat oven to 180°C (fan). Grease and line a 31 x 31cm baking tray.

               	Mix yeast with water, then add to flour and caster sugar.

               	Add in butter and egg and knead for 15 minutes. (Kneading the bread helps develop the gluten)33


               	Cover bowl and leave to prove in a warm place for 15 minutes.

               	Mix the dates, hazelnuts, cinnamon, ginger and brown sugar together.

               	Roll out dough to 1cm thick and spread all over with the cinnamon mixture.

               	Roll up the dough into a log and cut into 1cm-thick spiral slices. (Should look like a long Swiss roll!)

               	Place the slices flat on the baking tray, cover with a tea towel and prove for one hour in a warm place.

               	Bake in preheated oven for 25 minutes until golden brown.

               	Mix milk and icing sugar to drizzle over buns when cooled. (A dash of vanilla makes this perfect!)
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            Chapter Three

            Peach Turnovers for a New Leaf

         

         Carrie woke to sunshine streaming in through her thin blue curtains. The beams warmed her face but did nothing to lift the despondency weighing on her like a wet rag. From where she lay, she could see the poster for the Castlecreagh Young Baker of the Year, pinned to the cork board above her small wooden desk.

         Pulling herself into a sitting position, she took a blurry-eyed look at her watch. When the numbers 8:25 came into focus, Carrie swore and launched herself out of bed. She must have forgotten to set the alarm. Twenty-seven minutes later, she was running up the hotel driveway – hair damp, a seed cake she’d baked the night before in hand – but just on time for her morning shift at The Caraway Club.

         The Caraway Club, named for the spice that its owner had brought back from Egypt and begun adding to the bread baked in the restaurant each morning, was Castlecreagh’s oldest hotel. From that first wave of eccentricity, the kitchens at The Caraway Club had been synonymous with innovation and glamour. At least that’s what it said on the brochures at the front desk. The 35hotel kitchens became a breeding ground for young and gifted chefs – so much so that they started to sponsor programmes to foster new talent. Out of the hotel’s success came the Castlecreagh Cup – a competition to determine the best young Irish bakers. The competition had been running since the 1960s, and so Castlecreagh’s reputation for baking prowess had grown. Carrie had always thought that the hotel would be where her career began. Not where it stopped.

         She rushed up the gravel driveway, her trainers crunching on the grey stone, and waved to Benjamina, the hotel’s gardener, who was smiling with satisfaction at the hotel’s blooming wildflower beds. Carrie hesitated outside the plain, beige staff entrance. She didn’t want to go inside. Not when she could feel the ghost of yesterday weighing down on her.

         She groaned at her watch – her shift was about to start. She had to go in. As she reached to the keypad to type in the code, the door flew open. Carrie took a hurried step back, jumping out of the way of the swinging metal door.

         ‘Whoa!’

         The person emerging almost ran straight into her, causing her to slip on the gravel. A strong hand reached out and grabbed her arm, holding her up while she scrabbled to find her feet. Carrie blinked and raised her chin to meet the person who held her. Her stomach did a somersault when she saw who it was.

         ‘Harte!’

         36She twisted out of his grip, deliberately turning away.

         ‘Quinn?’

         Carrie could hear the surprise in his voice, but she didn’t care. She stalked towards the kitchen entrance.

         ‘Quinn, wait!’

         Carrie kept walking.

         ‘Quinn!’

         Suddenly, Harte was standing right in front of her, his annoyingly perfect dark hair curling above his forehead. He towered over her. Carrie wished she was taller: it was really difficult to convince people you were imposing when you constantly had to look up at them.

         ‘What do you want, Harte? To get me kicked out of here too?’

         He snorted. ‘You really think everything I do is about you, don’t you, Quinn?’

         ‘Looks like it is from where I’m standing.’

         ‘Then move.’

         ‘With pleasure.’ Carrie stepped out of his way with a sarcastic bow.

         Harte stayed where he was, a smirk on his face. Carrie straightened up, feeling stupid.

         ‘I’ve had enough of talking to you to last me a lifetime, Harte – say what you want to say or get out of my way.’

         He hesitated. ‘I … You know what? It’s nothing.’

         ‘Then get out of my way.’

         37Harte leaned against the doorframe, casually blocking her path now.

         ‘No, Quinn. I’m sick of your attitude towards me. Especially after yesterday.’

         ‘You’re annoyed with me about yesterday?! How do you think I feel about you?’

         Harte sneered at her. ‘I have zero interest in how you feel about me, Quinn.’

         ‘Then why are you talking to me now?’ Carrie moved to push past him, but he put his arm in front of the door, blocking her way again.

         ‘How about the fact that I have the power to get you out of dishwashing today?’

         Carrie froze. He wasn’t saying what she thought he was saying … was he? A baking shift with Amy was always a plus, but it would also mean an afternoon working with Harte. She narrowed her eyes. ‘You and I wouldn’t have to work together, would we?’

         A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. ‘I can guarantee you, Quinn, we won’t even be in the same room.’

         Carrie licked her lips and tried her best to sound nonchalant. ‘Okay, um, that would be good.’

         Harte’s brown eyes lit up and his smile widened. ‘You agree?’

         ‘Yes.’

         She frowned as Harte reached behind her and opened up the 38door to the hallway that led to the dining room.

         ‘Alright then. Have fun at your shift.’

         Carrie looked from Harte to the door, the seed cake still in her hands. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I mean you just agreed to take my shift waiting on the dining floor.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You heard me.’

         ‘But I never waitress.’

         ‘Not my problem, Quinn.’

         Carrie really thought she might strangle him. ‘If Amy wants me baking, then I bake. That’s not your call.’

         ‘Who said anything about baking? It’s not Amy’s call either. It’s Ray’s.’

         Carrie’s face fell. Ray was the restaurant manager – and he hated Carrie. He had despised her ever since she started at the Club and attempted a shift of waitressing. It hadn’t gone well. Carrie was famously untidy and slapdash and could never meet his exacting standards. It was only because of Amy and her own baking skills that she was still working at the hotel. She scowled at Harte. ‘You can’t be serious.’

         ‘I am totally serious,’ Harte said, grinning. ‘I’ll let Justine know you’ll be working with her today.’

         He turned away without another word. Carrie groaned inwardly. Up to a month ago, an afternoon working with 39Justine would have been a treat. The two girls had become fast friends when they started at The Caraway Club, on the same Saturday that Ray had debuted his new ‘scheduling system’ that had caused every single server to be rostered for the one day. Justine had a sharp, acerbic humour that Carrie enjoyed. They had bonded over shared jokes and had been friends since.

         But just before their Leaving Cert exams, Justine had grown quiet and then stopped speaking to Carrie altogether. Carrie had no idea what she’d done and had given up trying to get the other girl to stop ghosting her. She told herself she wasn’t upset about it. But she missed her friend. Maybe, she thought, as she walked dejectedly towards the cloakroom, they hadn’t been as good friends as she had thought. She pulled on her uniform with determination, deposited her seed cake in the kitchen for addition to the afternoon tea service and walked into the dining room, deciding to adopt a Zen attitude towards the waitressing shift.

         Three minutes later, her Zen was completely gone. Justine broke into her reverie repeatedly with corrections of her table, grating on Carrie’s last nerve.

         ‘No, God, Carrie, the water goes in the centre, not on the left. What do you want the customers to do – soak themselves every time they reach for a drink?’ Justine stretched across her and moved the bottle, and then followed her around for the rest of the afternoon, correcting everything Carrie did or said.

         40‘Make sure you don’t hover around table four like you did with table seven.’

         ‘No, no, no, just take the menus from the next tables, I’ll cover those ones.’

         And on and on and on it went. Carrie shook. She couldn’t handle being here, not today. It wouldn’t have been so bad if she hadn’t known deep down that Justine was right about everything she was saying.

         After her second dropped basket of bread rolls, she could tell Justine was just shy of screaming at her.

         ‘Jesus Christ, Carrie, just go home if you’re going to be this colossal hindrance in my day!’

         She managed to say it all in front of Ray, who casually made his way over to them both, a false smile plastered on his face.

         ‘Everything all right here, ladies?’

         Justine didn’t hold back. ‘Ray, she’s killing my tips for the whole day – why the hell would you saddle me with this section when Carrie is waitressing?’

         Carrie winced: so much for friendship. She sidestepped her instinct to shove Justine’s face into the waiting Sachertorte and turned her attention to Ray, who had walked over to scrutinise his rota, which was hanging on the wall.

         ‘Not my fault, Justine. I had Dara down for the dining room today.’ He folded his arms and levelled a glare at Carrie. 41‘Why, pray tell, would you think that you could just walk away from dishwashing duty?’

         Carrie’s mouth went dry. She needed this job. If she was to have continued access to broadband in her house, she needed this job.

         ‘Harte – I mean Dara – said that you told us to swap?’

         ‘Why the hell would he say something like that? Jesus, you kids messing with my schedule is going to kill me.’

         Carrie shook. ‘Will I go get him?’

         ‘No, finish out the shift. God, I do not need this today …’

         Carrie turned back to the kitchen, her fists clenched. She was really going to kill Harte this time. But, to her surprise, it was Justine who voiced her annoyance first.

         ‘Dara was the one who told you to be here today?’

         Carrie gritted her teeth. ‘Yes. I wasn’t about to volunteer to waitress. You know how terrible I am.’

         ‘Ugh, get over yourself, Carrie. Tell me exactly what Dara said.’ Justine grasped Carrie’s arm.

         Carrie sighed. ‘He said something about Ray wanting me here and then he insulted me.’

         Justine gripped her harder. ‘And he didn’t say anything about me?’

         Carrie twisted out of her grip. ‘No. God, why?’

         Justine frowned, then shrugged. ‘It’s nothing. Just take care of that group of girls over there – and try not to spill anything on their table, yeah?’

         42Carrie bit back her retort and watched as Justine retreated to the kitchen. It was the most Justine had spoken to her in a month. But they didn’t seem any closer to being friends again.

         By the time Carrie finished serving, she was ready to drop. As she entered the kitchen, she met Harte sailing out, bearing a tray of small confectionary cakes. Behind him, the scene was one of organised chaos: a small army of chefs chopped vegetables, stirred steaming pots or tended to sizzling pans.

         Carrie dropped her voice so only Harte would hear. ‘Thank you for subjecting me to that!’

         ‘You are extremely welcome, Quinn,’ he said as he popped one of the cakes into his mouth.

         She made a face at him and turned to the kitchen sink, which, to her horror, was spilling over with unwashed dishes. She ducked out of the way of two servers carrying a giant plate of smoked salmon, then gestured from the sink to Harte.

         ‘Wait a second! You mean to tell me that I spent the entire afternoon living through my personal hell for you and you didn’t do a single ounce of my job in here?’

         Harte shrugged. ‘What? I was busy.’

         ‘Doing what?’

         ‘Baking. Ask Amy.’

         Amy was at the back table, rolling out dough for the dessert. Carrie groaned at the piles and piles of washing she now had to tackle and sucked in a breath of frustration. She couldn’t put up 43with this. She went over to Amy, before tackling her mountain. ‘You couldn’t have encouraged him to wash even a few plates?’

         Amy looked up from her dough, a stray lock of blonde hair escaping from her hat. ‘Carrie! Finally! I was waiting for you to get in. Tell me, tell me: how did yesterday go?’

         Carrie paused and opened her mouth, but the words got caught in her throat.

         Amy’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘What? No …’

         Carrie frowned. Hadn’t Harte already told her? But no. Of course he’d just brazen it out and Amy wouldn’t know he’d been disqualified. She sighed: it was going to be so hard to break the news to her. Amy, seeing the look on Carrie’s face, rushed to reassure her, pulling her out of earshot of the other staff in the kitchen. ‘But you worked so hard …’

         ‘Yeah, well, tell that to the judges who disqualified me.’

         ‘You were disqualified? Why?’

         Carrie rubbed at the back of her head, desperate to not have to tell this story again. ‘It was … well, it started with soufflés, a broken oven … and Harte ending my baking career as we know it.’

         Amy handed her a rolling pin and gestured towards the pastry on the table. ‘Roll that out and tell me the whole story.’

         Twenty minutes later, the pastry for the tart shells was done and Carrie was cleaning her hands, finishing up her tale of woe.

         ‘And then Augustin Eyre told us that he just couldn’t allow 44that kind of conduct in the competition, and that we had to leave.’

         ‘I can’t believe he would do that.’

         ‘Well, you did say he was the toughest boss you ever had.’

         ‘Yeah, but still … after all of your hard work – it just seems so unfair.’

         Carrie pushed herself off the bench and slouched around to where Amy was slicing peaches. ‘I know. I just … I messed up. And I don’t want to talk about it any more.’ She faced the infinite pile of crockery. ‘I have enough to concentrate on.’

         Amy gave her a sympathetic smile while Carrie retreated to the dirty dishwater sitting in the sink.

         Harte returned to the kitchen, narrowly avoiding being smacked on the head with a gigantic ham joint being hoisted in by the dinner service team, and made a beeline for Amy. Carrie kept her back to them, listening to their conversation as she worked. His speech was muffled, like he was speaking with his mouth full.

         ‘That seed cake from the tea setting is incredible. Tell me you have the recipe written down.’

         Carrie’s ears pricked up. That was her seed cake!

         Amy turned to him, hands on her hips, ignoring the question. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were disqualified from the competition?’

         Harte paused – he mustn’t have been anticipating Amy finding out. ‘Ah. You heard.’

         45Carrie caught his reflection in the fridge door as he shot her a dirty look.

         ‘You thought I wouldn’t?’ Amy was staring daggers at him.

         ‘I thought that maybe I could handle it before you did.’

         ‘Handle it how, exactly?’

         ‘Well … I was thinking about asking for another chance. You, um …’ Harte rubbed at the back of his neck, then said in a rush. ‘You know Augustin Eyre, don’t you? You couldn’t … say something for me, could you?’

         Amy laughed. ‘Oh, absolutely not. There’s no way I’m vouching for you after you making a scene like that.’

         ‘Oh, come on, Amy. Please?’ said Harte, but Amy shut him down with a look. He pressed his lips together and grabbed another slice of cake.

         Amy pointed her spatula at him. ‘The answer is absolutely no. You’ve burned your bridges. All of them. And Carrie’s too, by the sound of it. But what are you so upset about? I thought your focus was the team competition. That’s in just two weeks. You’ll have your second chance then. Although good luck getting them to forget the scene you made. You better hope that your “Harte Boys” baking charm is enough to get yourself and Oisin the other pastry fellowship.’

         Harte’s face fell. ‘That’s not an option … any more.’

         ‘Did something happen between yourself and Oisin? I thought you were entering it together.’

         46‘We were. But now we’re not.’

         ‘So you’re just going to give up on it because you don’t have a partner?’

         It was Dara’s turn to ignore the question. He was silent for a minute, and Carrie reached for yet another plate, dunking it in the water. She refused to turn around and join in their conversation.

         ‘Okay, seriously: what is the recipe for this seed cake?!’

         Carrie heard Amy put down her spatula. ‘Ask Carrie.’

         Carrie peeked over her shoulder to find them both looking at her, Harte open-mouthed. He turned back to Amy.

         ‘Quinn made this cake?’

         Carrie frowned. ‘No need to sound so surprised.’

         Harte’s attention swept back to her. ‘No offence, Quinn. It’s just so … complex.’

         ‘Yeah, well, I know a thing or two about complex flavours.’

         ‘Recent events might contradict that …’

         Carrie was about to start shouting when she caught Amy gazing at them both, clearly suppressing a smile.

         ‘What?’

         Amy turned back to her pastry. ‘Nothing. I was just thinking that, well, you’re both kind of in the same boat right now.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ Dara looked from Amy to Carrie.

         ‘I mean with regard to the Cup. You need a partner who knows what they’re at. Why not team up with each other?’

         Carrie almost choked, and she started to stammer ‘I don’t 47think that’s a –’ at the same time as Dara said ‘Definitely not!’

         Carrie swerved to look at him. ‘Excuse me?’

         ‘Okay, Quinn, seriously. I’m not going to team up with you the day after you got kicked out of the competition.’
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