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Thank you very much for purchasing this e-book (even if you got it for nothing!) and choosing to spend time reading my tales.

In these times, where thousands of books are being published around the world every month, it is more important than ever for authors to make sure that their books are as visible as possible.  It would make my day if you could take the time to write a review by returning to the links where you purchased the book.
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Prologue A Little Taste Of Trouble
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Saffy Tate hit send on the review, leaned back in her creaky office chair, and watched as the email whooshed off into the digital abyss—like a flaming arrow launched from the deck of a sinking restaurant.

The Rusty Ladle was an act of culinary vandalism in her professional opinion. And now, thanks to her, the world would know. She swirled the last sip of lukewarm tea in her chipped mug and made a mental note to add milk to the shopping list. Again.

She could see the Grand Union Canal glittering in the late afternoon sun from the small desk wedged into the corner of her converted railway carriage home. A coot was having a domestic with a moorhen near the bow, and the smell of slow-baked onions from the boat next door made her stomach growl with betrayal.

The phone rang.

She sighed.

“Hello, Francine,” she said without checking the screen.

“You sent it, didn’t you?”

“I did. Clean, honest, and only mildly scathing.”

There was a pause. “You compared their deconstructed beef to a hostile divorce.”

“It was grey, bitter, and full of indigestible chunks. I stand by it.”

Francine’s exhale hissed down the line. “Do you remember when you used to write gentle profiles of cheese-makers and pie festivals? What happened to you?”

“London,” Saffy said. “Also, that time with the heritage vinegar smugglers.”

Francine ignored her. “Right. New assignment. Review. Not advertorial. But it’s meant to be low-key, rural, and entirely unscandalous. Do try to behave.”

Saffy opened a fresh page in her notebook. “Go on.”

“Hollowstone Farm, just outside Cheddar. Small family operation. They’re the last ones making traditional cave-aged cheddar in the town. The proper slow-aged stuff. Apparently, it’s stunning. Take a few days, taste the cheese, and write a review. No takedowns. No metaphors involving medieval plumbing. Describe the cheese and smile.”

Saffy considered it. Cheese. Cows. Country lanes. Probably a charming but awkward farm lad with excellent forearms. “Alright,” she said. “I’ll pack my boots and a second stomach.”

“Thank you,” said Francine, and added darkly, “Please don’t find any crimes. I’m still getting emails about the foraged truffle scandal.”

Saffy hung up, pulled on her boots, and slung a travel bag over her shoulder. As she locked the door to her carriage, a thought occurred to her.

Whenever someone asked her not to find a crime, she usually found at least two.
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The Rusty Ladle – A Review By Saffron Tate

(As filed to Francine, with one eye twitching and the other brow arched in disbelief)
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It’s a place that promises gritty urban refinement and delivers something that feels less like dining and more like being slowly gaslit by a conceptual art student with a spiraliser and access to Daddy’s trust fund.

The décor is, and I’m being generous here, reminiscent of a distressed apothecary having an existential crisis. The lighting appears to have been inspired by the inside of a submarine under wartime blackout conditions, and the furniture was almost certainly sourced from a skip marked “Mid-Century Mistakes.” The music is a Spotify playlist titled Jazz That Makes You Question Everything, and the waiting staff all have the apologetic look of people trained for something else.

The menu reads like someone swallowed a thesaurus and then tried to burp out a concept. Every dish has at least one element that’s been “foraged,” “deconstructed,” or “interpreted.” Nothing is simply cooked. It is curated, interrogated, and finally bullied onto the plate.

I ordered the ‘Scallops in Seasonal Dialogue’, which turned out to be a pompous smear of parsnip purée flanked by two terrified scallops, who appeared to have died in a state of mild panic. It was artfully plated regret. The plate looked like a Turner prize entry and tasted like an apology from a man who’s forgotten your birthday and bought flowers from a petrol station.

The jus was weeping, and frankly, so was I.

If you have to continue, the pudding was billed as “heritage crumble foam,” which is the culinary equivalent of playing with your food and expecting a Michelin star for it. It tasted like a memory of apple crumble, refracted through a childhood trauma and served in a shot glass.

Of course, some people will love The Rusty Ladle. They will be wearing trousers with elasticated ankles and use the word “mouthfeel” without irony. They will photograph the amuse-bouche, the toilets, and possibly their own slow descent into culinary Stockholm Syndrome. For them, this is not food. It’s content. And in that sense, The Rusty Ladle is a triumph. It’s more photogenic than edible, more posed than plated.

But for those of us who still believe a restaurant should, on some fundamental level, feed you, nourish you, and leave you feeling more loved than loathed, this was a joyless exercise in edible narcissism.

I left hungry. Emotionally, spiritually, and—most crucially—gastronomically.

S.T.
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Chapter 1 – Saffy’s Train Carriage Home
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Saffron Tate was elbow-deep in righteous culinary fury, hunched over her laptop in what once was the First Class compartment of a long-retired Great Western Railway carriage. Now, it was her kitchen, office, bedroom, and occasional gin palace. Outside, the Grand Union Canal glistened in the early evening light. Inside, fairy lights twinkled above a jungle of drying herbs that dangled like botanical chandeliers. A pot of chamomile tea cooled beside a stack of food memoirs so overloaded it looked like it might tip into autobiography at any moment.

On screen, Saffy’s review of The Rusty Ladle was reaching its glorious, brutal crescendo. She had called the décor “reminiscent of a distressed apothecary having an existential crisis”. She described the main course—some pompous smear of parsnip purée flanked by two terrified scallops—as “artfully plated regret.” Now she was finessing the final line, one eyebrow raised in the kind of concentration usually reserved for bomb disposal or piping ganache.

The jus was weeping, and frankly, so was I.

She sat back, grinned at the screen, then pressed send. There it went, shooting off to Francine—her editor, occasional therapist, and frequent eye-roller-in-chief.

The moment the email whooshed away, Saffy was hit by that familiar cocktail of triumph and mild panic. Had she gone too far? Not far enough? Would Francine call and say, “We can’t print this; you’ve compared the chef’s signature dish to ‘a beige cry for help’”? Or worse—would she love it, print it, and send Saffy back to inflict more trauma on unsuspecting restaurateurs?

She wandered to her tiny corner kitchenette and retrieved a bottle of elderflower cordial. She splashed a perfunctory amount into a tumbler, then topped it up with gin—heavy on the gin, light on the flowers. Medicinal.

With a sigh, she flopped onto her velvet daybed, her cat Marmalade shifting grumpily from under the blanket like she’d interrupted something important.

Saffy raised her glass. “To overcooked duck and underseasoned ambition.” Marmalade blinked, unimpressed.

She took a sip and winced. It might be too heavy on the gin. She added a splash of more cordial. There. Balanced. Unlike the chef’s attempt at a savoury mille-feuille, which had collapsed under the weight of its pretension—and, not ironically, the microgreens.

The train carriage creaked gently as if in approval. Saffy glanced at her phone. Three messages from Francine. The first: “Deadline was an hour ago.” The second: “You’d better not be rewriting again.” And the third, just now: “Oh. My. God.”

Saffy smiled. That was either a cry of horror or delight. With Francine, it could go either way. Probably both.

For a moment, she let the satisfaction settle. She was good at this—cutting through the fluff and foam to the chewy centre of a dish and occasionally a chef’s ego. But even as she sipped, the doubt crept in. Was she mean? Had the sous-chef wept into his watercress foam? Did the pastry chef have a fragile relationship with puff?

Being a professional food critic meant always being at the edge of things—invited, yes, but never quite welcome. She was the one who noticed the chip in the plate, the wilting basil garnish, and the taste of corners cut. She sharpened her words like knives because sometimes, they felt like the only thing keeping her company.

Still, she was proud of the review. It was honest, even witty. It was the kind of thing that would make someone spit coffee through their nose on the Tube, which was the dream.

With a sigh, Marmalade settled back onto her lap, and Saffy reached for her tea—cold now but still vaguely herbal.

Tomorrow, she’d probably feel a pang of guilt. But tonight, she felt like the queen of her tiny, herb-scented kingdom. The jus was weeping—but Saffy? Saffy was fine.
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Chapter 2 - Phone Call with Francine – New Assignment
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Saffron Tate stepped barefoot onto the dew-damp decking outside her train carriage, cradling her phone like it might explode or start playing hold music. The canal beside her rippled with the lazy smugness of something that knew it would never have to attend a press dinner again. She took a cautious sip of her tea—lukewarm, slightly medicinal, still vaguely chamomile—and surveyed the scene.

Her garden, if one could call it that, was a battleground. The mint was attempting a full-scale coup. The rosemary had gone rogue. The thyme had vanished completely, presumably fleeing for its life. She made a mental note to do something about it, possibly involving flamethrowers, then answered the call.

“Before you say anything,” Francine’s voice snapped, “The Rusty Ladle’s PR team just called me a vulture in kitten heels. So, well done. Truly.”

Saffy smiled. “That’s oddly poetic for a place that served parsnip purée like it owed them money.”

“Oh, they’re livid,” Francine continued, not sounding displeased. “One threatened to send you a strongly worded tasting menu.”

“I’ve had worse threats. One chef once mailed me a single truffle and a post-it that said, ‘You’ll regret this.’”

Francine sighed the long-suffering kind that could rattle a wine glass through Bluetooth. “Look, the review’s gone viral. Again. The readers love it, I hate myself, and the restaurant scene in Hackney has issued a collective warning to anyone with bangs and a notebook.”

Saffy leaned on the railing, watching a duck glide past with enviable calm. “So... I’m grounded?”

“You’re redirected,” Francine said with the tone of someone who’d had to bribe a legal department with croissants. “I’m sending you to Somerset.”

Saffy blinked. “Sorry—was that a euphemism?”

“No. Actual Somerset. Cows. Cheese. Rolling fields. You’ll be visiting Hollowstone Farm in Cheddar. It’s a cheese feature.”

“Cheese and chill?”

“Exactly. No exposés. No takedowns. Just cows and culture. You’ll wear wellies, talk to someone called Maggie, and eat some actual food made by actual humans. It’s wholesome. Pastoral. A palate cleanser.”

Saffy frowned. “There’s a catch.”

“The only catch is you don’t ruin anyone’s life this time,” Francine replied too brightly. “Be kind. For once.”

Saffy stared at her aggressively overgrown sage plant, which appeared to be engaged in a turf war with the oregano. “You say that like I’m usually out for blood.”

“I say that because the last time I asked for a friendly review, you described a bistro’s bread basket as ‘the emotional equivalent of a dry divorce.’”

“It was, though.”

“Be kind,” Francine repeated, enunciating each syllable like a mantra or a warning. “Or there will be no more gin-soaked hot tub deadlines. You’ll be writing about tinned soup launches from a broom cupboard in Swindon.”

Saffy narrowed her eyes at nothing in particular. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me.”

The call ended with an ominous finality usually reserved for plot twists. Saffy stood silently for a moment, watching a squirrel make off with one of her fennel bulbs like it had somewhere important to be.

A cheese farm. In the countryside. With friendly people and no sarcasm. It all sounded suspiciously straightforward. And if there was one thing Saffy knew for sure, it was that nothing ever was.

She drained the last tea, wrinkled her nose, and muttered, “This better be real cheese.”

And with that, she returned inside to pack a suitcase—and, just in case, a hip flask.
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Chapter 3 - The Journey to Cheddar – Saffy on the Move
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Saffron Tate didn’t exactly ride her motorbike—she commanded it like a caffeinated knight in high-waisted jeans and an ethically sourced leather jacket. The bike, a gleaming black Royal Enfield with just enough character and just enough leaks was affectionately named Gouda. Because, of course, it was.

Together, Saffy and Gouda roared down winding Somerset lanes, carving through scenery so charming your grandmother could have knitted it. Stone cottages with overachieving wisteria blurred past, followed by fields of suspiciously happy cows and tearooms with names like The Scone Identity and Brewed Awakening. She made a mental note to return for cake and low-level eavesdropping. Professional curiosity, naturally.

The wind tugged at her scarf as she leaned into a bend, the engine purring like a large, judgmental cat. Cheese. It was hard to imagine how this assignment could go wrong. No overambitious jus, no edible flowers arranged with the quiet desperation of a sous-chef trying to hide a nervous breakdown. Just dairy. Solid, dependable, glorious dairy.

And yet, a tiny alarm bell rang somewhere in her brain, usually reserved for remembering obscure condiments and where she last left her tweezers. Cheese should be safe... right?

She pulled over at a lay-by with a faded sign that read “Tea & Insight” beneath a hand-painted eye symbol. There was a converted horse trailer parked there selling tea, flapjacks, and—apparently—prophecies.

Behind the counter stood a man with more beads than strictly necessary and a beard so long it looked like it might have its own opinions.

“Flat white and your aura, if you’re interested,” he chirped. “Name’s Trevor. I’m a Cheddar clairvoyant.”

Saffy raised an eyebrow, removing her helmet and releasing the hair that could only be described as post-wind-tunnel chic. “That’s... niche.”

He handed her a cup and gestured vaguely to the hills. “Big things are ripening. Energies curdling. You’ve come at an odd time.”

“Story of my life,” Saffy muttered, sipping the coffee—which, to her surprise, was excellent. “What’s going on in Cheddar then? Cosmic disturbance or just an outbreak of mild eccentricity?”

Trevor leaned in, voice dropping theatrically. “The annual cheese fair’s been cancelled. Supply issues, they say. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

Saffy glanced at a noticeboard nailed to the side of the van. Among the posters for Zumba for Over-60s and a poetry night called Rhyme & Reasonable Wine, she spotted a faded flyer: “Cheddar Cheese Fair – CANCELLED” in red marker—no explanation, just a quiet sense of something... off.

Supply issues? In Cheddar?

She thanked Trevor, tucked the cup in her pannier box, and zipped up her jacket—just as a rogue bee, fuelled by vengeance and poor navigation, shot straight down the front.

What followed was less a dignified return to the road and more a one-woman interpretive dance of “Woman vs Bee, in D Minor.” Several sheep watched, unimpressed.

Eventually, victorious but rumpled, Saffy climbed back onto Gouda and resumed her journey, now accompanied by the faint, lingering panic of an insect-related incident and the knowledge that even cheese wasn’t straightforward.

Still, as the hills rolled on and the scent of cut grass gave way to the occasional whiff of dairy and adventure, she felt something unfamiliar stir in her chest.

Anticipation.

Maybe—just maybe—this trip would be more than just a palate cleanser.

As long as there were no more bees.
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Chapter 4 - Arrival in Cheddar & The How Dairy Hotel
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The town of Cheddar unfolded before Saffron Tate like the setting of a particularly whimsical postcard—stone cottages with prim little gardens, bunting fluttering with overconfidence, and an atmosphere of rural pride so thick you could spread it on a cracker.

She eased Gouda into a parking space beside an ivy-wrapped lamppost and dismounted with the weary grace of a woman who’d ridden through at least three microclimates and one bee ambush. Helmet tucked under her arm, backpack slung over one shoulder, Saffy gave the town her trademark once-over: one part curiosity, two parts suspicion, and just a dash of I’ve-seen-things-you-wouldn’t-believe-in-Shoreditch.

The hotel stood at the edge of the high street—How Dairy, a pastel-painted boutique establishment with scalloped awnings, cow-print flower boxes, and a hanging sign shaped like a wedge of Brie wearing sunglasses. Saffy paused.

“Oh no,” she muttered, spotting the slogan painted across the entrance in bold, looping script: Udderly Delightful Since 2019.

Inside, the theme continued with unchecked enthusiasm: cow-print cushions, milk bottle chandeliers, and a display of antique butter churns beside a shelf of guest books titled Say Cheese! and Graze Expectations.

“Welcome, welcome!” chirped a voice behind the front desk. “You must be Saffy!”

The woman—Bev, as confirmed by her badge and matching energy—emerged like a caffeine-fuelled hug in human form. She wore an apron emblazoned with Let It Brie and earrings shaped like tiny wheels of Stilton.

“You’re just in time for the complimentary cheese board,” she beamed. “And a foot rub. I do both. Not at the same time. Health and safety.”

Saffy blinked. “I’ll take the cheese. Hold the foot.”

“Oh, you're no fun,” Bev laughed, already bustling around a tray of wedges, sprigs, and something called ‘local blue’. “Room Three—up the stairs, second left, right across from the portrait of the cow in a cravat. You can’t miss it.”

She was right. Saffy could not miss it.

Her room was almost offensively charming: a clawfoot tub, milk-bottle light fixtures strung from rustic beams, and a view of Cheddar Gorge that practically shouted, “Get ready for a wholesome life lesson.” The bed was king-sized, the throw blanket was cashmere-soft, and the welcome note had been written in curd-shaped calligraphy.

Saffy set her helmet down, took off her boots with a sigh, and flopped back onto the bed. The pillow gave a faint but distinct whiff of... goats’ cheese. She sat up. Sniffed again.

“Is that... intentional?” she murmured aloud, examining the bedding. Was it a diffuser? A themed scent? Some dairy-based air freshening strategy? She picked up a small card on the nightstand: Our rooms may contain traces of nuts, dairy, and rural whimsy.

Comforting.

She unpacked methodically—laptop, notebooks, emergency espresso kit, and a small bottle of gin disguised as mouthwash (one learns). She arranged her travel toiletries with military precision, then consulted her itinerary: Visit Hollowstone Farm in the morning. Ask about cheese production, not family scandals. Write a friendly piece. Remember to smile.

And yet, as she sat by the window with a wedge of mature cheddar and a cracker in each hand, she realised she was... relaxed. Possibly even happy.

Or maybe she was just sedated by dairy.

Still, something about the way the town settled into dusk—the smell of distant woodsmoke, the ridiculous cow-themed throw pillows—wormed its way past her sarcasm.

Maybe she was letting her guard down. Perhaps she was softening.

Or maybe, she thought, nibbling the corner of a cracker, this was just the cheese talking.
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Chapter 5 - Arrival at Hollowstone Farm – Chaos on the Cobbles
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Saffron Tate had been expecting her arrival at Hollowstone Farm to smell faintly of hay, promise, and a hint of something nutty with a firm rind. She did not, however, expect pandemonium served with a side of cow.

Gouda—her ever-loyal motorbike—rumbled to a halt on a cobbled yard that looked like it had seen more action than most regional theatres. The stone buildings were handsome in a “we've been through five hundred winters, and we’re not here to impress you” way. Somewhere in the distance, a herd of Friesians regarded her with the sleepy indifference of creatures utterly unbothered by anything that didn’t arrive in a bucket.

But the calm ended there.

At ten o’clock sharp, Hollowstone Farm was in the full throes of what could only be described as a situation. Maggie Cade, head cheesemaker and presumed Mistress of the Curds, was pacing outside the farmhouse, phone jammed to one ear, making strained noises like someone trying to mediate a family therapy session and a fire drill simultaneously. Nearby, a man in overalls—Dan, going by the shouting—was locked in a full-volume dispute with another man in a delivery van about “whose bloody job it was to check the gate.”

Aggie, an elderly woman in a floral apron and war-era determination, stood on the porch, hands on hips, bellowing something about rationing and never losing a single wheel to the Luftwaffe. No one appeared to be listening.

A bearded figure emerged from the barn, gently brushing hay from his sleeves as he crooned, “Come along now, Wensleydale... Don’t let Gorgonzola push in again.” He was, Saffy realised, talking to the cows. Not metaphorically.

She cleared her throat.

Maggie, mid-panic, turned and spotted her. “Oh! You’re the... the cheese writer?”

Saffy nodded, helmet tucked under one arm, and tried a diplomatic smile. “Saffron Tate. Food writer. Mostly harmless.”

Maggie exhaled through her nose like someone about to deliver bad news gently. “Right. Well. We were expecting more of a... chilled week.”

Saffy looked around pointedly at the chaos unfolding behind them. “Of course. Nothing says ‘chilled’ like a man threatening a milk van with a pitchfork.”

“That’s Steve,” Maggie muttered. “Ignore him. We’ve had a small... disaster.”

Saffy arched an eyebrow. “Define small.”

“Five hundred wheels of cheese,” Maggie said very quietly. “Gone.”

There was a pause. In the background, Aggie shouted something about Churchill never letting this happen.

“Gone as in... misplaced?” Saffy asked. “Or gone as in... abducted by cheese pirates?”

“We don’t know yet,” Maggie admitted, running a hand through her hair. “But just so you’re aware, this isn’t exactly the week we had in mind when Francine said light-hearted cheese feature.”

Saffy blinked. “Right. I planned a whole paragraph about pastoral calm and the slow art of dairy. Possibly involving a wheelbarrow and the word ‘languid’.”

Maggie managed a weak smile. “You’ll have to save it for the sequel.”

Saffy glanced at the frazzled team, the shouting, and the extremely judgmental cows. It was, without question, a mess. There was no PR rep in sight, no carefully arranged cheeseboards on gingham, and no one in a linen apron ready to offer her a handcrafted tasting flight and an Instagrammable sunset.

But something else stirred under the panic and pungent undertone of crisis.

Interest. Maybe even... enthusiasm?

Because let’s be honest: a stolen cheese mystery was at least four times more exciting than writing about rind texture.

She dropped her bag on the stone step and cracked her knuckles. “Well then. Shall we find your fromage?”
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Chapter 6 - Proper Introductions at the Farmhouse
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The Cade family kitchen was precisely the sort of place that made lifestyle bloggers weep with envy. Stone-flagged floors worn smooth by generations of boot traffic, an Aga that radiated the kind of dependable warmth rarely found in humans, and shelves of mismatched mugs that had been collected not for aesthetic reasons but because they each had a story. The faint, unmistakable scent of tea, cheese, and low-grade panic hung in the air.

Saffron Tate hovered in the doorway, feeling like an unwanted pop-up ad in an otherwise wholesome domestic scene. Her boots were still damp from the cobbles, her helmet sat awkwardly by her feet, and her usual sense of snarky self-assurance was cowering behind her like a sulky teenager.

Maggie Cade ushered her in with a briskness that was trying very hard to be hospitable. “Come on in, Saffy. Sorry about the... everything.”

A sheepdog lifted its head from under the table, gave her a look like, oh great, another one, and went back to pretending to sleep.

“This is my son, Dan,” Maggie said, gesturing to the man currently trying to butter a slice of bread like it had personally offended him.

Dan looked up, managing a tight smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Hi. Welcome to the cheese disaster zone. Please wipe your feet.”

Saffy nodded politely. “Love what you’ve done with the apocalypse.”

He blinked. “Sorry?”

“Never mind.”

Before she could decide whether to sit or flee, an older woman at the head of the table turned toward her with laser focus. Aggie Cade—known to Saffy only so far as the one yelling about the war earlier—pointed a teaspoon in her direction.

“Are you one of those vegans?”

Saffy opened her mouth, closed it again, and then said carefully, “Not today.”

Aggie gave a gruff nod as if that settled it. “Good. Can’t trust a person who won’t eat a nice bit of Red Leicester.”

Across the room, a tall man with hay in his beard muttered, “Cows are late for milking,” and vanished out the back door like a phantom summoned by lactose. Saffy assumed this was Art, though she had yet to see him perform any activity that qualified as “artistic” unless naming cows after cheeses counted.

Maggie offered a tight-lipped smile. “That was my husband. He’s... committed to the livestock.”

“Or hiding in the cowshed until this all blows over,” Dan muttered into his toast.

Maggie ignored him. “Anyway, thank you for coming, and sorry again. We didn’t plan to host a food critic during a crisis.”

Saffy laughed awkwardly. “It’s alright. I didn’t plan on investigating a cheese-based crime scene. I thought I’d be writing about the nuanced flavour profiles of farmhouse cheddar and whether cows respond to classical music.”

“No,” Dan said flatly. “They respond to bucket noise and indifference.”

There was a silence, broken only by the sheepdog releasing a dramatic sigh and Aggie tapping her mug like it owed her rent.

Saffy looked around at the strained faces, the half-made tea, the lingering tension. She was beginning to get the distinct sense that no one here actually wanted her around. And honestly? She wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to stay. She’d come for the pastoral charm and dairy-fuelled whimsy—not an accidental role in rural drama with an unsolved case of the vanishing wheels.

Still, as she took the mug Maggie handed her (chipped, of course, with World’s Best Dad printed in faded blue), she felt something stir beneath her initial discomfort. It did not give her quite a purpose—let’s not get carried away—but maybe curiosity.

Or, more realistically, nosiness.

“Alright,” she said, sitting beside the sheepdog, “Let’s talk cheese.”
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Chapter 7 - Tour of the Dairy – The Cultured Side of Chaos
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Saffron Tate had seen many kitchens in her time—some pretentious, some perilous, one with a duck confit situation that haunted her dreams—but this was her first proper dairy. It was cleaner than expected, all stainless steel surfaces and gleaming white walls, but with a definite undertone of barely contained chaos. Curds bubbled quietly in vats. Cheese wheels lay mid-process like pale, slumbering creatures. A radio warbled something from the '80s in the corner, and Dan was elbow-deep in a vat of whey, muttering under his breath like it owed him money.

“This,” Maggie said, sweeping an arm across the room, “is where the magic happens.”

Saffy smiled, notebook in hand. “I thought the magic happened in the bit where you eat it with crackers and say things like ‘notes of grass and ancestral trauma.’”

Maggie snorted. “That’s the marketing. This is the graft.”

She began walking Saffy through the process, her tone somewhere between passionate artisan and exasperated teacher. They used unpasteurised milk from their own herd—"Happy cows make better cheese," Maggie declared, which Saffy suspected could be cross-stitched onto a tea towel and sold at a premium—and every wheel was hand-turned. No shortcuts, cheats, or “artisan-style” labels were slapped onto mass-produced mush.
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