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Chapter One









There is a well-known ancient proverb which says: “The path to Heaven passes through a teapot.” Unfortunately, the path to Hell can pass through a teapot too—as I found out all too well…

But on that beautiful spring morning, as I cycled out of Oxford and into the Cotswolds countryside, Hell was the furthest thing from my mind. I was thinking about teapots, though—specifically the teapots at my Little Stables Tearoom, which should have been ready and brimming with hot tea by now. With no one to carry them out to customers, I thought guiltily, wincing as I glanced down at my wristwatch and saw the time.  

I was horribly late for work—the result of hitting the “Snooze” button on my bedside clock once too often and falling back into a deep, exhausted sleep. In fact, I would probably have still been snoring peacefully if it hadn’t been for the persistence of my tabby cat, Muesli. For a creature with no opposable thumbs, she certainly managed countless ingenious ways to get me out of bed! When her mournful meowing and prodding paws had failed to rouse me, she had progressed to knocking everything off my bedside table, chewing my hair, nipping my toes, and finally sitting on my face. 

And although I had erupted in a furious tangle of bed hair and blankets at the time, now I had to ruefully admit that I was grateful to my mischievous tabby cat. I glanced down at the cat carrier in the front basket of my bicycle and smiled to myself as I caught sight of Muesli’s little face peering out through the bars at the side. Her big green eyes watched the landscape fly by with keen interest, and her pink nose quivered as she sniffed the scents of the countryside. Despite making this journey with me every day I went into work, she never seemed to tire of the experience. 

She let out a chirrup of excitement as we crossed a bridge over a small stream and entered the quaint little village of Meadowford-on-Smythe. It was like stepping into a postcard scene of bucolic England, with thatched-roof cottages lining the sides of cobbled lanes, all winding around a picturesque village green. And at the bottom of the village high street, sandwiched between antique shops and quirky boutiques, was my traditional English tearoom. Housed in what used to be a fifteenth-century Tudor inn, the Little Stables prided itself on offering the best in British baking, from our signature scones, served with jam and clotted cream, to traditional favourites like Chelsea buns, Victoria sponge, and delicate finger sandwiches—all accompanied by fragrant tea in beautiful bone china. 

I smiled in anticipation as I pulled up in front of the Little Stables and dismounted. I was already imagining the wonderful aroma of fresh baking and the warm atmosphere of happy customers talking and laughing that would envelop me as soon as I entered the tearoom. But when I stepped through the front door, I was met by an empty dining room, with only a solitary elderly gentleman at a table in the corner. 

Faltering to a stop, I looked around in surprise and dismay. What’s going on? I glanced at the counter by the till, unconsciously seeking my best friend, Cassie, who worked at the tearoom, before recalling that Cassie had mentioned she’d be coming in late this morning. In fact, that was why I had been so concerned about being late myself, worried that no one would be around to serve the customers. 

I can’t believe I was worrying about that—there are barely enough people here to open the tearoom for! I thought grimly. After letting Muesli out of her carrier, I pushed through the swinging baize door behind the counter and stepped into the kitchen. There, I found my baking chef, Dora, bent over the large wooden table in the centre of the room, her arms covered in flour up to the elbows as she busily flattened a large slab of dough with a rolling pin. 

“Oh hullo, Gemma,” she said, glancing up distractedly. “I was beginning to wonder what had happened to you.”

I gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry! I overslept. The long hours from recent weeks must be catching up with me. Actually, I was worrying about you having to serve customers while also trying to do the baking, but when I arrived—” I glanced over my shoulder and lowered my voice. “Dora, why is the tearoom so empty?”

Dora straightened and gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know. Mr Prendergast is the only person who’s come in all morning.”

“The only one?” I said in horror. “But… but I don’t understand… Where is everyone?”

Dora frowned. “Actually, it was like this yesterday as well… and the day before, remember? Although things did seem to pick up a bit as the day went on,” she added.

I bit my lip, my stomach churning with sudden anxiety. Dora was right. Things had been very quiet all week, although I had been trying to ignore it, telling myself that fluctuations were the norm in the hospitality business. After all, it was one of the things I’d had to learn to deal with when I left my executive position in a large corporate firm to follow my dream of opening a traditional English tearoom. Abandoning my stable monthly salary for a fluctuating income and unpredictable expenses had been one of the hardest things to come to terms with. 

But with our appealing setting, friendly service, and well-earned reputation for having the best scones in Oxfordshire, business had grown in recent months to the point where I could usually rely on a steady flow of customers daily. Not only did we have regular visits from local residents, but for many of the tourists who came to visit Oxford and the surrounding Cotswolds countryside, my tearoom had become a “must-visit” destination for those in search of the quintessential British experience of a traditional afternoon tea. So this sudden drop in customers was both puzzling and alarming.

“Now, don’t fret,” said Dora briskly, seeing my expression. “It might just be coincidence, you know. Maybe a lot of people have gone away on holiday at the same time or maybe one of the tour bus companies is having a break this week.”

“It still doesn’t make sense,” I said, furrowing my brow. “Have there been any complaints that I’m not aware of? Any customers who were really unhappy about something?”

Dora shook her head. “You’d have to ask Cassie to be sure, since she does most of the serving, but I haven’t heard anything. I certainly haven’t seen any plates returned to the kitchen.”

I sighed, then reached for one of the tearoom aprons hanging from a hook on the kitchen wall. “Well, I’d better go out and check that Mr Prendergast is okay, otherwise we might lose the only customer we have!” 

Back in the dining room, I found Muesli curled up in her favourite spot on the window seat overlooking the high street and Mr Prendergast leaning back in his chair, engrossed in a newspaper, while an empty teacup and plate sat on the table in front of him. A retired accountant, Mr Prendergast had been recently widowed and claimed that our scones were just like the ones his wife used to make. Thus, he came almost every day to sit at the same table and do the crossword in the daily paper, while enjoying a cup of tea and some home baking. I was glad to see that we were still part of his daily routine, and I gave him a bright smile as I went over to collect his empty plate and teacup. 

“Good morning, Mr Prendergast. Everything all right with your order?” I asked casually.

“Hmm? Ooh yes, marvellous. Nothing like fresh homemade crumpets slathered with butter and honey,” said Mr Prendergast, making a lip-smacking noise. “I say, you wouldn’t happen to have any idea what this clue could mean, would you?” 

He held up his newspaper and I bent over to read the crossword clue: Nosiness victim, visual sweep (3, 4).

I gave a helpless laugh. “I have no idea! I’m not very good at crosswords—I never have the patience for them.” 

“My dear, I’m no great shakes either but I do like giving them a shot.” Mr Prendergast tapped the side of his temple and smiled. “Keeps the brain nimble, you know.”

“Hmm…” I read the clue again. “Well, I presume ‘nosiness victim’ means ‘a victim of nosiness’… what’s another word for nosiness?”

“Inquisitiveness? Prying?” said Mr Prendergast.

“Or ‘curiosity’?” I suggested.

“Hmm… yes, curiosity,” Mr Prendergast mused. “A ‘victim of curiosity’…” 

“Meorrw!” came a little voice by our feet.

I looked down to see that Muesli had left the window seat and come over to join us. She rubbed herself against Mr Prendergast’s chair and looked up at us with her big green eyes. 

“Cat!” cried Mr Prendergast, staring at Muesli.

I looked at him, startled. “Er… yes, we’ve got a resident feline at the Little Stables. This is my cat Muesli; you’ve met her before, remember—”

“No, no, the crossword!” said Mr Prendergast, pointing at his newspaper. “The answer is ‘cat’—as in ‘curiosity killed the cat’.”

“Oh yes, of course!” I cried, feeling foolish that I hadn’t made the connection. 

“Hmm… so the first word is ‘cat’ and the second word… four letters… something that goes with ‘cat’…”

“Catcall? Catsuit?” I guessed. “Catfish? Catwalk?”

“None of those really fit the clue for the second word,” said Mr Prendergast. “Also, they’re really one word, aren’t they? This answer requires two separate words, the first of which is ‘cat’.”

I shook my head. “It’s beyond me.”

“Ah well… I suppose I’ll just have to keep thinking about it,” said Mr Prendergast. He folded his newspaper and glanced around the dining room, then observed, “A bit quiet here this morning, isn’t it?”

I flushed slightly. “Yes, I suppose it is a bit.”

“Must be that new place that everyone’s gone off to,” he said.

I stared at him. “New place?”

“Yes, you know—down by the Cotswolds Manor Hotel, on the other side of the village. Haven’t you seen it?”

I shook my head. I had been so busy at work that I’d barely had any free time, and when I did, I usually went straight home. I certainly hadn’t made much effort to wander around the village or the surrounding area lately. 

“Don’t fancy the look of it myself,” continued Mr Prendergast, “but young people like these fancy new places, don’t they? Calls itself a ‘tea bar’ and menu’s full of odd things… and tea cocktails! Bah! What’s a ‘tea cocktail’, I ask you?” he said, his moustache bristling. He looked down at his empty cup and gave an emphatic nod. “A good cup of tea is brewed dark and strong, with milk and sugar—or a slice of lemon perhaps—but nothing else!” He raised his head and smiled at me. “And there’s no better cup of tea than what one can get here at the Little Stables.”

“Oh, thank you,” I said, flushing again but this time with pleasure. “That’s really kind of you to say.”

“It’s no more than the truth,” he said gruffly. Tucking his newspaper under his arm, he stood up and added, “Well, I’d best be off. If you could let me have the bill, my dear…?”

A few minutes later I stood at the tearoom doorway and watched Mr Prendergast’s erect figure walk, with almost military bearing, down the high street. My eyes followed him, but my mind was busy going over what he had told me. A new ‘tea bar’ on the other side of the village? Could that be the reason business had slumped so much lately?

My musings were interrupted by the arrival of Cassie, looking even prettier than usual with her windswept dark hair curling wildly about her head and her eyes sparkling from the exertion of her cycle into the village. Like many talented artists who unfortunately found that their art didn’t quite pay for their living, Cassie had always had to work additional jobs to make ends meet, and she had been delighted when I returned to England, after several years working overseas, to open my tearoom. Not only did she get her childhood best friend back, but she also found the perfect job to fit around her painting—and her many years of waitressing experience had been invaluable in the early days when the tearoom had first opened.

Cassie was feisty and spontaneous, and, like many artists, had a healthy disrespect for convention. She had been brought up in a warm, riotous family who championed creative self-expression above all else. It was the complete opposite of me with my repressed upper-middle-class upbringing and my constant worry about meeting social expectations. You wouldn’t have thought that such different personalities could become best friends, but we’d been inseparable since meeting each other in primary school and, when I’d returned to Oxford, our friendship had picked up exactly where it had left off. 

Now I gave her a warm smile as she came clattering up the steps, all fired up and breathlessly indignant.

“Bloody hell, Gemma, I thought I was never going to get here! There was a car accident in Jericho—some plonker didn’t bother to look before reversing out onto the street—and the police blocked all the roads off. But they made a right mess of things; total bottleneck and no one could get anywhere! And it was the morning rush hour too, when everyone’s desperate to get to work on time. I practically had to cycle through several back gardens just to get out of Oxford—” She broke off and looked at me quizzically. “What are you doing, standing there on the doorstep? Shouldn’t you be inside looking after the customers?”

“I would be, if we had customers to look after,” I said with a sigh, turning and leading the way back into the tearoom. 

“Bloody hell!” Cassie burst out again as she stopped short just inside the door and surveyed the empty dining room in dismay. “Where is everybody?” she cried.

“I wish I knew,” I said gloomily. “By the way, have you heard about some new ‘tea bar’ that’s opened on the other side of the village? Somewhere near the Cotswolds Manor Hotel?”

“A ‘tea bar’? What’s that?” asked Cassie, wrinkling her nose. “Sounds like a poncy London invention.” She paused. “Hmm… but I have heard that the corporation which owns the Cotswolds Manor Hotel has recently expanded and developed the site, and there are several new restaurants and bars there now, in addition to the hotel itself. Your ‘tea bar’ is probably one of them.”

“Well, Mr Prendergast says it’s doing booming business,” I said, grimacing. “Everyone is going there. That’s probably why we have no customers today.”

Cassie pulled her phone out of her pocket and began doing a search, whilst I peered over her shoulder. A few minutes later, we both stared down at the glossy image filling the screen, announcing the grand opening of the new Yin-Yang Tea Bar earlier this week. It was an impressive website, filled with beautiful, professional photography showing a variety of food and drink in vivid, mouth-watering colour, all accompanied by sleek cast-iron teapots and dainty china cups that lent everything an Oriental air. 

Cassie whistled as she ran her eyes down the page. “My God, they’re offering ‘bottomless tea and coffee’ with any food order… and a free glass of bubbly with every afternoon tea package… and look at these prices! It’s no wonder everyone is going there! How can they be charging so little? They can’t be making any profit with prices like that!”

“It says it’s an opening-month special,” I said, pointing to the little label on the page. I shifted uncomfortably as I continued looking down at the sleek design and glamorous images on the screen. The Little Stables’s plain website, with its few amateur photos and the simple list of menu items, looked completely archaic and unsophisticated in comparison. “Cripes, it makes our website look pretty bad, doesn’t it?” I asked.

Cassie bristled. “There’s nothing wrong with our website. Besides, at the end of the day, it’s the food and the ambience of the place that matter. We know we’re the tearoom with the best scones in Oxfordshire and we provide an authentic British afternoon tea experience.”

“Yes, but not everyone knows that. I mean, tourists and visitors make up half our business and they don’t know our reputation. They can only go by what they’ve seen or heard online…” I indicated the glossy website in front of us. “And that looks amazing.”

“People aren’t going to be taken in by some fancy pictures online,” insisted Cassie. “Don’t worry, Gemma. I’ll bet this is just an opening-week thing. It’ll all die down next week and people will be back here when they realise that it’s genuine quality that matters, not all this PR nonsense.”
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Chapter Two









Unfortunately, though, as the week wore on, Cassie’s predictions didn’t come true. Instead of things returning to normal, they only seemed to get worse. Most mornings only saw Mr Prendergast at his customary table, and we were lucky if we got a few village regulars in the afternoons. By the start of the following week, I was feeling seriously alarmed and panicking about what to do. At this rate, my tearoom would be lucky to get to the end of the month without closing permanently!

I sighed as I turned away from the window, where I had been standing, looking out onto the village high street and hoping to catch a glimpse of customers approaching. The large oak table beside the window was empty and I felt a pang as I thought of the four little old ladies who usually sat there. Known affectionately as “the Old Biddies”, Mabel Cooke, Glenda Bailey, Florence Doyle, and Ethel Webb were four senior residents of the village who combined a penchant for prying into other people’s business with a ghoulish appetite for mystery and murder. Their attempts at amateur sleuthing had landed me in trouble more than once, but I had to admit that, despite my exasperation with their meddling ways, I’d become very fond of them. Even if they were nosy and interfering, it was hard not to admire their dogged persistence, not to mention their amazing network of community intel (otherwise known as local gossip!). 

The Old Biddies had come to treat my tearoom—and this table by the window in particular—as their own personal HQ, and normally came almost every day to hold court here and gossip with other village residents or pounce on any hapless tourist who’d caught their interest. But their spot had remained empty all last week, and I sighed again now as I looked down at the unoccupied chairs. 

But it’s not because they’ve abandoned me, I reminded myself. I knew that the Old Biddies had gone away on holiday to visit some friends on the Norfolk coast. They were meant to have been back yesterday though, I thought with a frown. I would have expected them to be in here first thing this morning, brimming with news of their adventures in the Fens. Maybe I’ve got the date wrong and they aren’t back yet? I wondered.

The tinkle of bells—the usual herald of new customers—interrupted my thoughts, and I looked eagerly towards the tearoom door. My heart lifted as I saw the group who had just entered. They looked to be an Indian family: a mother and father, a young man and a teenage girl who were obviously their children, and an elderly lady with long, braided grey hair, dressed in a beautiful silk sari, who I guessed to be the grandmother. As I led them to their table, I gathered that the son was a student at Oxford University, and that the family had come to visit him from overseas. 

“Sanjit told us that this tearoom was featured in the university student handbook as one of the top places to go for tea.” The mother beamed at me as she took the menu I handed her. 

“Oh, thank you.” I felt my face glow with delight, although my smile slipped a bit as I heard the teenage sister mutter:

“Don’t know why. This place is a hole. We should have gone to that tea bar on the other side of the village. That looked way cooler.”

The mother shushed the girl. “Priya! That is not a nice thing to say. This is a lovely establishment. That tea bar place looked very modern.”

“What’s wrong with that?” demanded the teenage girl. She cast a disparaging look around. “This place is like sitting in a museum. A really old, boring museum.”

The mother gave me an apologetic smile and leaned towards me, murmuring in an undertone, “I’m sorry… I think it is her age. Nothing seems to please her these days.”

“Stop saying that!” cried the girl indignantly. “You’re always going on about my age and… and my hormones! You’re always making fun of me! You won’t listen to me, even when I’m right—”

“That’s enough, Priya,” said the father sharply.

The girl subsided with a scowl, and an awkward silence fell over the table. The mother looked at me again, an embarrassed expression on her face. “I’m so sorry—”

“That’s okay,” I said quickly, keeping my smile in place, although my cheeks were beginning to feel stiff from the effort. “Um… I suppose we do have a… er… more traditional style of décor here,” I said, glancing at the dark, exposed timber framing around the whitewashed walls, the flagstone floors, and the original inglenook fireplace. I had always loved interiors with this type of quaint, period charm, but I supposed that not everyone shared my tastes—especially teenagers obsessed with being “cool and trendy”. 

“Well, I like it,” the father declared. “I wanted a traditional English tea, and this is exactly the kind of place I imagined having it in.” 

His words made me feel better and, as I returned to the kitchen with their order, I thought feverishly that I had to make sure they left the Little Stables having had the most wonderful, satisfying experience. 

In the kitchen, I found Cassie lounging in a chair and chatting to Dora, who was busily mixing some kind of batter in a bowl. They looked up as I entered, brandishing the order pad, and Cassie said hopefully:

“Customers?”

I nodded, smiling. “And they’ve put in a big order too. In fact, they chose us over that new tea bar, so we’d better make a bloody good impression!”

“Give them some of the new batch of scones that’s just come out, then,” said Cassie, indicating the counter where rows of golden-brown scones studded with raisins were cooling on a rack. “Nothing like freshly baked scones, still warm from the oven.”

“Ooh, that was good timing,” I said, picking up a plate.

But as I turned towards the counter, I tripped and stumbled, nearly losing my balance. Glancing down, I found a little grey-and-white tabby cat weaving between my legs, looking cheekily up at me. 

“Meorrw?” 

“Oh, Muesli—what are you doing in here?” I asked in exasperation. “You know you’re not allowed in the kitchen.”

“Which is exactly why she keeps trying to sneak in,” said Cassie with a grin. 

She bent to pick up the cat, but Muesli nimbly evaded her hands. The little tabby darted sideways and leapt up onto the counter, then trotted over to the rack of scones and bent to sniff one. 

“Meorrw?” she said, throwing me another cheeky look. Then she reached out a paw.

“No! Muesli, don’t touch that!” I cried, lunging towards her.

It was too late. With a deft swipe of her paws, Muesli sent the scone flying off the rack to smash on the floor. Then she did it again to the next scone, except that this time, her paw knocked the entire rack sideways. It teetered on one edge, then flipped over, causing all the scones to tumble to the floor.

“Muesli!” I cried, furious and disbelieving. 

Instead of looking repentant, Muesli jumped off the counter and trotted away with an impish look over her shoulder. 

“Just you wait… I’m going to wring your little neck,” I muttered as I crouched down to clean up the mess. 

“It’s all right, Gemma—I can make up a fresh batch of scones,” said Dora, reaching for a fresh packet of flour. “They only take twenty minutes to bake so they’ll be ready in a jiffy.”

“Take them some of our other cakes and buns in the meantime,” suggested Cassie. “Compliments of the house.”

“Hmm, great idea.” I hurried to load up a tray with a selection of fresh baking. 

Thankfully, the Indian family seemed perfectly happy to wait for a fresh batch of scones and delighted to tuck into the alternatives I’d provided first. In fact, the grandmother beamed at me after tasting a slice of our Victoria sponge and addressed me eagerly in rapid Hindi.

“Nani is saying that your cake is the most delicious she’s ever tasted,” the mother translated, smiling. “In fact, the softer sponge and cream is much easier for her teeth than scones, so thank you!”

By the time the family had finished the complimentary treats and were on their second pot of tea, the freshly baked scones were just coming out of the oven. I brought them, still warm, to the table and hovered surreptitiously as I waited for them to be sampled. I knew they were a great batch: golden and crusty on the outside, soft and buttery on the inside, and it was wonderful to hear the exclamations of delight and pleasure as the family tucked in. Even the teenage daughter grudgingly admitted that the scones were “not bad”.

“That’s high praise, coming from Priya,” said the father with a wink at me.

When they finally departed, he left a generous tip along with the payment for the bill; but more than the welcome earnings, it was their obvious enjoyment that really soothed my soul. Still, the elation was short-lived. After they left, no other customers arrived, and the tearoom remained morosely empty all afternoon.

At half past four, Cassie made an impatient sound and said, “That’s it, Gemma. We’re not going to just sit around here, moping, any longer. It’s obvious no one else is going to turn up today. Let’s shut early, so we can get there before they close.”

I looked at her in surprise. “Get where? Where are we going?”

“To check out the competition,” said Cassie grimly. “If everyone’s over at that new tea bar, then we’ve got to go and see what it’s like. You can’t fight a battle unless you know your enemy.”

“That’s a bit melodramatic, isn’t it?” I protested. 

But my best friend was right: sitting here, desperately waiting for customers to show up, wasn’t going to fix our problems. I looked around the empty tearoom once more, then sighed and nodded. “All right. Let’s go.”








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter Three









Cassie and I stared at the modern façade in front of us, with its gleaming metal accents and large expanses of glass and concrete. There were floor-to-ceiling, steel-framed windows leading out to a wrap-around terrace, and through the open front entrance, we could see a large oval-shaped cocktail bar in black marble, dominating the dining room like a sleek alien spaceship. It was surrounded by ebony tables and chairs, which harmonised with the darkly exotic palette of the interior décor. 

Even if we hadn’t seen the large sign proclaiming “Yin-Yang Tea Bar”, we would have known we were in the right place from the loud hubbub of talk and laughter that could be heard as we approached. Now, we stared disbelievingly at the queue of people snaking out of the front entrance and the crowds spilling out onto the terrace. When we’d finally shuffled to the front of the queue, an attractive young woman in a slinky dress, that looked more like a cocktail outfit than a waitress’s uniform, came up to us with a tablet. 

“Do you have a booking?”

“No,” said Cassie evenly. “Do we need one?”

The woman pursed her lips, then tapped importantly on the tablet with a well-manicured finger. “We could squeeze you in on an extra table at the back, if you don’t mind things being a bit tight.”

“We’ll take it,” said Cassie before I could reply. 

A few minutes later, we were seated at a small, cramped table next to a corridor that obviously led to the kitchen at the rear of the building. It had been a feat even getting to our table—the place was packed to the seams, and there was hardly space to squeeze past chairs seating other customers. This didn’t seem to deter the waitstaff, though, who came jauntily out of the corridor every few moments, carrying trays laden with food and drink, and manoeuvring with expert ease between the crowded tables.

“Wow… what’s that?” I said, turning in my seat as my eyes followed a waiter who sailed past us, bearing what looked like a towering column of food. 

“Looks like their ‘Grand Opening Afternoon Tea Special’,” said Cassie, bending over the menu. “Come on, let’s order it and see what it’s like.”

A short while later, we leaned forwards to survey the structure that had been placed on our table. It was a three-tiered cake stand, although it looked very different to the traditional style usually found in tearooms and posh hotels. Instead of round plates joined by a central column, it featured square plates set inside a tall rectangular frame of brushed, black metal. The delicacies on the plates were not the traditional teatime treats of finger sandwiches, scones, and sponge cakes either. Instead, there were wasabi-cream-cheese wonton tarts and miniature BBQ-pork buns, tropical-fruit rice puddings and wakame-seaweed sandwiches. Even the cakes were presented in strange geometric shapes, decorated with minimalist chocolate cut-outs and covered with bright technicolour frosting.  

“Bloody hell…” muttered Cassie, eyeing the food with trepidation. She pointed to a squat little square coated with a lurid green jelly and a blob of foam on top. “What the hell is that?”

I checked the menu. “Um… I think that’s the lime-and-kale delice with wheatgerm curd, matcha sponge, and pea-shoot foam.”

Cassie made a face. “Is it edible? Sounds like something you’d plant in the garden.”

I laughed. “Well, I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

There was silence as we both began cautiously sampling the range of treats. 

“Hmm…” said Cassie, chewing on a bite.  “Well, I have to say, this looks a lot better than it tastes.”

Swallowing a mouthful of my own, I had to agree. Everything looked fancy and expensive, but once in the mouth, each dish tasted surprisingly bland and similar, with no particular flavour or texture standing out. Still, we worked our way diligently through the various tiers until we reached the square “scones” at the bottom. 

“Ugh…” said Cassie, putting hers down after one bite. “I don’t know what that is but it’s not a scone.” 

“Maybe the teas are better,” I said, reaching over to pick up one of the distinctive Oriental-style cast-iron teapots that had been brought with our tea set. I glanced at the menu again, then said, “This is an organic infusion of green tea, lemon myrtle, and eucalyptus.” I indicated the other teapot on our table. “Or you can have the other, which is ‘smoky black tisane with ginseng and stone-fruit aroma’.”

Cassie groaned. “Isn’t there anything that’s just plain, normal tea?” 

Still, she took the cup I offered her and obediently took a sip. Then she wrinkled her nose. “This doesn’t taste of anything. You might as well have given me a cup of hot water.” She put the cup down and leaned back with an expression of disgust. “Honestly, Gemma, this is all just a load of pretentious crap—that’s all it is! Style over substance.”

I glanced around the packed dining room. “Well, it seems to be working.” I sighed. “Maybe we’re behind the times, Cass. Maybe this is what people want now, and simple home baking and traditional teas just aren’t good enough anymore.”

“Bollocks!” said Cassie, scowling. “I don’t believe that.” She stood up. “Come on, I’ve had enough of this place.”

We paid our bill, then sucked our stomachs in as we tried to squeeze our way past tables to get out. Just as we were nearing the entrance, however, Cassie let out a cry of indignation and pointed to a table by the wall. 

“I can’t believe it!”

I followed the direction she was pointing in and saw four little old ladies with white helmet hair, sensible orthotic shoes, and lavender handbags huddled around a table. The Old Biddies! A sense of betrayal washed over me. So they had returned to Meadowford—they just hadn’t come back to my tearoom! Feeling terribly hurt, I would have slunk away, but Cassie grabbed my arm and dragged me over to their table. 

The four old ladies looked up as we approached and gave a guilty start.

“Gemma!” cried Mabel Cooke, her booming voice almost drowned out by the noise of the crowd around us. As the bossiest and most opinionated member of the Old Biddies, Mabel was renowned for her thick-skinned sangfroid in the face of any awkward predicament. For once, though, she looked uncomfortable and slightly at a loss for words. “Er… fancy seeing you here, dear.”

“What are you doing here?” demanded Cassie.

“Cass!” I remonstrated. Turning back to the old ladies, I forced a smile and said in a neutral voice, “I thought you were still away on holiday.”

The Old Biddies exchanged slightly shamefaced looks, then Mabel said:

“We came back yesterday, and we did mean to come to your tearoom this morning, dear, but then Glenda found the flyer in her letterbox and we thought we’d just pop in here first.”

“What flyer?” Cassie asked.

“I’ve still got it here somewhere… I’ll show you…” Glenda rummaged in her cavernous handbag, fishing out various cosmetic compacts, tissues, hair accessories, and several tubes of pink lipstick. Despite being in her early eighties, Glenda still had the soul of a teenage girl, complete with the make-up obsessions, romantic fantasies, and flirtatious manner towards any handsome male. She pulled a printed leaflet triumphantly out of her handbag at last and thrust it towards us. 

I looked down, my eyes scanning over the bold printed words. I don’t think I’d ever seen so many exclamation marks squashed into one small space:



YIN-YANG TEA BAR - GRAND OPENING SPECIAL!!!!!


Delight your senses with a unique twist on the traditional high tea!


Ditch the stuffy old tearooms and come enjoy yourself in sophisticated, contemporary surroundings!!


Mouth-watering sweets and savoury delights with bottomless tea and/or coffee and a free glass of bubbly for every customer!!!





~ limited number of Afternoon Tea packages! ~


This special offer could end at any time!!


GET IN QUICK BEFORE YOU MISS OUT!!!!!!





“Aha… so they’re using ‘scarcity’!” hissed Cassie in my ear. “Oldest trick in the book: ‘limited number’… ‘could end at any time’… ‘get in quick before you miss out’… That’s how they’re packing them in! Nothing galvanises people like the thought of missing out on a great bargain. Even if they were planning to go somewhere else, this would motivate people to come here first, before the special offer ends. Very clever.” She looked back at the Old Biddies. “Did you each get a flyer in your letterboxes?

The four old ladies nodded. 

“And everyone in our bingo group too,” said Glenda. “In fact, the ladies were thinking that they might come here for our get-together tomorrow evening instead of the Little Sta—” She broke off suddenly, looking embarrassed, then cleared her throat and added hastily, “Just this week, of course. You know, because of the promotion.”

“We still think you’re the best, Gemma,” said Ethel loyally. The quietest of the Old Biddies, Ethel was gentle and sweet, with a kindly manner that had endeared her to everyone when she used to work in the village library. 

“Oh yes, your tearoom is ever so much nicer. We just thought it would be fun to try somewhere new—just to see what the fuss was all about,” said Glenda in an apologetic tone. 

I gave them a smile. “It’s all right, you don’t need to apologise. I mean, you’re not obliged to come to the Little Stables all the time. Of course you’d want to check out the new place, especially when they’re offering such a good deal.”

“Well, I have to say, I’m not very impressed, now that I’ve tasted the food,” commented Florence, her plump face puckering in disappointment. If there was one person who loved her food, it was Florence, and she was always worrying that I wasn’t eating as much as I should. She frowned now as she looked around the dining room. “It is a nice setting, I suppose. But it’s no use having a fancy place to sit in if the tea and scones aren’t any good.”

The other Old Biddies nodded. 

“Yes, the food is very disappointing,” agreed Glenda. Then she gave an impish giggle. “The lad who brought it over to us was very handsome though! Ahh, if only I was sixty years younger…” She glanced at me. “Maybe that’s what you need, dear: a few sexy chaps to help serve the scones at your tearoom—”

“That’s it!” cried Cassie. She turned eagerly to me. “Maybe that’s what we need to do: get sexier!”

I gaped at her. “Huh?”

Cassie grabbed the menu from the Old Biddies’ table and started reading out some items. “Listen to this: ‘fluffy buttermilk scones with silky cream and pure fruit compote’—huh!” She cast a contemptuous look at the crumbling remains on one of the Old Biddies’ plates. “Talk about making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear! Their scones are stodgy and tasteless, whereas ours are genuinely fluffy and delicious—but they’re much better at making their stuff sound appealing. Think of our menu: it doesn’t sound as good when we just list them as plain ‘scones with jam and clotted cream’, does it?”

“I suppose not,” I said doubtfully. “But—”

I broke off suddenly as I realised that a woman had come up to the table and was standing beside us, listening. She looked to be Chinese, or of similar East Asian descent, with long, silky black hair that was caught up in a high ponytail and a striking face: high cheekbones and slanted, almond-shaped eyes, which had been enhanced by black eyeliner. She was not conventionally beautiful—there was something hard in her face and her thin, tight-lipped mouth—but she was the kind of woman who commanded attention when she walked into a room. Now, she regarded us with a speculative look, although her expression and voice were coolly polite as she said:

“Hello ladies, is there a problem?”

“Oh no, we just happened to see our friends here and stopped to say hello,” said Cassie, indicating the Old Biddies.

“How nice.” The woman’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Would you like me to have the waiters bring some extra chairs—”

“Oh no, that’s okay. We were just leaving, actually,” I said.

“Well, I hope you enjoyed yourselves. Ah… I see that you ordered the Grand Opening special,” she said, eyeing the square cake stand on the Old Biddies’ table. “I’m so glad. It highlights the best of our menu and is the most delectable selection of teatime treats!” She turned to me with a smug smile. “Don’t you think our scones are the best you’ve ever tasted?”

“Er… well…” I stammered, torn between the characteristic British compulsion to “always be polite” and the reluctance to give false praise for something that had tasted so horrible.

Before I could decide how to answer, Mabel cut in with her characteristic forthrightness.

“No, they were not. In fact, the scones were very stodgy and dry.”

The woman looked taken aback. She raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Yes,” said Mabel, jutting her chin out. She continued, her voice rising above the din of the room: “And if you really want to see what good scones taste like, you should go to Gemma’s tearoom.” She nodded in my direction. “Now, those are what I call proper scones, and they really are the best you’ve ever tasted!”

Several customers at nearby tables turned our way, their attention caught by Mabel’s booming voice. I groaned silently and hunched my shoulders, not knowing where to look. I felt both touched by Mabel’s championing of me and embarrassed by the attention.

The Chinese woman glanced at the customers around us, who had obviously heard Mabel’s comments and were eyeing me with interest, and her face hardened. Turning back to me, she narrowed her eyes. “You own a tearoom?”

I cleared my throat. “Yes, on the other side of Meadowford-on-Smythe. It’s called the Little Stables.”

“Oh… that old place,” she said, her lips curling. 

I felt a flash of resentment, my embarrassment fading. My tearoom might not have been slick, modern, and sophisticated, but I was proud of it and I loved my little business. Cassie bristled next to me and opened her mouth, but I laid a hasty hand on her arm before she could say anything. I didn’t want to cause a scene but I wasn’t going to allow myself to be put down either. I raised my chin and looked the other woman straight in the eye. 

“Yes, in fact, we’re known for having the best scones in Oxfordshire,” I said evenly. 

“Really?” she said in a disdainful tone. “Well, I suppose I ought to visit and check it out.”

The last thing I wanted was this cold, supercilious woman in my tearoom, but I dredged up a polite smile and said: “Of course, you’re welcome any time.” I glanced at Cassie, whose face was still flushed with indignation, then added, “Um… anyway, we’d better go. Thanks again for… um…”—my tongue tripped over the words “a lovely tea” and instead, I amended it to—“… er… an interesting experience.”

I bid the Old Biddies a hasty goodbye, then hustled Cassie out of the tea bar as fast as I could. As we stepped out of the entrance and walked away, however, I could still feel the woman’s eyes on me, boring into my back, and I couldn’t help an uncomfortable sense that somehow I had made an enemy.
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Chapter Four









I felt emotionally drained after the outing to the tea bar and just wanted to head straight home to flop on the sofa with a hot drink and some mindless TV. But as I strapped Muesli’s carrier into the front basket and wheeled my bicycle out of the tearoom’s stable courtyard, I remembered with an inward groan that my mother was expecting me for dinner that evening. In fact—I glanced anxiously at my watch—I was in danger of being late. In my mother’s book, it was punctuality and not cleanliness that was next to godliness, and I’d never hear the end of it if I wasn’t sitting at the table by the time she was ready to serve the starter. 

There was no chance of going home for a change of clothes or to drop off Muesli first. I would have to head straight to my parents’ house and take my little cat to dinner with me, I decided, as I hopped onto my bike and began pedalling furiously. Not that she’ll mind, I thought with a wry smile. Muesli loved going over to my parents’ as she was spoiled rotten there. For a couple who had never professed to like animals and who had always fussed over the smallest stain on their upholstery or dirt on their cream carpets, Muesli had somehow managed to win my parents over to the point where my mother kept a bowl perpetually filled with cat treats and my father insisted on leaving her favourite armchair empty—just in case she visited. 

Muesli sat up in her carrier and gave a chirrup of delight as we pulled up in front of my parents’ elegant Victorian townhouse in North Oxford. I could see from her smug expression that she recognised where she was and was already looking forward to an evening of chin rubs on demand. I parked my bike, heaved the cat carrier out of the front basket, then raced up the front steps, hoping that I might still slide into my seat at the table before my mother noticed the time. 

As I burst through the front door, however, my headlong rush was stopped by the sight of my father in the front hallway, bending over and carefully arranging pairs of fluffy slippers in a row alongside the wall. 

“Dad?” I blurted.

“Ahh… hello, darling.” My father, Professor Philip Rose, straightened and gave me his customary absent-minded smile. 
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