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      ‘Meg, come and look at this!’

      Tracing Sam’s voice to the kitchen, I found him hunched over his laptop at the breakfast bar, a half-empty breakfast smoothie at his elbow. It was putty-coloured, with lumps of banana where it hadn’t blended properly. More of a lumpy than a smoothie.

      ‘What is it?’ I said, though I’d guessed from his excited tone it must be cycling-related.

      ‘It’s the itinerary.’ The posh voice he put on clashed with his faint, milky moustache. ‘“Paris to Geneva,”’ he read out, his hazel eyes skimming the screen. ‘“Four days in the saddle, riding across stunning French countryside, through medieval towns, crossing through the famous vineyard regions of Burgundy and Champagne, culminating in the crossing of the beautiful Jura Mountains.”’

      I suppressed a sigh as I crossed the black-and-white chequered tile floor to join him. I’d heard so much about his upcoming cycling challenge that I felt as though I ought to know the itinerary by osmosis, but there’d been some last-minute tweaks and it had only just gone online.

      ‘Sounds amazing,’ I said, because I didn’t begrudge him doing the challenge, it was just that training had taken up most of the year and nearly all his spare time, and I’d heard an awful lot about saddles, road surfaces, body-to-power ratios, lactate thresholds, and the benefits of windproof cycling jackets. ‘I wouldn’t mind going to Geneva.’

      ‘Hmmm,’ he said, still reading as I hoisted myself onto a shiny American-diner style stool at the breakfast bar, gripping the edge to stop myself slithering off. They were horribly impractical while wearing a silky robe. ‘I doubt I’ll see much of it.’

      It wasn’t the right response, but I knew he was ‘in the zone’ and when Sam was ‘in the zone’ he found it hard to focus on anything else. Even me. I was sure he’d have noticed if I’d spoken in Italian, or shaved my hair off, but since I hadn’t changed much in the fifteen years since we’d met, there was no real need for him to drag his eyes from the screen.

      ‘I’ll print it out, so you’ve got a copy.’ He was radiating the sort of excitement normally associated with children on Christmas Eve, no doubt seeing himself sailing across the finish line, contorted over the frame of his bike in the aerodynamic position that played havoc with his back.

      ‘Let’s have a look,’ I said, leaning over, but a bolt of early sunshine had brightened the screen to a blank and I couldn’t see a thing. We were in the grip of an August hot spell and my robe was already starting to cling.

      ‘Just a few more days and we’ll be in Paris.’ By ‘we’ he meant his fellow cycling club members, who’d signed up for the challenge at the beginning of the year.

      ‘Yay,’ I said with a smile, wondering what I’d be doing while he was away, apart from worrying about whether I’d still be at the bakery when he came back.

      ‘I’m going to post our progress on the Pedal Pushers Facebook page every day, so you’ll be able to picture where we are.’

      ‘Lovely,’ I said. It might have been nice to be there in person, but the trip was members only, and I couldn’t have gone anyway with the bakery up for sale.

      ‘Oh, and Mum’s emailed another link to a company that does personalised wedding invitations.’ This time I was sure Sam was avoiding my gaze deliberately. Beverley’s email links were reaching crisis point as she attempted to organise every aspect of our wedding. She’d already persuaded Sam to book Studley Grange for the ceremony, and while I hadn’t argued because… well, Studley Grange was gorgeous, if insanely expensive, her suggestions were becoming ever more outrageous. I’d already declined some rhinestone studded invitations, as well as a scroll inside a bottle, complete with sand and shells as being too over the top, but Sam had clicked on the link and was saying, ‘At least these ones are reasonably priced.’ He picked up his glass and attempted to swirl the sludge inside around. ‘Three silver hearts underneath our names and the venue, and whoever gets an invite scratches them off to reveal the wedding date.’

      I couldn’t stop a tiny groan escaping.

      ‘Yeah, I’m not keen on the gambling element,’ he admitted, to my relief. ‘What about a customised typography of our story?’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘How we met, that kind of thing.’ His eyes zoomed over the screen, and I appreciated that he was at least making an effort to think of something besides his cycling challenge. ‘Our first date, first kiss, things we love to do together.’ He knitted his sandy eyebrows. ‘Could be fun,’ he said doubtfully.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ I stalled. I had to be careful what I said, as Beverley was easily offended, and Sam preferred the path of least resistance when it came to his mother. ‘Most people already know we met at school, and that our first kiss was in your dad’s shed which smelt of petrol.’

      ‘Ah, you remember.’ He slapped a hand over his heart. ‘I still associate the smell of fuel with you.’

      ‘Idiot.’ I smiled, in spite of myself. ‘And I’m sure they won’t care that our first “date” was babysitting your little sister.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know, it was quite dramatic.’ He finally planted his gaze on mine, and I fleetingly wondered what he saw. The same as always, I supposed: shoulder-length wavy hair (champagne-blonde, according to Mum), pale-denim eyes (Mum again), generous curves, and probably a shiny face, thanks to the rising temperature. ‘Especially the bit where we lost her playing hide-and-seek, and ended up calling the police.’

      I shuddered, recalling the episode as though it had happened yesterday. ‘I’m not sure your parents will want reminding,’ I said, remembering Neil and Beverley shooting home in a panic to find two squad cars outside their house, the inside swarming with officers, and a helicopter circling overhead. Luckily, the noise had woken three-year-old Sadie, who’d hidden under her duvet and fallen asleep. We hadn’t even thought to look in her bed. ‘And we don’t really do things together, apart from Sunday lunch with your family.’ It was true. Not in a bad way, we just had different interests. Sam’s were cycling and – less frequently these days – fishing, and I loved baking and… well, baking.

      ‘We go to the cinema sometimes’ – I couldn’t remember the last time – ‘and I’m home for dinner every evening, and we do a jigsaw together every Christmas.’ Sam had adopted a jokey manner, which meant he was ‘handling’ me. ‘That’s more than most couples manage.’

      I supposed he was right. ‘Ah yes, the Christmas jigsaw.’ I tried to match his jolly tone. ‘But it’s not exactly white-water rafting, or… I don’t know, salsa dancing.’

      ‘You’d hate white-water rafting, you don’t even like getting your face wet in the shower, but we can take up salsa if you like.’ Getting off his stool, Sam began to strut up and down, popping his hips from side to side while holding an imaginary partner. I couldn’t help laughing. With his athletic frame – shown to advantage in tight-fitting cycling gear – he could easily pass for a dancer.

      ‘You’re right, we do plenty together. I just don’t think it needs putting on a wedding invitation.’

      ‘OK, I’ll let Mum know.’ Sam reached for his drink and I almost gagged, watching him drain the glass. I’d never liked bananas. ‘She thinks we need to get a wiggle on, that’s all, so that people can book accommodation.’

      ‘We’ve got ages yet.’ I slid off the stool and moved across to the kettle, keen to draw the conversation to a close.

      ‘January will come around quicker than you think.’ He rinsed his glass and placed it in the dishwasher. ‘She’s just trying to help, Meg.’ He swung round and, for a second, I thought he was about to comment on my apparent reluctance to let his mum get so involved, but instead, he said, ‘And you’re positive you don’t want an owl as a ring bearer?’

      I gave him my toughest look. ‘Very positive.’

      Beverley had come across a website a few months earlier called Flying the Knot, which had promised a beautiful ring-bearing barn owl to ‘elegantly and gracefully’ fly our wedding rings along the aisle. I’d almost wept with laughter – until I realised Sam was considering it. In truth, I’d still been reeling from the suddenness of his proposal. Although we’d been together for years, Sam had always been a bit vague on the subject of a wedding – even after Beverley reminded him that it had been my dream, at sixteen, for us to be married with a child on the way by the time I was thirty.

      One minute we’d been chugging along as normal, me working in the bakery at Seashell Cove, Sam training hard for his cycling challenge, weddings apparently the last thing on his mind, and the next he’d booked a night at a spa hotel in Exmoor, and after a couples’ massage that he’d complained was too ‘light-fingered’ and a meal that took ages to arrive, he’d proposed in our four-poster-bedded room, and suggested we start trying for a baby that very night. Unfortunately, nothing had happened in that department over the next few months, despite tests showing there was no reason why, so we’d put starting a family firmly on ice until after we were married.

      ‘The owl was one of Mum’s sillier ideas,’ Sam acknowledged, startling me back to the moment. I was clutching a mug and staring blankly at the boiling kettle. ‘Especially as you don’t even like birds that much.’

      ‘Not close up.’ Grabbing a teabag with a pair of tiny silver tongs, I flashed him a smile. ‘I’d scream the place down if an owl went rogue and attacked everyone at the wedding, like the one we saw on the news.’

      He smirked. ‘Do you remember when a pigeon landed on your head in Trafalgar Square, and you did a little wee?’

      Of course I remember. It wasn’t long after you came back from Edinburgh, where you met someone else despite swearing you wouldn’t, and phoned to break up with me. I banished the thought, not sure why it had popped up when it was ancient history. Sam had been at university, and when his relationship with Andrea – an aspiring model – had ended a year or so later, he’d come back to me.

      Actually, he’d returned to Devon because his dad was in hospital, which was where we’d bumped into each other again, and where he’d declared he still had feelings for me, and I’d been so happy that I hadn’t probed for details about his break-up. I didn’t want to know whether he’d said I love you to someone else.

      ‘Thanks for that reminder,’ I said, pouring boiling water into my mug. ‘It was only a tiny wee, but not my finest moment.’

      ‘Oh, and Mum’s been on again about you not wanting to take my surname.’

      I tried to keep my voice light. ‘I always said that I’d never become Meg Ryan.’

      ‘She thinks most people won’t remember there’s an actress with that name.’

      ‘Is she kidding?’ On safer ground, I took the milk he was holding out and splashed some into my tea. ‘Everyone in the entire world remembers When Harry Met Sally.’

      ‘And you don’t want to be double-barrelled?’

      ‘Meg Larson-Ryan doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.’ I glanced at the hot-dog-shaped clock on the wall above our reconditioned 1950s stove. ‘I should get ready for work.’

      He lifted his eyebrows. ‘It’s not really work though, is it?’

      ‘Oh, Sam, not this again.’

      ‘Just saying.’ He glanced at his watch, and I could tell he’d already moved on in his head, even as he was speaking. ‘You’re paid to work at the café, not to look after the bakery.’

      I shot him a glance over my mug. ‘That’s where I bake my cakes, Sam, and I do get paid for those.’

      ‘Not very much,’ he said, with the faintly censorious tone that made me want to throw my teabag at him. ‘You need to find a full-time job.’

      ‘You know that I’m holding out for someone to buy the bakery and take me on.’

      Sam was scooping things into his backpack now, not really focused. ‘Whoever buys it will probably turn the building into something else.’

      You hope. For some reason, it niggled him that I was still holding out for a job there; that I’d suggested us putting in an offer, even though we could barely afford the wedding Sam had insisted on funding ourselves. That was on top of our mortgage and bills, and his cycling challenge, which had cost more than he’d bargained for.

      I opened a Tupperware box and lifted out a slice of cherry and almond tart to have for breakfast. ‘We’ll see,’ I said mildly.

      ‘You could always ask for more hours at the café.’

      I’d already told him there were no more available hours, but decided not to remind him as he came over and bent his head to mine. He was nearly a foot taller, and had nice lips – full and kissable – but a trace of banana on his breath made me turn my face, and his lips grazed my cheek.

      Backing away, he grabbed his helmet and crammed it over his thick blond hair, and I saw him checking out his quads in the glass-fronted oven door. They were impressively honed, since he’d taken to cycling to his office in Kingsbridge every day as part of his training regime, and I supposed I couldn’t blame him if his eyes flicked down from time to time to admire his thighs and calves.

      ‘I’d better go,’ he said. ‘Negotiating world peace can’t wait any longer.’

      I smiled at the little joke. Sam was a quantity surveyor, a job he’d got used to explaining as ‘costing the construction of buildings’ if anyone asked.

      ‘Be careful out there.’ He was one of those cyclists drivers tooted at, and I worried that one day he’d get run over.

      ‘You too,’ he said, looking vaguely appalled as I crammed a mouth-watering combination of buttery pastry and soft, almondy sponge into my mouth. ‘I’ll see you later.’

      When he’d gone, I scooted across to the window, brushing crumbs from my cleavage, and as I watched him lovingly grip the handlebars and mount his bike, I wondered whether it was normal to feel slightly jealous. It was a long time since I’d been lovingly gripped and mounted.
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      My spirits drooped at the sight of the For Sale sign outside the Old Bakery; a daily reminder of how little control I had over its future. Like the butcher’s next door, it was a quaintly old-fashioned, two-storey building with a bow-fronted window and whitewashed exterior, and I simply couldn’t imagine the street without it.

      I still missed the owner, Mr Moseley, and the way he’d say, ‘Here’s Meg, come to bake the world a better place,’ every time I walked in. He’d been at least seventy-five when I’d started work there six years ago, but he wouldn’t hear of retiring. The job had been his life, and his father’s before him, and nobody could imagine him sitting in his cluttered flat upstairs with his feet up, reading a newspaper all day. He’d come down every morning, until three months earlier, when I’d arrived to find his cleaner, Carol, weeping quietly in the kitchen, and a kind-faced paramedic had revealed that Mr Moseley had passed away peacefully in the night.

      ‘Looked just like he was sleeping,’ Carol had said, buttoning her coat with shaky fingers. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s left the bakery to you, Meg. He thought the world of you.’

      I hadn’t been able to deny a swell of hope. Mr Moseley had taken a shine to me, and been like a grandfather in some ways. He’d tried to teach me how to make his signature loaves, despairing at my heavy handedness and lack of perseverance when I could bake cakes ‘like an angel’, but he’d trusted me with a set of keys, and hadn’t minded me coming over in the evenings sometimes to bake after everyone had gone home.

      But it turned out Mr Moseley hadn’t even made a will, and his estranged brother, Lester, wasn’t interested in the bakery, opting instead to put the building on the market.

      Luckily, I still had my keys, and access to the kitchen until the place was sold. Lester – who lived in Spain, and hadn’t even shown up to his brother’s funeral – had given his permission through the agent dealing with the sale, who’d pitched up at the bakery to look around, and found me up to my elbows in flour in the kitchen. ‘He’s agreed you can act as caretaker and keep an eye on the place,’ he’d said, and I’d got a bit teary with gratitude. I hadn’t told Sam I’d been using the money I earned at the café, and for making my cakes, to cover the cost of using the kitchen, and to pay for the delivery of fresh ingredients I ordered every week.

      As I pulled the car round the back of the bakery and got out, Big Steve emerged from the butcher’s, a camera slung round his neck. When he wasn’t working at the bakery at Tesco’s in Newton Abbott, he liked to indulge his love of wildlife photography. ‘No interest yet?’ he called.

      ‘’Fraid not,’ I said, thinking, as I always did, how much like a typical baker he looked with his cuddly frame and plump smiley face, topped off with a shock of curly brown hair. He’d probably looked the same as a child, and wouldn’t change much as he aged, but I guessed he was in his late thirties. ‘Sure you won’t put in an offer?’

      ‘Wish I could, believe me.’ He pushed his curls off his forehead. ‘On my salary, I can’t even afford a place of my own to live.’ He jerked his eyes to the flat above the butcher’s, where he lived with his brothers. ‘Plus,’ he added, ‘it would probably finish off the old man.’

      His dad had nearly disowned him already for not joining the family business, struggling with the fact that his youngest son was a vegetarian and loathed the sight of meat. Luckily, Steve’s brothers had taken the reins at the butcher’s shop when their father retired.

      ‘Ah well, happy baking,’ he said, moving with a light step towards the corner of the building. ‘Let me know if you’d like some loaves to pop in the window for show. I could make a few if you don’t mind me using the kitchen. The oven in my flat is a leetle bit temperamental.’

      ‘Will do,’ I said, smiling. If only Mr Moseley hadn’t been so territorial in his kitchen. Big Steve would have been a great asset, and things might not have gone downhill as Mr Moseley made fewer loaves, and his eyesight started to fail.

      As I let myself in through the back door, goosebumps peppered my arms. I’d driven the ten-minute journey from Salcombe with the car windows down, glad of my sleeveless dress, but wished now that I’d thought to bring a cardigan.

      In the past, Mr Moseley would have already been there for hours, proving the dough and baking the first batch of bread, ready for the early customers. The kitchen would have been warm and fuggy from the heat of the ovens, the door propped open in summer, and while I got busy serving, he’d start on another round, including his famous ‘doorstopper’ scones. Around nine o’clock, his long-time assistant, Martha, would arrive to take over serving so I could bake my repertoire of cakes, and mouth-watering aromas would drift from the building, drawing people like magic. Often, there’d be a queue outside, and Mr Moseley’s furrowed face would light up with satisfaction.

      ‘That’s what I’m talking about,’ he would say, before disappearing back into the steamy kitchen.

      But that was before his eyesight deteriorated, and Martha retired to Scotland, and he started buying in part-baked bread to warm up in the ovens. Business had tailed off, despite the occasional request for a celebration cake, as regulars began buying their baked goods from the nearby supermarket.

      Sighing, I pushed my hair inside one of the little white hairnets Mr Moseley had always insisted we wear, and pulled on my ‘Star Baker’ apron (Mum’s nod to my love of The Great British Bake Off), before switching on the ancient but efficient ovens.

      Everything about the small kitchen was old-fashioned (or ‘vintage’ as my friend Tilly would call it), from the original red-brick walls, to the cream-and-terracotta tiled floor and frosted glass panes in the window, but Mr Moseley had been rigorous about cleanliness, and all the equipment worked.

      After washing my hands and cleaning the surfaces, I lined up my ingredients on the wooden worktable. As well as making another cherry and almond tart, I wanted to try a chocolate and raspberry cream cake recipe I’d seen in a magazine, and adapt it by adding some lemon zest, and layering the top with toasted flakes of coconut.

      Anticipation unfurled as I weighed out the flour to make the pastry for the tart. I didn’t take any chances when I was baking for the café, though I had a knack for guessing quantities correctly, like some people could play music by ear.

      Mum said I took after my granny, who we’d lived with until I was seven, and my earliest memory was of cracking eggs into a ceramic bowl, her gentle hand guiding mine, while the scent of a baking cake still whizzed me back to Saturday mornings in her kitchen in Plymouth, cartoons blazing from the television in the living room.

      ‘Baking was her way of showing love,’ I’d heard Mum say to someone outside the church after Granny’s funeral – she’d collapsed on her way to buy eggs one winter’s morning and never came home. I hadn’t understood what Mum meant because Granny had shown love in all sorts of ways, which is why it had been so tough to accept she’d gone, and why Mum had sold the house (‘too many memories’) and taken us to Salcombe, where she’d holidayed once when her father was still alive.

      But I’d grown to understand that when someone took their first bite of something I’d baked and got that look on their face, it was as if I’d given them a gift; that a cake baked with love could lift feelings, make a day better, or even create an emotional connection.

      Sam still remembered the Maltesers-smothered chocolate cake I’d made for his sixteenth birthday, and said to this day it was the tastiest cake he’d ever eaten. I couldn’t imagine a day that didn’t feature flour. Apart from anything, it kept me focused. Devising new recipes, mixing and measuring, rolling and kneading, meant my mind stayed away from trickier issues – like the wedding, and the bakery being for sale, and Sam’s cycle challenge, which meant he’d be away for the week from Monday—

      A noise like an old-fashioned doorbell made me jump. The sound of a text arriving. Normally, I kept my phone close by, knowing Mum would be in touch, and the fact that I’d left it in my bag was a worrying indication that baking-as-meditation wasn’t working as well as it usually did.

      Sighing again – did I usually sigh this much? – I rested a sieve of raspberries on the side of the mixing bowl, dusted my hands on my apron and reached for my bag.

      
        
        This is Milo! Isn’t he adorable? X

        

      

      I stared at the attached photo of a yawning baby with wisps of black hair, and tiny fists bunched beside plump cheeks. I was worried she’d taken to snapping pictures of random newborns, until I remembered her friend Kath’s daughter had given birth a few weeks ago.

      
        
        Gorgeous x

        

      

      I replied, my stomach clenching. Mum was so desperate to be a grandmother, it was as if she thought that talking about babies and showing me pictures would magic one into my tummy.

      
        
        This could be you next year!

        

      

      Another photo, this time of Milo cradled in his mother’s arms. Freya was smiling piously, wearing full make-up and an expensive looking top, her long, salon-red hair a glossy sheet. We’d tried to be friends, because of our mothers, but hadn’t found any common ground.

      
        
        Don’t hold your breath!

        

      

      I replied, adding smiley faces to show I was being playful, wishing Sam hadn’t broadcast our intention to start a family in the first place, assuming it would be as simple as clicking his fingers.

      Mum had gone into excited overdrive, just as Sam’s mum had about the wedding. It was as if becoming a mother-in-law and grandmother had been her sole aim in life, and she had been sorely disappointed when I broke the news that we’d put starting a family on hold.

      
        
        I’ve got a new treatment for you to try!

        

      

      I groaned. This was Mum’s latest attempt to ‘help’ me conceive in the future; torpedo-sized supplements that tasted like dirt, courtesy of the health food company she worked for.

      
        
        I’ve got a cake in the oven, talk to you later! X

        

      

      I replied and switched off my phone to avoid any more pictures of Milo and his photogenic mother. Freya’s Instagram feed was probably flooded with cute, filtered images and multiple hashtags, but knowing her from old, I suspected the baby was more of an accessory than a living, breathing human being that would need taking care of for at least the next eighteen years.

      Swinging my attention away, I switched the radio on, tuning it to a station playing popular songs from the nineties, and ten minutes later slid a couple of tins of cake mixture into the oven, and decided to make some buttery, crumbly shortbread to take home later.

      The kitchen had warmed up nicely, and I propped the door open with the mop bucket. I grabbed a bag of flaked almonds to toast for the tarts, which were cooling on the side, and hummed along to an All Saints version of ‘Lady Marmalade’. Using a chopping knife as a makeshift microphone, I did some pelvic thrusts as I belted out a couple of verses, and had just got to Voulez vous coucher avec moi… ce soir, circling my hips in time to the beat, when someone exaggeratedly cleared their throat behind me.

      I spun round, heart seizing with shock, and the knife flew out of my hand, heading straight at the man in the doorway.

      ‘Whoa!’ He ducked, shooting one arm up to shield his face as the knife landed with a clatter by his feet.

      ‘I’m so sorry.’ Panting with shock, I rushed to pick it up as All Saints continued to sing Would you sleep with me tonight in French. If only I’d been caterwauling to something less suggestive.

      ‘It was actually pretty good, until the moment you tried to kill me.’

      ‘I didn’t… I wasn’t…’ I backed away, clutching the knife, knowing I must look deranged, wishing the man had been anyone but Nathan Walsh, the agent tasked with selling the Old Bakery. ‘I was about to chop some nuts,’ I fibbed, switching the radio off.

      Nathan comically widened his eyes. ‘In that case, I think I’ll stay over here.’

      ‘Not those kind of nuts.’ Flustered, I shot behind the table and tipped out the almonds, which clearly didn’t need chopping. I wished he’d let me know he was coming, so I could have… what? Nipped through to the downstairs toilet, put on some lipstick, and whipped off my hairnet and apron? Nathan Walsh held the future of the bakery in his hands, I reminded myself. Just because he’d agreed to ask Lester Moseley if I could continue using the kitchen, and had swung by a couple of times since to see how I was doing, didn’t mean he was interested in what I looked like.

      ‘I sing occasionally with friends at the Smugglers Inn,’ I said, arranging the almonds in a pile, then scattering them again, praying my cheeks didn’t look as hot as they felt. ‘Only karaoke, nothing special. Just for fun, when we’ve had a few drinks. I’m no Barbra Streisand.’ Great reference, Meg. Very current. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed.’

      ‘It was better than my Mick Jagger.’ Nathan leaned his shoulder against the doorframe, and slid his hands in the pockets of his lightweight trousers. ‘No one gets any satisfaction when I start singing.’

      Trying to picture it, I smiled.

      He grinned back, and I felt a leap in my chest as I took in his olive-green eyes, and perfectly straight nose and teeth. His toasty tan was showcased by a cream shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and his short beard and wild brown hair added to his attractiveness.

      ‘Sounds like you need to update your act,’ I said in a sisterly tone.

      ‘More like I need to ditch it.’ His smile grew. ‘Something smells good.’

      ‘That’ll be the sponge for my chocolate and raspberry cake.’ The timer went off and I moved to the oven, fumbling a little as I stuffed my hands into oven gloves. ‘You should pop to Maitland’s Café sometime and try it.’

      I’d told him the first time we met that I worked there part-time, as well as supplying their cakes, which was why I’d hoped to carry on using the kitchen at the Old Bakery until it was sold.

      ‘Maybe I will,’ he said, and this time there was no mistaking the look in his eyes when they fastened on mine, or the flutter of excitement that erupted beneath my ribcage.

      It had happened the first time we met, when I’d dusted off my hands to show him around the bakery, and he’d told me he was fascinated by old buildings and liked to explore their history.

      ‘I’ve been thinking about writing a book on the subject, but I don’t know if there’ll be much of an audience.’

      It had surprised me how easily we’d fallen into conversation, and how much I’d enjoyed it, considering I’d planned to be cool and efficient, and when I got home that evening I’d kept replaying our conversation and found myself hoping to see him again.

      The second time he came over I’d been baking a chocolate fudge cake, and he told me the building had once been a post office run by a smuggler’s son, before it was bought by Mr Moseley’s great-grandfather and turned into a bakery.

      I hadn’t told him I already knew the bakery’s history. I’d been too fixated on his face and how animated he’d looked while talking. Like Sam, when he’d finally mastered removing a gilet from his jersey pocket, putting it on and zipping it up, whilst riding his bike no-handed without slowing down.

      Snapping back to the moment, I put down the cake tins, slipped off the oven gloves and reached into my apron pocket, where I kept my engagement ring when I was working, in case I inadvertently baked it into a cake.

      Unlocking my gaze from Nathan’s, I slipped it onto my finger and said brightly, ‘Did I tell you, I’m getting married next year?’
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      ‘What’s up?’ Gwen greeted me, after I’d transferred my chocolate and raspberry cake to a wooden stand and brought it through to the counter. ‘Is that future mother-in-law of yours still trying to get you in white on your wedding day?’

      Her laughter, a series of wheezy rasps, was hard to resist. ‘I’m fine and no, she’s given up on white,’ I said, smiling. Gwen was the manager of Maitland’s Café and a massive hit with customers, who considered it a privilege to be insulted by her.

      ‘Why do you look like a bulldog chewing a nettle, then?’

      ‘I’m a bit warm, that’s all,’ I lied, failing to banish the memory of Nathan’s face after I’d told him I was getting married. Had I imagined a flash of disappointment before his smile reappeared, and was it a coincidence that he’d made his excuses to leave immediately after? More pressingly, why did it matter? I’d only been out with one man apart from Sam – after he’d dumped me for Andrea – and that had only lasted a month, so it was unlikely I’d be attracted to a virtual stranger when my wedding was only a few months away. Even if the stranger was interesting, kind, and good-looking.

      ‘I wore purple Doc Martens on me wedding day, and a studded collar wiv me dress, which weren’t white, I’ll tell you that for nuffink,’ Gwen was saying, her cockney accent bringing to mind East End gangsters and Pearly Queens. Her short, burly figure didn’t lend itself to images of swirly, girly gowns, so it wasn’t hard to imagine her as a punk bride. ‘Not that I weren’t a virgin, mind.’ Her tone turned steely, as though I’d called her a slut. ‘I saved meself for me wedding night, which weren’t easy as I’m a red-blooded woman, but I wanted me first time to be special, know what I mean?’

      It was difficult to imagine Gwen in any intimate clinch, other than a headlock. ‘Of course,’ I said faintly.

      ‘Waste of time, mind you,’ she carried on, seeming unaware – or uncaring – that a short queue of customers was agog to hear what was coming. ‘Turns out I’m allergic to whipped cream. Got a nasty rash all over, and spent most of me wedding night at an ’ospital outside Rio, trying to get diagnosed.’ Scanning the delighted faces of her audience, she said, ‘And you lot can drag your minds out of the gutter. I’m talking about the whipped cream we ’ad for dessert at the wedding reception.’

      There were shaking heads and peals of laughter, and I wondered whether Gwen was even telling the truth. I knew from her cousin, who’d worked at Maitland’s for years before retiring, that Gwen was divorced, but she’d never talked about her marriage before.

      Intrigued, I waited until she’d taken a couple of orders and turned her attention to the coffee machine. ‘How long were you married?’ I said, oddly nervous to be treading on personal territory. ‘If you don’t mind me asking.’

      ‘Long enough,’ she said, raising her voice over the hiss of the steamer. ‘In the SAS ’e was. ’E didn’t ’ave no time to be a proper ’usband so I left him. Broke ’is ’eart.’

      Unsure whether or not she was teasing me – I couldn’t read her as well as I did most people – I said, ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Was he The One?’

      ‘Oh, I geddit.’ She aggressively sprinkled chocolate powder over two foamy coffees. ‘You’re ’aving doubts about young Samuel.’

      ‘Of course I’m not.’ I grabbed a cloth and wiped ‘Lemon and Blueberry’ off the board on the wall too vigorously, removing ‘Cake of the Day’ as well. ‘And his name’s not short for Samuel, it’s just Sam.’

      ‘Well, if you don’t want to marry Just Sam, you should tell ’im before fings go any further.’

      ‘I do want to marry him.’ I put down the cloth and turned to look at her. ‘I just wondered whether your ex was The One, even though it didn’t last.’

      ‘S’pose ’e was, being as I ’ain’t met no one else since.’ She cocked her head. ‘Wouldn’t ’ave married ’im if I didn’t love ’im, but I s’pose there were signs it wouldn’t last.’

      ‘What signs?’

      ‘’E were never there, for a start, always off on some mission, and ’e couldn’t talk about ’is job, which drove me mad.’ She seemed about to say more, then nodded at the board. ‘Better sort that out,’ she said, and I plucked some chalk from the drawer underneath the counter. ‘So everyfink’s ’unky dory with you and Just Sam?’

      ‘Everything’s fine.’ I concentrated on the chalkboard, gratified when both waiting customers ordered some chocolate and raspberry cake. It was a good job I’d made two, in the end. The café was busier than ever now the summer holidays were underway, and the weather was so glorious. Once the customers had taken their plates to the only available table, I decided to change the subject.

      ‘Have you heard from Lydia and Ed?’ I asked Gwen. The café owners were away on holiday in Greece – the first time they’d been abroad since their honeymoon, more than thirty years ago.

      ‘Not since their last postcard, but Cassie’s outside, if you want to ’ave a word.’ Cassie was their daughter, and came in on Mondays to sketch cartoon-style likenesses of customers, who booked in advance because her drawings were so popular. ‘Not now, we’re too busy,’ Gwen added, as if I’d been about to leave. ‘Get the rest of that cake sliced up and give Tamsin an ’and before she blows a gasket, and that goon of a waiter spills somefink on someone.’

      Tamsin, the young waitress, was clearing tables, strands of blonde hair escaping her loosely coiled bun, while Dominic, the café’s latest recruit, eyed her longingly, liquid dribbling from the spout of the teapot he was holding.

      Looking past them, I spotted Cassie on the terrace, her sketchpad on her lap, drawing a woman with full-blown blonde hair and a pout, like Marilyn Monroe.

      Smiling, my spirits rose again when I saw Tilly outside the white picket fence, back from one of her guided walks along the coastal path, chatting to a couple of elderly men in identical safari-style shirts.

      One of the highlights of the past year had been reconnecting with my two best friends from high school, after more than a decade. Cassie had been in London, working for an event planning company, while Tilly had relocated to Vancouver with her parents after school. When Cassie lost her job four months ago, she’d returned to Seashell Cove and was now in demand as an artist, while Tilly was back living in Ivybridge where she’d grown up.

      Our friendship had resumed with surprising ease, the only shadow being Sam, who hadn’t said much but gave the impression he thought Tilly was a bad influence. I guessed it was because she was single, and did what she wanted, and had been mildly scathing about Sam at school, and about relationships in general.

      ‘She still drifting about, living off her parents?’ he’d asked when I told him she was back and had found me at the bakery.

      I’d leapt to her defence, as if we were teenagers again. ‘She’s not drifting about, she’s still into interior design,’ I’d said. ‘She’s really talented, Sam.’

      He’d smiled with his lips closed and his eyebrows raised, to indicate mild disapproval. ‘She can afford to treat it as a hobby though, unlike the rest of us.’

      Sam’s work ethic was one of the things that defined him, and he didn’t approve of parents supporting grown-up children capable of holding down a job. As the first person in his family to go to university and get a degree, he’d supported himself by tutoring maths to struggling students, and he was proud that I’d worked full-time since leaving school, and helped to support my mum when she’d been out of work for a while.

      When he found out I fancied Joey from Friends (my all-time favourite TV show) he’d taken a surprising amount of offence that had nothing to do with looks. ‘Isn’t he the one who’s oversexed, under-educated, and always out of work?’ His teenage crush had been Sporty Spice.

      ‘Looks like Cassie’s sold another painting,’ I said proudly to Gwen, noticing a gap on the wall where Cassie’s artwork hung, alongside some watercolours by an artist she’d recently discovered. ‘She’ll be turning down work at this rate.’

      ‘Making up for lost time.’ Gwen’s raisin-like eyes slid past me to the half-open door leading to the staff area.

      ‘What is it?’ I spun round and saw a black and white cat slope out of the office and settle itself on a purple velvet cushion in the passageway. ‘Shouldn’t Dickens be in the office?’ I turned to see Gwen’s normally thunderous face melt into a slushy smile.

      ‘Aw, me likkle darlin,’ she cooed in an unsettling falsetto. ‘Oo’s mummy’s best likkle boy?’ Fixing her with his remaining eye, Dickens miaowed in response. ‘I wuv you too, my sweetie, and Mummy will get oo some biscuits in a minute.’ It was obvious Dickens was the love of Gwen’s life – not her ex-husband. She’d adopted the one-eyed tomcat after a cat-café day that Cassie had organised, and they’d been inseparable ever since. ‘I like to keep ’im where I can see ’im, out of ’arm’s way,’ she said, as if catnappers lurked around every corner. ‘’E ’ain’t doing no ’arm.’

      ‘You know I’m allergic.’

      ‘You’ll be fine as long as you don’t touch ’im, and you can take an antihistamine.’

      I couldn’t really argue with that, and didn’t bother trying.

      Determined to push my troublesome thoughts away, half-wishing I could rewind to when Tilly had just returned, Sam had recently proposed, and I was still working at the bakery, I switched my attention to the customers flowing in, the scent of sun and sea mingling with the rich aroma of coffee.

      As I took orders and made tea, I tuned out of the conversations going on around me, and lapsed into a daydream where Nathan called in to the bakery to tell me there was a buyer, and not only did the new owner want to resurrect the business, he wanted me to manage it.

      ‘He’ll be very hands off because he lives in the Outer Hebrides, so it’ll be entirely in your hands,’ said imaginary Nathan, trailing his gaze across my face, a scattering of chest hair visible where his shirt buttons had pinged undone. ‘He’s giving you carte blanche to do what you want with the place.’

      ‘Oh my god, Nathan, you don’t know how much that means to me!’ Awash with emotion, I leapt into his outstretched arms and we danced around the bakery kitchen, our eyes locked together, our breathing uneven, our bodies radiating heat. Suddenly, his lips were hungrily exploring mine, and his hands had pressed me against the hard contours of his body…

      A strangled squeak shot out of my mouth.

      Gwen’s head jerked round. ‘Cut yourself?’

      I was holding a teaspoon, so it was highly unlikely, but I could see she was struggling to understand the cause of the noise I’d just made. ‘Spilt some boiling water on my foot,’ I managed, wiggling it for effect. I was close to the hot water dispenser, so it was just about plausible.

      ‘You should wear boots and combats like me.’ She eyed my sensible loafers and the navy, knee-length skirt I wore with my short-sleeved Maitland’s shirt. ‘You’re asking for trouble, coming in half-dressed,’ she said, as if I was in hot pants and flip-flops.

      ‘I don’t suit trousers, and steel toe-capped boots in this weather would make my feet smell.’ I wasn’t focused on what I was saying, the feeling of Nathan’s lips on mine as real as if we’d actually kissed.

      Gwen’s eyes shrank. ‘Go and ’ave your break,’ she said, snatching the teaspoon off me and lobbing it into the sink. ‘TAMSIN!’

      Tamsin scurried behind the counter, her grey eyes round with fright. She still wasn’t sure of Gwen. ‘Sorry.’ She put down a tray rattling with empty coffee cups and plates. ‘What do you want me to do?’

      ‘If you don’t know that by now, there’s no ’ope for you,’ Gwen said, not unkindly, and I left them to it, glad of an excuse to shoot outside and clear the blur of images still crashing around in my head – hair, lips, skin… Nathan’s eyes, his arms… oh god.

      I paused for a second and looked past the tables at the curve of golden sand and clear, shimmering water in the cove below without really taking it in, before checking that Cassie was alone now, at the furthest table. I hurried over and plonked myself on the chair opposite, not caring I was in full sunshine and likely to burn.

      ‘Hi, Meg.’ She smiled up at me, smoothing a strand of her glossy chestnut hair back into her ponytail. It had faded from the purple shade she’d worn when she lived in London. ‘I fancy another iced tea, but am too lazy to go and get one.’ Her smile melted away. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘Something weird.’ My limbs felt loose, as though they might detach, and the blood was roaring in my ears. Even my voice sounded strange. ‘I’ve just had a sexy daydream.’
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      As soon as I’d said it, I wanted to snatch the words back, but it was too late.

      ‘Well, there’s nothing wrong with that.’ Cassie looked at me as though I’d turned into a Dementor from Harry Potter. ‘Although, hats off to you, if you’re still daydreaming about Sam after… what is it? Fifteen years?’
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