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Menu



When Life Gives You Lemons, Use Sage: Transform a bitter memory, find wisdom where there was once pain


The Best Things in Life are Sprinkled with Cinnamon: Relive your sweetest, most cherished memories in vivid detail


Feeling Blue as Rue: Visit sorrows that need healing, tears that need shedding


By the Power of Garlic, I Compel You: Strip the fear from frightening memories so that you are in control


The Jasmine Doesn’t Fall Far From the Tree: Reconnect with a beloved family member


Cayenne Under the Collar: Experience moments of intense desire, anger, and passion


What Doesn’t Ginger You Makes You Stronger: Ease the physical echoes that painful memories store in your body


Sticks and Stones May Break My Bones, but Lemongrass Will Never Hurt Me: Find peace with a memory, heal emotionally


Keep Calm and Carry Allspice: Rewrite memories of self-doubt with courage


Mustard is Such Sweet Sorrow: Embrace memories that bring both joy and grief












For the Lila’s of the world—may you find your voice, your worth, and your home.
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PROLOGUE



‘Come, you need to see it,’ Dave said, tugging Sonali down Honeysuckle Lane.


It was a winding road, filled with shops that weren’t popular enough to be nestled on the high street – a wool store, a second-hand bookshop and a quilting business with a lovely pink and blue patchwork coverlet in the window, a blanket that to Sonali looked soft and inviting, perfect for wrapping oneself in during a biting winter’s night.


She rubbed her belly, which was round at the moment – pregnant-round, to be more specific, and heavy. Her feet ached, mostly because they were swollen, and also because Dave had said a walk would do them good.


It would certainly do someone good – Dave. He wasn’t eight months pregnant and shaped like a cauldron.


She didn’t know why ‘cauldron’ was the word that came to mind. Sonali wasn’t a witch.


Not that there was anything wrong with that.


‘You’ll thank me for making you come all this way,’ Dave told her.


‘Funny, I was just thinking the exact opposite.’


He winked, and squeezed her hand. His wedding band, which was the mate to hers, glinted in the sun.


A warm, fluttery feeling filled her heart, though it wasn’t quite warm enough to stop the ache in her feet.


She glanced ahead as they approached a wrought-iron bench. Not the most comfortable seat, but it would do. ‘Can’t we sit for a moment? Little Emma is tired.’


‘You mean Finn,’ Dave corrected gently.


‘Emma,’ she argued. ‘For your grandmother.’


‘Finn,’ he told her. ‘Because I like it.’


A throaty laugh filled her mouth. ‘Only if it’s a boy.’


Dave wrapped an arm around her shoulders and tugged her into him so that she could smell his wonderful scent – musk, sunshine, pine. He always smelled lovely.


It was why she’d married him.


Well, that and she loved him. But his cologne helped seal the deal, she had jokingly told him on their wedding day.


‘Just a few more yards,’ he pleaded gently.


She gazed at the bench longingly. Just then, a woman with auburn hair plopped down onto it and dropped her purse beside her. Well, there went a comfy place to ease her swollen feet.


‘All right. Lead on.’


A few more steps and Dave said, ‘Close your eyes.’


‘Here? In the middle of the pavement?’


‘I want it to be a surprise.’


‘You’ll lead me?’


He kissed the heel of her hand. ‘Always.’


Sonali did as she was told, and Dave guided her carefully, telling her where each and every crack in the pavement was so that she could step over them.


‘Stop.’ He turned her a bit to the left. ‘Now open your eyes.’ She blinked and surveyed whilst he spoke. ‘It’s not much right now, but we clean it up a bit, repair the roof, replace the windows, paint the facade, and this could be it, darling. This could be the place we’ve been searching for.’ He paused a moment before adding, ‘Did the shipment arrive?’


‘It did,’


‘From Mirissa?’


‘Straight from Sri Lanka,’ she confirmed, then a thought struck her. ‘You’re sure about buying it from that location?’


‘I’m sure.’


She nodded, recalling how the cinnamon came packaged. Rolled by hand, packed with care, the entire box had smelled amazing when she’d opened it. But it wasn’t just the smell that had pulled her in. It was something more – something that could only be found in that particular spice, harvested in that particular part of the world.


Dave scratched his head. ‘And do you think . . . Will it do what we want? Will the other spices as well?’


Her lips tugged up into a smile. ‘They will. We’ve been careful – bought from all the right places.’


He looked nervous. ‘We’ll need a trial run.’


‘We will, but the chemistry is sound. The active compounds in this variety are three times more concentrated than in common cinnamon. If I remember correctly, I’m in charge of the science and you’re in charge of the sourcing.’


He gave her a warm smile, silently agreeing, before nodding back to the building.


Her gaze washed over the store front. It was a shambles – and that was putting it nicely. The thatched roof didn’t just need patching. It needed to be replaced. The windows were old, the frames pulling away from the facade.


A thick blanket of ivy wove tightly below the roof and just above the front door. She pressed a hand to the wood. It was the colour of espresso, and solid. This they could save. It wouldn’t need to be replaced.


But the rest?


Hmm. It would need work – a facelift at least and a complete overhaul at most.


And Emma was on the way.


‘I know the timing is off,’ Dave said. ‘What with Finn coming and all.’


This man.


‘But,’ he kept on, ‘I can get the building into shape if this is what you want. Is this what we want? The baby will keep us very busy.’


The woman who’d sat on the bench was now up and walking towards them, talking to someone on her mobile. Her eyes were puffy and red and her nose was pink. She blew into a tissue and mumbled, ‘I just wish I’d told him what I really felt. If only I could do it all over again.’


She walked past them, and Sonali turned to Dave. His eyes sparkled with excitement, excitement that matched her own.


‘Oh yes,’ she said dreamily, ‘this is what I want. It’s what this town needs.’


Dave folded his arms as if it was decided, which she supposed it was. ‘Then we’ll draw up a contract.’










WHEN LIFE GIVES YOU LEMONS, ADD SAGE
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CHAPTER 1



There was a well-kept secret in the town of Willow Vale – spices couldn’t change a person’s fate, but they could change the way a person felt about said fate.


A dash of sage could soften the sharp edges of regret, a whisper of allspice could stir up forgotten dreams, and just the right blend of ginger and lemongrass could turn even the weariest heart towards hope.


At least, Lila thought so as she stood in the drizzling cold rain, clutching her CV to her chest. It hadn’t been sprinkling when she left the flat, but sure as luck would have it, three minutes into the walk over, the heavens opened and poured down on her as if she had a red bullseye on her head.


The pop-up shower wouldn’t have been a problem if she’d still had her umbrella – the one covered with yellow ducks that her father had gifted her when she was little. But she’d abandoned it when she quit her job – left it right in the umbrella stand and forgotten all about it. Until now, of course.


A gusty sigh slipped past her lips.


But this was who Lila was now – someone who did things like quit her job unexpectedly. Someone who stood in a pop-up rain shower without an umbrella.


Last week, she had been a different person, and a perfectly happy one. That was until her mother cornered her over a cuppa and said in a holier-than-thou voice, ‘You aren’t taking risks, Lila. You had so many plans after uni, and you haven’t done any of them. What’s happened to you?’


Basically, she had accused Lila of being scared to try new things, afraid to step out of her comfort zone.


Her mother needn’t have worried about that now. No one in their right mind was comfortable in wet tights, and Lila proved no exception.


So there she stood, drenched, bare knees quaking under her skirt as her gaze scoured over the humble little spice shop on Honeysuckle Lane.


Woodsmoke puffed like a cigar from the chimney, filling the air with the cosy smell of burning logs. A bluebird peeked out from under the thatched roof, took one look at the rain, chirped as if to scold Mother Nature, or Lila – the bird could have been berating her for being foolish enough to venture into town without a raincoat – and then disappeared back into its nest.


From inside the shop, the amber glow of gas lights flickered behind the lead-paned windows, welcoming all who entered.


Welcoming her.


So why wasn’t she going in?


Because she preferred the rain, thank you very much. Besides, who would enter a shop asking for a job when they looked like a drowned rat?


No. She’d come back another day, when she was dry. When the sun shone cheerfully and when her CV wasn’t stuffed inside an envelope dripping rainwater. A day when being dry would mean the difference between being invisible and being seen.


And right now, with her sopping heels and wet hair, Lila felt quite invisible.


She’d turned around to leave when a car hit a puddle on the street and a grimy grey mess splattered her.


She swiped gritty water off her face.


Yes. Time to go home.


And that was when she heard the crash.


Smash! Smash! Smash!


She whirled around, nearly giving herself whiplash in the process.


Another smash came from inside the shop. It sounded like someone was being murdered, like they were attempting to defend themselves against a predator, and all they had was Gran’s best china for defence.


No! Sonali must be by herself! Someone must be attempting to rob the place, steal the cinnamon!


Nonsense. No one stole cinnamon. But they did steal money, and in that moment, Lila’s stomach cramped. She could see tomorrow’s paper if she didn’t go inside: WOMAN WAFFLED IN RAIN AS SHOPKEEPER WAS MURDERED FOR SPICES.


Ugh. That appalling headline was worse than facing her mother.


Still clutching her drenched, envelope-wrapped CV, she stormed towards the tea shop. Lila opened the door and peeked in, letting the warmth wash over her. There were no bloodcurdling screams. No signs of murder. Both were encouraging. She waited a beat, and deemed it safe enough to slip inside.


‘Hallo-oo!’


A dog the size of a Mini Cooper bounded up to her. Drool dripped from its tongue and splashed onto the floor in tad-pole-sized puddles.


If this was what all the commotion was about, and no one was being murdered, then things were right in the world.


Lila grinned and offered her palm for the dog to sniff. ‘Good boy.’


The Labrador gave her a good lick from chin to forehead, and raced past, whacking her in the face with its massive tail. A blow with such brute strength that Lila fell back on top of the door.


‘Oomph!’


The envelope dropped from her hand, gliding to a halt in front of the car-dog, who trampled across it, leaving fresh crimson and gold pawprints stamped on one side.


‘What the . . .?’


Several broken jars lay scattered across the honey-coloured floorboards. Spilling from those jars were brightly hued spices – gold and red.


Ah, the plot thickens, she thought.


The Labrador darted through the powder, tracking the spices across the store, filling the cosy space with the vibrant, though rather offensive mingled scents of lemongrass, sage, ginger, garlic and cinnamon. It was a bouquet that quite frankly should not have existed.


Where was Sonali?


Lila’s gaze shot to the counter, where two men stood, eyes locked on one another, scowls tipping their mouths.


Her heart relaxed. Sonali was fine. No one was hurt. The smashing she’d heard was the dog destroying the jars of spice.


Her gaze landed on the mutt. Not a mutt, really, a purebred, but the dog was certainly acting very lowbrow.


There were unruly pawprints in the most unlikely of places – dotting the geranium pots, sprinkled on the side of the grandfather clock, topping the hearth, where a cheery fire crackled and popped.


Ah, warmth!


She longed for its embrace. Lila approached to heat her hands and maybe dry off before she launched into her employment-seeking pitch. But as she reached out – whoosh! The flames leaped forward. Orange tendrils stretched up to the mantel, to the world, she thought, attempting to set it on fire. The wooden shelf above was singed, charred by the blaze, which, she realised, had much too much wood in it.


What was that man behind the counter doing, stacking so many logs? Trying to burn the place down?


She touched her eyebrows to make sure they were still there. It was confirmed, they were intact. Then she grabbed the poker and pushed on the logs to spread them.


‘Don’t touch that,’ came a sharp voice. The man behind the counter glared at her, his jaw clenched hard enough to snap. His gaze lingered in judgement, his silent stare suggesting Lila wasn’t important enough for him to bother with.


Her throat shrivelled to the size of a pea.


Why had he yelled at her when a dog was destroying the place? Who was this man?


Him, she didn’t know, but she did recognise the other fellow when he slammed a meaty hand down on the counter. That was when the first man stopped glaring at her and resumed glaring at him.


‘You didn’t make the spice right! That’s what I’ve been explaining. You didn’t do as I asked. I told you I wanted to return to that blasted memory with my wife and keep every single thing she stole in the divorce!’


Oh dear. This is very bad.


Lila wiped her grimy hands on her skirt and tiptoed towards the men. The dog was currently attacking a sofa cushion. Its smashing spree was over for the moment, it seemed. Which should have been somewhat of a relief.


But it wasn’t, because the man standing opposite from the man who had reprimanded Lila as if she was no more than five years old, was Harold Ferguson, a person who delighted in making other people’s lives miserable.


Sell him a scone with overly tart raspberry jam? He’d write a scathing letter in the Sunday paper. Throw a party that went on a bit too late? He’d call the police and tell them he was being harassed.


Make him the wrong spice, one that wouldn’t retrieve the memory he searched for? Well, there was no telling what sort of retribution Harold Ferguson would seek. He’d probably get his hair combover to slap you in the face.


Not really. But he did have one dandy of a combover, the likes of which were rarely witnessed in the male species in the wild, much less captivity.


But Lila couldn’t have her one shot at the only job available in all of town burn up in flames just because Harold Ferguson had decided to destroy the Magical Spice Tea Shop.


‘You didn’t make it right!’ He punctuated each word with a slap of his hand. ‘Where is Sonali? Where’s Dave? Neither of them would have done this. You’re new. You don’t know what you’re doing. You probably sabotaged my memory on purpose.’


The man gave him a cold look. ‘I made your spice correctly.’


‘Now look here – isn’t the customer always right?’


‘No,’ the man said tersely.


Lila thought she might faint. This was going from bad to worse.


Mr Ferguson leaned forward and pulled his lips back in a sneer. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Finn,’ replied the man. ‘With two n’s.’


‘You’re mocking me.’


‘Not at all,’ Finn said, wiping down the counter with a soft cloth. ‘I would never do such a thing, nor would I allow my dog to destroy a business.’


‘My Cyril is perfect.’


‘Your perfect Cujo owes me two hundred quid. Now pay up and leave.’


Mr Ferguson scoffed in indignation. ‘Do you know who I am?’


‘Someone who makes trouble, clearly.’


He gasped. ‘Young man, you have no idea what I can do.’


And Finn didn’t, as far as Lila was concerned. If he continued talking to Mr Ferguson this way, there was no telling what would happen next – the police and fire brigade might show up and shut the whole business down – just because Ferguson claimed he’d been attacked by a spice monster or something.


Lila had no choice. It was time to intervene.


She cleared her throat and gave them her most winning smile. Literally. She’d won best smiler at primary school.


‘Excuse me.’


Finn levelled a look of absolute steel at her. His dark eyes narrowed as they swept from her head (where there were specks of dirt in her hair, she was certain) to her skirt (mud-spattered) to her feet (more streaks of grit). Lila knew she resembled a living Jackson Pollock painting. If anyone asked, she’d claim to be a walking art installation.


But Finn didn’t ask. His brow furrowed as he gave her a look so sharp heat flooded her cheeks. Something twinged in his eyes – disgust, probably, and his full lips turned down in a frown.


They were really full, she realised. Full, and sitting on top of a chiselled chin and a sharp jawline. He had brown skin, and if she had to guess, Lila would hazard that one of his parents was of Indian heritage.


Along with his good looks, he smelled amazing – like cloves and cinnamon. The scent wafted up her nose, and even though she tried not to, she inhaled deeply.


Guess she hadn’t tried all that hard.


He wore a brown leather apron (which resembled something a blacksmith might wear), with slits running along the front. Pushed into them were various blades and other utensils that looked like they were meant for crushing and scraping.


She must’ve stared at it a bit too long, because he snapped, ‘What?’ Her knees quaked at the sharpness in his voice, and if Lila remembered correctly, she had interrupted their argument in the hope of saving him from a Harold Ferguson disaster. Somehow she managed to ignore Finn’s Arctic-level stare and pinned her attention on the older man. ‘So sorry to interrupt—’


‘Then don’t.’ Finn knocked his fist against the counter.


Her resolve wobbled, but Lila took comfort in the fact that she was helping. She turned away from his blistering gaze to focus on Mr Ferguson.


‘Please, sir, I know this is rather rude of me, but I couldn’t help overhearing what you said before. You came to relive a moment that happened with your wife.’


‘Ex-wife. Evil woman.’


‘May I see the spice that was made?’


‘What good’s it to me?’


He shoved the teacup with a golden handle towards her and Lila sniffed. She immediately recognised the top note – sage. Curled beneath it lay a blend of other herbs. She knew this tea mixture well: When Life Gives You Lemons, Add Sage. Sonali and Dave named each of their blends with whimsy and a bit of cheek – something she loved. She didn’t know every ingredient that went into the mixture, but she recognised the profile – warm, inviting, soothing.


‘Sage is used to see memories in a more positive light,’ she murmured, recalling what Sonali had once explained.


‘We know.’ Finn crossed his arms, which made him look as intimidating as a Viking – something Lila knew all about thanks to her Horrible Histories phase.


She gulped and pressed on. ‘But sir, that isn’t what you wanted at all, is it? You came to crush your ex-wife in a memory. You called her an evil woman, for goodness’ sake.’


‘And she is,’ he declared.


‘Well I hate to say it, I really do, because I love a good revenge story as much as anyone. But you’re in the wrong, and you owe Finn an apology.’


‘Eh? What are you on about?’


From everything she knew of Mr Ferguson, what Lila said next wasn’t much of a leap. ‘You came to the Spice Tea Shop not to soften a memory or relive it because you loved it. You came to destroy your wife, to make her pay. That’s against the rules and I’m sure you know it. Neither Sonali nor Dave would allow you to seek revenge or get retribution. That’s not how spice tea works, and it’s not why this place exists. You owe him an apology.’


She set the teacup back on the counter with a thud and beamed victoriously at Finn. Lila couldn’t help but feel a bit of camaraderie with the man – they were in this Ferguson situation together. But that good feeling dissolved when his shoulders tightened as if her very presence irritated him.


‘You still owe me two hundred pounds,’ he pointed out.


‘Now see here—’ Mr Ferguson began.


But Lila cut him off. ‘No, sir, so sorry, but this is a reputable business, and if you can’t abide by the rules then they won’t make your memory tea.’


He scowled. ‘And who are you to insist on this?’


‘Well, I’m . . . I’m . . .’ She scrambled for an answer. Any answer. A reasonable answer. Her brain, usually helpful in times of crisis, coughed up one reply. ‘Me? I’m the new assistant manager.’


The words flew from her mouth before she could stop them, her cheeks now scorching hot.


Worse, Finn took a long look at her. It was the sort of look that made her stomach swoop. His mouth twisted wryly, and he said one word, but it was enough to make Lila rethink all her life choices.


‘Really?’
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CHAPTER 2



This woman was delusional.


Assistant manager? She was bonkers.


As if a wrecked shop and Harold bloody Ferguson questioning his spice chops wasn’t enough, in drifted a stranger – soaking wet, with pebbles in her hair – claiming to be his new employee.


This wasn’t what Finn had signed up for when his mum and dad handed him the keys and jetted off on their extended holiday, leaving him to oversee the shop he detested.


Because memory magic did more harm than good.


Harold swiped a hand down his rumpled coat. ‘The new assistant manager? Is that so?’


‘Well,’ the woman replied, red dotting her cheeks. ‘Um . . .’


‘That’s how you know so much about spice,’ he gushed, seeming to consider her in a different light.


She crooked her arm and swung it, as if they were best mates talking about old times. ‘I learned from the best.’


‘Really? And who might the best have been?’ Finn enquired, honestly curious about what kind of answer might pop out of her mouth next.


Her eyes widened like a surprised cat. ‘Erm, Sonali taught me a thing or two. You know . . .’


She dragged her teeth over her bottom lip. Her eyes were ocean blue, ringed in gold. Her mouth pink and ripe. But pretty didn’t make the lie better. What would stop her from walking behind the counter, pulling out a mortar and pestle and blending garlic with cayenne pepper?


Maybe even making a pie while she was at it.


‘I suppose I owe you some money,’ Harold admitted.


Right there. Harold agreeing to the sum Finn requested – a modest amount based on what the dog had destroyed and the time it would take to clean the mess – made this moment right. It almost made up for the lie.


Almost.


The hard lines of Harold’s brow softened as he pulled out his wallet. Finn happily took the notes, tapping them on the counter in order to straighten each and every one.


Harold dropped his wallet back into his pocket and scratched the top of his head. ‘You know, young lady, you might be right.’


‘What’s that?’ she said, just as Finn muttered, ‘What’s that?’


They exchanged a look. Finn glanced away first.


‘About my reasons for coming here.’


She timidly placed a hand on Harold’s arm. ‘We all have bad memories. Sometimes there are things we wish we’d done differently. But would you have felt better if you’d gotten what you wanted? Because once you stepped out of that room . . .’


She pointed to the back room, which was separated from the rest of the shop by a beaded curtain.


His mother’s taste. Not Finn’s.


Ferguson finished the thought for her. ‘Once I left, everything would still have been the same, and my old anger would’ve returned.’


‘Precisely.’


His thin lips tipped into a slow, quivering grin. It looked to Finn as if Ferguson didn’t have much practice smiling. Which he probably didn’t


‘What’s your name, my dear?’


‘Lila Everly.’


Harold turned to Finn. ‘Make sure you pay Miss Everly well. You’ve got an exemplary employee here, and you don’t want to lose her. Come on, Cyril. Let’s go home.’


As man and dog walked out the door, Finn grabbed the broom and dustpan from behind the counter. There was a mess to be sorted, and it wouldn’t clean itself.


He came out front to examine the wreckage and see if any of the spices were salvageable. As he stepped around Lila, her scent grabbed him by the collar – vanilla and crisp autumn morning, heady and alluring, like her lips.


Also, a puddle of water collected under her skirt.


‘You’re dripping,’ he snapped. ‘Stand on the rug. Or perhaps you’d like to grab a mop, since apparently you work here. Help clean up this fire hazard.’


‘Fire hazard?’


He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes for a moment. ‘Spices are flammable.’


‘Oh. Sorry.’ She laughed nervously, reminding him again of a scared cat.


Lila wore black shoes with small heels – kitten heels, his mum would call them. Her skirt brushed her knees, and her long-sleeved dark blue blouse (which was dotted with very large and, dare he say, bold flowers) was layered under a cardigan that also dripped with rainwater. The drops blended with the spices that Cyril had tracked all over the shop, covering the floor in what looked like red mud.


Finn needed more than a broom for this mess.


Could his day get any worse?


As he swept, Lila slowly advanced on him, her kitten heels clacking on the floorboards. ‘I’m very sorry about what I said, but the thing is, I am here to apply for the position that was advertised. You know, the sign on the community board?’ She peeked around him. ‘Is Sonali here?’


‘No.’


‘Oh,’ she replied, disappointment lacing her voice. ‘Dave, perhaps?’


‘He’s not here either.’ Finn took the now-full dustpan and dropped the spices into the bin. So much wasted product. It would take hours to grind that much.


‘Well who may I speak to about the job, then?’


Finn turned to meet her gaze. ‘You speak to me.’


Her expression fell. ‘Oh.’


What? She didn’t like that idea? Well, she could join the club. Most days he didn’t like speaking to himself either.


But instead of turning tail and leaving, she held out a soggy envelope. ‘Sorry, but, um . . . Sorry, but here’s my CV. Not the envelope.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s inside. Apologies for it being so wet. I didn’t expect it to rain.’


‘We’re in England,’ he said shortly.


‘Yes, erm, I know. Bad judgement call on my part.’ She grinned, and he tried not to notice how her entire face brightened.


She was very pretty.


So pretty it irked him.


‘I have loads of experience working with people. I have a cheery disposition, and you saw how I can make even the grumpiest of customers happy. I mean, if it hadn’t been for me, there’s no telling what Mr Ferguson would’ve done.’ She shook her head and tutted. ‘You probably would’ve been shut down by the health department, or worse. The way I see it, I stopped him from spouting off, and saved the shop’s reputation.’ She puffed up with pride. ‘So . . . may I have the job?’


He scoffed. ‘I had Harold under control.’


Lila frowned, which made her nose wrinkle – a nose, he noticed, that was dusted with freckles like a constellation. ‘Under control? You most certainly did not. His dog ran everywhere. Mr Ferguson slapped his fist on the counter when I entered. He was incensed.’


Finn stopped sweeping and stared at her. ‘I assure you I was managing just fine.’


The red on her cheeks spread to her ears. ‘And I disagree. If you’re so smart, why didn’t you tell him what I did? Why didn’t you realise what he wanted?’


The truth was, Finn hadn’t discovered what Lila had, but she didn’t need to know that. The audacity, to assume he’d give her the job. Yes, he was hiring, but he wasn’t hiring smug little women who thought they deserved the position just because they may or may not have salvaged a customer.


There was something too bright and cheery about her. He liked his days cloudy and the spice shop quiet.


If he hired her, the shop wouldn’t be quiet. No doubt she’d prattle on about how amazing she was with sour customers.


She wasn’t a good fit.


He swept up a pile of broken glass. ‘I don’t need any help.’


‘But you did place an advert.’


Technically, he had. But he couldn’t just say, I want someone who’s not so cheerful to work alongside me.


She clasped her hands so tightly the knuckles paled. ‘Haven’t I done enough to prove I’m capable?’


‘No.’


Before she could argue further, the door opened, bringing with it a cool wind and several customers, including his younger brother, Jason, who tidied up the rear.


Jason clapped his hands. ‘Ah, the fire’s going and the place hasn’t burned down!’


Finn’s jaw tightened. He moved to take his spot behind the counter and brushed past Lila with an ‘Excuse me, I have work to do.’


Though he helped the new customers, from the corner of his eye he spotted her approach. She hesitated, just for a breath, before slipping the envelope onto the counter. His fingers twitched to take it, but he stopped himself, and she exited the shop.


He tried not to notice, but couldn’t help glimpse her slumped shoulders as she left, and her shapely legs as her kitten heels clacked against the floor.


God, but she’d got under his skin.


It wasn’t his problem. Besides, someone else would come along, someone who didn’t lie, someone who would be better suited to his temperament.


Someone ugly, perhaps. Someone who didn’t remind him how shitty he was at people.


Yet Finn wished that person already worked there, because he didn’t stop moving – filling orders, grinding new cinnamon, and replacing what had been destroyed – for over an hour.


IT WASN’T UNTIL the last customer left that he crossed to the door and flipped the sign to CLOSED.


Jason appeared from the stockroom. ‘Is it safe to come out?’


‘It was safe an hour ago, when I was run off my feet and needed some help,’ Finn pointed out.


Jason placed a hand on his breast and shot his brother a mock-hurt look. ‘You know I’m no good with customers. I always mess up the orders, or don’t measure right or get the spice mix wrong.’


‘Only because you don’t pay attention.’


He raked his fingers through his dark hair. ‘If only they taught tea blending at uni.’


‘If only,’ Finn grumbled, placing the lid on a jar and carefully shelving it behind him.


‘What’s this?’ Jason asked, picking up the soggy envelope.


‘Oh, that. It’s nothing.’


‘Doesn’t look like nothing.’ Before Finn could stop him, his brother had ripped the envelope open. ‘Here we have the CV of one Lila Everly.’


‘Do we?’ Finn tried not to sound very interested.


‘Is that the woman who was here when I came in? The one with the blonde ponytail?’


‘Perhaps.’ Finn pulled the blades from his apron and stored them in their case on the wooden shelf below the counter. ‘It might have been her.’


Jason scanned the CV. ‘This looks good. You should hire her.’


‘No thanks.’


He let the page fall onto the counter. Finn grabbed it, his gaze brushing over Lila’s name at the top. The paper felt heavier than it should, as though her presence lingered on it. He crumpled it into a ball and tossed it in the bin.


Jason didn’t miss a beat. ‘Why not hire her? Too cute for you? Too blonde? She was just the right height, don’t you think?’


Finn quirked a brow. ‘Right height for what?’


His brother shrugged. ‘For hugging! What do you think? For wrapping your arm round her shoulder and walking down the street. But you don’t know how to do that, do you? Poor Finn can’t commit.’


His neck tensed. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ He did know what Jason meant, of course, but relationships and Finn didn’t mix. They never had, and he supposed they never would. He was simply bad at them.


‘Sure you don’t.’ Jason eyed a bundle of dried sage that hung from the low rafters. ‘Make me a sage memory, will you?’


‘Why? What is it you want to do?’


He tipped his chin. ‘When I broke up with Chelsea last year, she seemed a little too excited about it, which put me off. I’d like to soften that memory a bit.’


‘This is a pivotal moment for you? This one? About a girl named Chelsea you fancied for three months?’


Jason pressed a hand to his chest. ‘I cannot change what my heart feels.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Of course I am. All this talk about hug-sized women made me think of Chelsea.’ He untied the bundle from the ceiling. ‘Go on, make me one.’


‘No.’ Finn shoved it back towards him. ‘Make it yourself.’


‘But you’re the best. Even Mum says so.’ Jason raised his voice to sound like their mother. ‘Finn came out of the womb blending tea. He’s a genius.’


Finn tossed a rag at his brother. It missed. ‘Mum says a lot of things. She even calls your ugly mug handsome. We both know that’s a lie. Besides, you think stroking my ego will help?’


‘Of course. It always helps me.’ Jason tilted his head, glancing at the hearth, where the orange coals began to dim. ‘Come on. What else are big brothers for except to do things perfectly?’


‘Hand me the sage and let’s get on with it.’


His brother grinned a bit too victoriously. ‘Here you go. Special delivery for my one and only older sibling.’


Finn mumbled something that would have offended his brother (which explained the low tone), and grabbed the black marble mortar and pestle that had been in the spice shop for as long as he could remember. Then he pinched one end of the twig of sage and pushed the dried leaves into the bowl. A pungent, earthy scent drifted up from the mortar. It was one of his favourites. Cinnamon was an obviously likeable spice. But not sage. Sage held depth. It held a secret. It told a story.


He began crushing the leaves, then grinding them, until all that was left was a greenish-brown powder with a smell that filled his senses.


For a tiny beat, Lila’s smile drifted into his mind.


Then calm swept over him as the aroma filled the gaps in his thoughts, caressed the edges of his mind. The spice tugged at the tips of his memories, lulling, pulling, whispering to him.


A voice pierced the cloud of thoughts. Would you like a shortbread finger, my dear Finn?


His head snapped up and he stumbled back, catching himself before he fell. He lifted his shaking hands and dropped the pestle into the mortar.


He exhaled several deep breaths, taking a moment to collect himself.


Bloody hell.


Finn did not dabble in memories. He only created. His guard was down today, all because of a pretty girl who wanted a job.


He slapped a hand on the brass bell that sat atop the counter.


Jason appeared in the doorway and sniffed. ‘Is it done? I don’t smell my tea.’


‘I’m not brewing it.’ Finn untied the apron and pulled it over his head. ‘I’ve ground the spice, but if you want to do the rest, that’s on you.’


Jason stared at him in disbelief. ‘Why ever not?’


‘I don’t make spice for family. I’m not paid to. You’re not a customer, and you know how to create it. We’re almost out of If Life Gives You Lemons, so you’ll need to make more – rose petals, dried lemon peel, sage. You know the recipe. I’ll be upstairs if you need me.’


Finn started up the steps, which groaned as if to inform him they were displeased with his behaviour. He stopped as Jason reached for the mortar and mumbled, ‘I know how to make it. I’ve done this once or twice.’


He had. The baby of the family thought he knew everything about the family business, which meant he didn’t know a thing.


‘Don’t forget to write your name in the book.’


‘That’s the easy part,’ Jason retorted, opening the thick leather-bound tome that held the names of all those who dabbled in memory regression. ‘Hope I don’t ruin my break-up with Chelsea. Wind up trapped in the memory for the rest of my life.’


Finn shot him a cold look. ‘Don’t be a baby. That doesn’t happen and you know it. Tell me how things with Chelsea go.’


And with that, he climbed the stairs, shaking his head and ready to put this day behind him.


It was then, and only then that Finn truly allowed himself to think about Lila Everly, and how she’d seemed disappointed when she left, when he hadn’t acknowledged her sliding the envelope his way.


Down below, he heard Jason grumbling about having to work, and how he’d rather be playing football. ‘You should hire that girl,’ he shouted for Finn to hear.


‘No thank you,’ Finn called back.


But as much as he tried to push her from his thoughts, that final image of Lila leaving the shop with her shoulders hunched ping-ponged inside his head, joining the memory of him chucking her CV in the bin. Pondering on both of those moments caused him to wonder one thing – was he wrong about her?
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CHAPTER 3



Lila was such an idiot. How could she have claimed to be the new assistant manager? She simply wanted to die – cue melodramatic violins.


What had got into her?


Well, if she was being honest with herself (and she was), the only reason she’d told the lie was so Mr Ferguson would listen. It lent legitimacy to what she’d told him about sage, and she was certain that if she hadn’t stepped in, the situation would have worsened. Finn wouldn’t have received any compensation for what the Cyril had done to the tea shop.


So really, her lying had done him a favour, and it was honestly too bad he hadn’t seen it that way.


But still, that didn’t stop the tightness in her stomach. She shouldn’t have come today. She should have stayed home. Once again, when she tried something new and stepped out on a limb, the tree branch broke.


The rain had stopped as soon as she left the shop, and the sun peeked through the clouds, hinting that something wonderful would happen next.


But Lila knew that wasn’t true. The only wonderful thing that might happen would be going home, avoiding her mother’s prying gaze and having a cuppa all to herself.


Just as she was daydreaming about brewing the perfect cup of tea (milk and two sugars, thank you very much), her mobile chimed. She fished it from her skirt pocket and slid a finger over the sleek surface, opening the app. Lila shouldn’t look. She really shouldn’t. Not if she wanted to feel better.


But she simply couldn’t resist checking his status update.


Her lungs gave a familiar squeeze as her dad’s face appeared. He was smiling – laughing, from the look of it. His arm was hooked over his wife’s shoulder, and they hugged their daughter.


It was all too happy. Too familiar.


And it was also just the thing Lila needed if she was a glutton for punishment – which, at the moment, she certainly felt like.


Her finger hovered over the screen. She could comment. Just a little Hope you’re well would be okay.


But what was the point? He had everything he wanted now – wife, child, happy little life. There was no room for Lila in that picture.


She simply wasn’t enough.


When her ribcage couldn’t constrict any more, the picture dissolved and another took its place. This time, a phone call.


The name flashing on the screen was one Lila knew all too well. ‘Hello?’


‘Hello, am I speaking to one Lila Everly?’


A smile split her face, but she squashed it down and put on a perturbed-sounding voice. ‘Who wants to know? And if you’re looking for money, I can tell you right now you’re barking up the wrong tree. However, I do have a friend who’s rolling in cash.’


There was a pause before the voice continued, now ringing with fascination. ‘And what’s the name of this friend?’


‘Beatrice. You’ll find her at Amethyst Cakes. She makes a mean millionaire’s shortbread. Just don’t look her in the eye.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Because if you do, she’ll rope you into taste testing until your trousers don’t fit. Just ask her best friend.’


The voice on the other end burst into laughter. ‘Stop it! Your trousers fit, Lila. It’s your head that’s screwed on too tight.’


Lila’s shoulders lifted. This – this right here was exactly what she needed after the disaster at the Magical Spice Tea Shop.


‘So . . . how’d it go?’ Beatrice asked, her voice brimming with curiosity. ‘Did you get the job? Did Sonali give you a big hug, chat for an hour, then tell you not to even bother with a CV because she loves you like a daughter and you’re hired?’


‘Erm, not exactly.’


A stilted silence settled between them. Finally Beatrice cleared her throat and said, worry in her tone, ‘Why’s that?’


Lila gnawed her bottom lip. She really didn’t want to go into it at the moment, not when the sun was so bright and Beatrice sounded so worried. No point in bringing anyone else down.


‘The shop was very busy. I reckon there was a bit of a kerfuffle.’


Not a lie. Absolutely not a lie. Lila would never fib to her best friend. Obviously a complete stranger was a different story, and Finn had been a complete stranger, and Mr Ferguson was nearly one as well.


So there was no need to point fingers at Lila, now was there?


‘Well,’ Beatrice said, the worry melting from her voice, ‘I know you’ll get the job. Sonali and Dave would be crazy not to hire you.’


‘Thank you,’ Lila replied, stepping over a crack in the pavement.


‘I’m serious, and since it was a big day and all, I thought you might be in the mood to celebrate.’


Not really, but she didn’t want to tell her friend that. ‘Oh? What did you have in mind?’


‘You know what night it is at the Longshoreman . . .’


The Longshoreman was a pub on the high street. With barely a breath of a pause after Beatrice spoke, both women said, ‘Karaoke night!’


A few heads turned in Lila’s direction, and she cringed before ducking her head in embarrassment and picking up the pace. If they were going to the Longshoreman, she needed to get home and ready herself.


Because there was nothing better than belting out a song by Justin Bieber, or Justin Timberlake. Or any other Justin really. Were there other Justins? Probably. She just wasn’t familiar with their surnames or song titles. But if they existed, she would scour the catalogue tonight, find them and sing their songs.


‘I was just thinking I needed something fun to do. You must be a mind reader.’


‘Well, I am your best friend,’ Beatrice replied in a cheerfully smug manner. ‘I’ll swing by at eight, and you can tell me all about your big day.’


‘Ugh, sure.’ She would have to find a way to avoid that discussion, because the further away Lila got from the tea shop, the more horrifying her actions seemed.


Why had she claimed to be the assistant manager? Now she’d never be hired, and Lila just knew in her bones she was perfect for the job.


She had, after all, identified Mr Ferguson’s issue and made him realise he’d been in the wrong.


‘Listen, love,’ Beatrice was talking again, ‘it’s getting busy in here – people wanting their trouser-splitting taste testings and all,’ she teased. ‘But I’ll see you tonight, okay?’


‘See you then.’


After Lila hung up, she felt better. Nothing lifted her mood like the promise of karaoke.


Just then, the wind delivered a familiar scent to her nose. Cloves. She inhaled again, but the smell was gone, however it lingered somewhere nearby. She sniffed her cardigan and realised it was her. She smelled like cloves and cinnamon. Must’ve been the spices hovering in the air after the dog had broken the jars.


The tea shop.


Lila remembered a little something – a something that could make it difficult for Finn to fill the position. In fact, she reckoned that if she checked on him in a week or two, he’d still need help.


Which meant there was a chance of becoming the new assistant manager after all.


Finn just didn’t know it yet. But he would.










THE BEST THINGS IN LIFE ARE SPRINKLED WITH CINNAMON
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CHAPTER 4



Lila had barely thought about the tea shop in the past two weeks.


Which was of course a lie.


She’d thought of the store daily, sometimes more than once.


However, since such a thoroughly long stretch of time had passed since she’d handed her CV to Finn, she reckoned her chances of receiving an offer of employment were, quite honestly, dismal, even if her ‘little something’ gave her a decent shot at filling the position.


‘I need new knickers,’ Jacinda said as the two of them walked along the high street in Willow Vale. ‘Do you fancy going to the lingerie shop?’


Lila’s gaze brushed over the window, where mannequins dressed in silky nighties posed as if they had nothing better to do than sit around in their knickers all day.


‘I don’t need anything,’ she told her friend.


‘Bollocks.’ Jacinda brushed thick spiral curls from her eyes. ‘I’ve seen your pant drawer. It’s full of frayed cotton and elastic.’


‘Until I get a job, it’ll remain that way,’ Lila replied, eyeing the mannequins with envy.


‘Come on. My treat. I’ll buy you at least one new pair.’


‘You don’t have to do that.’


Jacinda hooked her arm through Lila’s. ‘I know I don’t have to, but I want to. It makes me happy to see other people happy.’


Jacinda was gorgeous, and that was no exaggeration. Her mother had been a model, and her father was an obscenely successful businessman, a combination that meant Jacinda volleyed her time between shopping and volunteering for organisations that helped children, women and the infirm.


She lived a dream life and knew it, but never bragged or flaunted her privilege.


Lila let her friend drag her inside, where she found a nice pair of lace pants she’d probably never wear since there wasn’t anyone to wear them for – at least not any more.
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