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Praise for Veronica Henry


‘It’s a glamorous and absorbing read, a well-written romp with a cast of believable, empathetic characters whom you’ll be fascinated by from the start’ Daily Mail


‘Compulsive reading’ Woman & Home


‘Glam yet emotionally astute . . . a sparky absorbing read which fizzes with life and zip’ Mslexia


‘A perfect summer delight’ Sun


‘The book is first-class chick-lit and a great beach read’ Sunday Express


‘A great and absorbing read with a storyline that will certainly keep you hooked until the final page’ Chicklitreviews


‘Warm and brilliantly written’ Heat


‘A riotous summer romp’ Closer


‘This sweet book would be a great beach companion. ****’ Star


‘A great summer read. Veronica Henry’s creation of a clever web of characters, each with their own story to tell, makes this a real page-turner’ Cornwall Today
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Noun – Christmas pudding – a rich steamed or boiled pudding that resembles cake
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But Christmas puddings, brawn, and abundance of spirituous liquors, throwing the mental originality into the channel of nightmare, are great preservatives against a dangerous spontaneity of waking thought.
Silas Marner – George Eliot











Chapter One


At three o’clock on a Saturday afternoon in November, two nineteen-year-old Japanese girls adjusted their cameras to take account of the fading winter light. There was both sunshine and a wispy mist, so it took a great deal of fiddling until, eventually, they were satisfied enough to snap away at the magnificent sweep of houses in front of them, twenty in all.


Many aficionados of Georgian architecture considered Pelham Crescent to be even more exquisite than its better-known rival, the Royal Crescent, but the fact that it was slightly away from the city centre, away from the abbey and the Roman Baths and the Pump Rooms, and up a fairly steep hill on the outskirts of Bath, meant only the more intrepid tourists found their way there.


These two girls were such. They compared results on their viewfinders and nodded in approval. They had nothing back home to compare to the soft, mellow stone the colour of a lion’s mane, the perfect proportions, the curling wrought-iron archways topped with a lantern that lent an air of grandeur to each house. They marvelled at the symmetry, the detail, each door a buttery pale cream – for it was written in the deeds that each one should be painted the exact same shade – and the panes of glass in the sash windows that glittered in the last drops of sun.


Were they to return in spring they would have marvelled even more at the flock of fluffy white sheep put out to pasture on the swathe of grass in front of the crescent: the very embodiment of rus in urbe – ‘country in the town’ – beloved of the eighteenth-century planners responsible for this and other gems.


The two girls kept a respectful distance from the houses that made up the crescent, for they were only too aware that they were residential and not open to the public, even though it seemed incredible that normal human beings lived in them. The cars outside proved this was so. Quite ordinary motors, not the phaeton or barouche one might expect. And from these cars from time to time would alight mere mortals, clad in modern-day clothing, not the Heyeresque heroes and heroines one might imagine resided within such Regency splendour.




Of course, by the time the eighteenth century had become the twenty-first, most of the houses had been divided into flats – only three out of the twenty remained untouched – but the flats were nevertheless desirable and sought-after and never remained on the market for long. They were considered a wise investment, and the address as prestigious as it had been at the time Pelham Crescent had been built to house the great and the good.


Had they lingered longer, and had the temerity to press their noses to the glass of the ground-floor flat of Number 14, the two girls would have been witness to a scene of utter chaos that belied the calmness of the façade outside. For despite their earnest study of the English and their ways in order to gain the most from their trip, the fact that it was Stir Up Sunday had eluded them. Had they uncovered this quaint tradition, they would have known that today, the last Sunday before Advent, was the day the English chose to make their Christmas puddings.


Inside, Josie Ballard was embroiled in stirring up forty such puddings. At twenty pounds each, they were going to go a long way towards funding the impending festive season. And although her customers would never know whether she had actually made them on Stir Up Sunday or not, to Josie it was imperative to follow the tradition. Some superstition inside her told her that as long as she followed this rule, everything was going to be all right.


But despair was starting to set in. The task was gargantuan. Despite her planning, despite her organizational skills, despite having made countless lists and purchased every piece of equipment necessary and done a timing plan, she was nowhere near her target. So far, only six puddings were done, with six more boiling away merrily on the stove, in a haphazard collection of saucepans, steamers and fish kettles.


Which meant twenty-eight to go. Josie pushed a strand of hair that could only be described as mousy out of her eyes. It had been nearly two years since she’d last been to the hairdresser to have the elaborate mélange of treacle, toffee and caramel she’d once favoured threaded through her locks. Vanity had evaporated with pregnancy, and now penury was responsible for her lack of grooming. Penury and lack of time. How on earth could she afford three hours to sit in the hairdressers with foil on her head and Vogue on her lap?




The radio was spilling out Sunday-afternoon jazz; she loved music on while she worked. On the floor, ten-month-old Titus sat bashing a copper saucepan with a wooden spoon, steadfastly missing the beat but making up for his lack of rhythm with joyful enthusiasm.


Josie flicked a glance at the clock. It was too late to put him down for a nap. If she did he would never go to sleep tonight. At this rate it was going to take her until dawn to steam the puddings before she could wrap them in their muslin cloths and tie them with string, then add a handwritten label to each one proclaiming it to be a product of The Plum Pudding Company, complete with a pen-and-ink illustration of Little Jack Horner triumphantly pulling out a plum.


The long marble-topped island that bisected Josie’s kitchen bore half a dozen mixing bowls. Inside were golden sultanas, crimson cherries, deep purple raisins and glistening shards of candied peel. Mounds of mixed spice and nutmeg and cinnamon infused the air with a spicy fug. Creamy butter whipped with softest brown sugar was loosened with fresh organic eggs that dropped from their shells with a languid viscosity. A bottle of vintage French cognac stood to one side. And next to that was a box of tiny reproduction silver sixpences, in keeping with the tradition of each Christmas pudding containing a charm for good luck. The sixpence would go in last, into the depths of each rich, round ball of seasonal deliciousness, poked in with Josie’s finger until it disappeared, only to be rediscovered on the great day.


The puddings were made with only the best ingredients, organic and free range where possible: the plumpest of fruits, the purest of dairy products, the finest sugars and flours. They were destined for the tables of Bath’s most discerning gourmands, to be sold at the Christmas market, at which Josie had rented a tiny chalet to peddle her wares. As well as Christmas puddings, she would be selling a range of traditional steamed puddings: all the usual flavours – sticky toffee, syrup, Sussex pond – and some more exotic – ginger and cardamom, lime and coconut – as well as her signature Snowball pudding, a bombe of white chocolate sponge that oozed Baileys Irish Cream.


She had spent the last few months testing and trialling until she never wanted to see another pudding again. Worse, any hope she had had of losing her Titus podge had vanished. She was too drained to diet. She religiously began each day with good intentions and a raspberry and almond-milk smoothie, only to follow it half an hour later with three pieces of granary toast, butter and lime marmalade. It was the only way to appease the ravening beast gnawing at her insides. She was too exhausted to exercise. Four times now she had fallen asleep in front of the fitness DVD she’d bought from the charity shop, all her resolutions swallowed up by the overwhelming urge to sleep while Titus had his nap.


Titus. A tsunami of joy and terror and adoration and panic had swept through her the moment he’d barrelled into her life, unapologetic. Never had a baby been so certain of his place in the world. He was her little ball and chain, a mouth-watering dollop of ringlets and smiles, bracelets of fat at his wrists and a button nose that he wrinkled when he grinned at her. The single white pickle-chaser he’d sported for several months had been joined by an immaculate row of pearly teeth that he cheerfully dug into her shoulder for sport from time to time. If he felt she wasn’t paying him enough attention.


She picked him up from his place in the middle of the kitchen floor and hung him by the waist, his head and arms dangling at one end, his legs at the other. He gurgled and kicked. She swung him around and then lifted him above her, so he was gazing down. His feet paddled in the air. He stretched one out and rested it on her nose, laughing at her, his eyes squinting with sadistic mischief. She pressed her mouth to his sole, blowing a raspberry. He squirmed with delight.


Was there ever such a love? Before or since? Her heart ballooned with the joy of him, a cardiac anomaly, for surely her arteries should burst with the pressure?


Before she had him, she’d been head chef at a country-house hotel just outside Bath. It was hard to believe sometimes. She had been steering them towards a Michelin star when she fell pregnant. Although she had been slightly dreading the tyranny a star brought, it had been a challenge and a lifetime’s ambition. And almost within her grasp. But with pregnancy, all hope had evaporated. Ghastly morning sickness had knocked her feet out from under her. She hadn’t been able to spend more than five minutes in the kitchen before throwing up. She eventually had to take sick leave, then maternity leave, and it soon became apparent to her that she wouldn’t be returning.




You couldn’t run an ambitious and successful kitchen with a small baby in tow. Not when you were a single mother. Maybe if you had a supportive partner, or lived with your parents. But not if you were on your own. The hours were too anti-social. It didn’t work on any level. The thought of disappearing off to work just as Titus was going to bed appalled her; getting in at midnight if she was lucky, then having to haul herself out of bed whenever he woke up – which could be any time from five thirty onwards these days.


Everyone at the hotel was desperate for her return. They persuaded her to come back as a pastry chef, part time.


‘I’m hoping,’ the manager told her ‘that eventually we can have you back in your full capacity. It’s not the same without you. The staff are saying it. And the customers have noticed.’


Josie squirmed. She always felt awkward with flattery.


‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘When Titus is at school perhaps.’


‘If there’s anything we can do to persuade you?’ The manager knew he wasn’t supposed to put pressure on Josie, but he was feeling her absence. ‘Anything at all?’


Turn the clock back? thought Josie. But no. She wouldn’t turn the clock back for anything. There was nothing wrong, she told herself, in giving up a stellar career in order to look after your baby. He wasn’t going to be a baby forever, after all, and her skill and talent weren’t going to vanish into thin air. She was young; her time would come round again.


In the meantime, she ventured into the hotel twice a week for a few hours while Titus reigned supreme at The Magic Faraway Tree, a nursery run by a pair of ex-nannies. They charged exorbitant fees to over-anxious mothers who were seduced by their Gwyneth Paltrow-inspired dietary regime and the fact they taught French and had a uniform of Osh Kosh dungarees for their charges. Josie found their rates reassuringly expensive, plus she knew she could check in on Titus via their webcam whenever she wanted.


In these snatched few hours Josie made îles flotantes, crèmes caramels and brûlées, tarte aux pommes and au citron, blackcurrant vacherin and cherry clafoutis. It depressed her to leave her desserts knowing someone else would serve them and garnish them; that they might leave the blowtorch on a second too long or forget the sprig of mint or cut a slice that was not a perfect isosceles triangle.


Not bad for a girl who had been brought up on cheesy tuna pasta bake and Chicken Tonight on a characterless estate in Swindon. There, the houses had been as identical as those in Pelham Crescent, but without a single architectural feature of any merit: just endless yards of UPVC and larch lap fencing and grey tarmac. A weekend job waitressing in a country gastro-pub had given Josie the inspiration she needed. Suddenly she had seen another world beyond the dreary anodyne one she inhabited. She worked as hard as she could to get into the best catering college, then joined a small chain of hotels as a sous chef and worked her way doggedly up. She’d had her career plan marked out from the start.


Being a single mother hadn’t been part of that plan.


Giles had timed telling Josie he was leaving her to absolute perfection: thirty-seven minutes after she had given birth to Titus, and they were both staring at him in his glass box on the ward. Josie was exhausted and exhilarated and desperate to escape.


‘The midwife said I can probably go home once he’s been checked by the paediatrician,’ she said. ‘God, it’s going to be weird. A baby, Giles. A whole baby. Isn’t he just . . . ?’


Josie reached her hand out towards the glass box with a dreamy smile. As accidents went, Titus was a happy one.


Giles turned to look at her. The expression on his face was dreadful.


‘What? Did the midwife say something to you? Is something the matter with him?’ Josie felt panic swirl up inside her. There was something she didn’t know. ‘What is it?’


‘I can’t do this.’


‘We’ll be fine. I know it’s going to be scary, but he’s only a baby. Not a . . . lion cub. Or an alien. And I know that car seat looks tricky but—’


‘I mean full stop. I can’t do this full stop.’


Josie stared at him. ‘Rebecca,’ she said dully.


Giles, to his credit, met her gaze and didn’t deny anything. ‘Yes.’




Rebecca. Josie’s predecessor. Her bête noire. The girl who glared at Josie whenever she saw her, even though she and Giles had broken up ages before Josie came on the scene. With her long black hair and her endless legs and her sleek designer clothes, Rebecca was the antithesis of five-foot-two, ‘take me as you find me’ Josie, with her untameable curls and her snub nose that made her look about fourteen even though she was hurtling towards thirty.


The trouble with Bath was that it was small. So if you split up with someone, you were quite likely to bump into them with monotonous regularity. It was very difficult to leave your baggage behind you. Rebecca ran a lettings agency. And Josie knew that Giles was letting his old flat through her, having moved in to Pelham Crescent with Josie six months after they met. So it was inevitable they’d had contact. Josie just hadn’t been aware quite how much. They’d obviously been going through the small print together.


She looked at Titus, then Giles, then the bright yellow car seat that was waiting at the foot of the bed.


‘You will give me a lift home?’ she said. Her voice was very small.


‘Of course,’ said Giles. ‘I’m sorry. I’m a shit.’


‘You are,’ said Josie. ‘That’s exactly what you are.’


There was no point in screaming and shouting. No point at all. If Giles wanted Rebecca then Josie wasn’t going to beg and plead with him to stay. All that mattered now was Titus.


It had been ten months of concomitant bliss and despair: exhaustion, terror, elation, delight, wonderment, panic – sometimes all of them in the course of one day. The darkest day was the one she had realized she had no hope of going back to work full time. The brightest was – well, there had been hundreds of dazzlingly bright moments of absolute joy. Throughout, she had tried not to resent the fact that she felt very much alone. There were times when she had felt so light-headed and sick from lack of sleep when she would have done anything for someone to share the responsibility with. She’d had moments of panic, when Titus had a fever that wouldn’t subside, or once when he had hit his head, when the terror of being his sole carer had grabbed her by the throat. She had gritted her teeth and battled on, because her love for Titus was greater than her exhaustion or her fear or her doubts, and now things were getting easier. She had become more confident; he slept through the night; there was a rhythm to their life that was manageable, if rather wearing.


The only worry that didn’t really go away was money. Money was tight. She had no savings as every last penny had gone into buying the flat, which she’d bought four years ago, when she was made head chef. She knew she was overstretching herself when she bought it, but she had fallen head over heels, and she was a firm believer in buying the best you can afford when it came to property. And as for the maxim ‘location location location’: it didn’t get better than Pelham Crescent. Not in Bath, not in England, not in the whole world. Even now, she couldn’t believe that she was lucky enough to live here.


Every time she turned into the crescent and saw the houses ranged out in front of her, she felt a glow of pride. Number 14 was towards the middle, and her flat was on the ground floor, with high ceilings and intricate plasterwork and enormous sash windows. It had been carefully remodelled by a developer to include a generous open-plan kitchen and living area which took full advantage of the magnificent proportions and gave Josie all the space she needed to try out recipes and experiment. It centred around an island topped with white marble; overhead hung her batteries de cuisine, and at one end there was room for two chrome stools and Titus’s high chair.


The bedrooms and bathroom were relatively small by comparison, but Josie didn’t want to sacrifice living space for sleeping space. She just had to be clever with her storage, and luckily she wasn’t a great one for clothes and make-up and shoes and girly stuff. She was more concerned about where to keep her huge collection of recipe books, and one wall was almost entirely taken up with shelves that groaned with the sources of her inspiration – all the usual suspects, as well as gems she had bought from junk shops and second-hand bookshops over the years. She rarely watched telly; instead she would pluck a book at random and become totally absorbed.


The flat was perfect. However, when she’d taken out the mortgage, she hadn’t allowed for the arrival of Titus and the resulting dip in her annual salary. None of her other expenses had gone down. In fact, if anything they had gone up. Her gas and electricity bills had shot up, as she was at home such a lot, and she liked to keep the heating on for Titus. Despite doing her very best to keep things afloat, despite the fact that Giles gave her money for Titus, she spent most of her time trying to find ingenious ways to supplement her income. Hence today’s mammoth pudding frenzy.
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