




[image: Cover image: The Matcha Maker Café by Lily Chen]











THE
MATCHA
MAKER CAFÉ



LILY CHEN


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: Pan Books Logo]









For Matt – thanks for the meet-cute x









Chapter 1


[image: Chapter ornament]


Sasha frowned at the letter from Jones-Smythe Properties, the property company that had recently taken over the lease of her café, Matcha Moments. The text blurred as she read it again.




Your lease is due for renewal on 31 May. Please inform us as soon as possible if you wish to proceed.





Printed underneath was a price. The figure etched lines of worry between Sasha’s arched eyebrows. Her heart began to race and a sick feeling roiled in her stomach.


The numbers must be wrong. It was fifty per cent more than she’d paid the last time. Or was her frazzled brain making her see things? However hard she blinked, the numbers remained the same. She thought of the poor state of her bank account, the bills due next month. A headache began to grip her skull.


The café hadn’t been doing well all winter. Even with the special psychic matchmaking service she offered, takings had been abysmal these last few months.


How the hell could she afford to renew the lease?


The bell on the café door chimed merrily and her best friend, Klara, who ran The Bookery across the road, breezed in, looking glamorous in a jade-green maxi dress. ‘Hiya, Sasha, my lovely!’ She settled on a bar stool by the counter, bracelets jangling.


Sasha quickly hid the letter under the counter and replaced her frown with a grin. ‘Hi, gorgeous, what’s up?’ She smoothed her apron, picking a piece of lint off the cupcake print. She had several similar aprons in cute prints and bright colours, which usually cheered her up.


‘I’m positively gasping for my latte! I’ve had a morning of heaving bosoms and dragons. Unpacking some romantasy special editions, spredges and all . . . if anyone’s interested?’ Klara raised her voice, directing her question to a couple of women sitting on the corner sofa, who’d been heatedly discussing their latest book club read.


‘I’m always up for heaving bosoms,’ called out Mollie. She was a local solicitor who often worked on her laptop in the café and ran the Book Clubbers, who met regularly in Matcha Moments. She slung an arm round her partner, Paloma, who batted her away with a smile.


Sasha prepared Klara’s matcha latte, heating water to the correct eighty degrees and pouring some into a bowl. She’d whisked her first matcha while travelling round Kyoto with Por Por, her beloved grandmother. They’d spent some time in Uji, sampling teas and delicious matcha desserts, which had inspired her to set up Matcha Moments.


She measured a spoon of single-origin matcha powder, specially imported from a tea farm she’d visited, and sifted it into the bowl. Then she whisked to blend, forming W shapes with her bamboo whisk. Pouring it into a pretty floral cup, she added warm foamy milk, as well as Klara’s favourite caramel syrup and chocolate praline sprinkles.


Sasha had always dreamed of running her own café. At university, her second home had been the Blue Moon café. She and Klara would spend all afternoon lounging on the squashiest sofas, working or reading, exchanging chit-chat with the other regulars.


Nearly two years ago, Sasha had been staying with Klara in the picturesque Oxfordshire town of Bramleigh Green, when she’d discovered the run-down high-street tea shop was up for lease. She’d finally taken the plunge to follow her dream, and turned the tea shop into a cosy yet contemporary space, perfect for escaping the world for a few hours. The wooden panelling was now painted in pastel green and the walls stripped back to brick. She’d found a set of cherrywood tables and chairs at an auction, bought a squashy, beaten-up leather sofa and added colourful, hexagonal patchwork cushions, just like the patchwork Por Por used to stitch by hand.


Sasha then began collecting vintage tea sets for the café, displaying the more delicate sets on shelves. The brick walls made a perfect backdrop to exhibit the work of local artists. Currently it was the turn of photographer Rowena Sharma, whose atmospheric black-and-white shots documented her travels from Singapore to Vietnam.


‘Mmm – Nathan’s latest delivery smells fantastic.’ Klara sniffed appreciatively at a large white cake box on the counter. Nathan was a master’s student who worked part-time at the local bakery and made matcha-themed goodies exclusively for the café.


Sasha nodded. ‘I was about to unpack them. Want one?’ She lifted the lid. The scents of matcha, vanilla, brown sugar and cinnamon filled the air, making the friends drool.


‘Uuuhhh . . .!’ Klara gave an indecent groan and plucked out a matcha cinnamon bun. ‘Pillowy and soft.’


‘Just like the perfect bosom,’ Mollie commented from the sofa. She shimmied her generous figure, tossing back her maroon hair.


As well as the cinnamon buns and croissants, the box contained chocolate-chip and matcha cookies and matcha macarons. Sasha couldn’t resist popping a macaron into her mouth, sighing with pleasure as crisp and creamy matcha sweetness exploded in her mouth. ‘Mmm.’


‘Ooo – what’s this – a belated Valentine’s?’ Klara picked up a pink envelope from the post Sasha had yet to open. ‘None for me this year. Now Aidan and I are history, I’m feeling like a sad old frump.’


‘Hardly!’ Sasha gestured to Klara’s 1970s maxi dress. Klara loved old-world glamour and found most of her clothes in vintage shops. ‘It’s probably just a thank-you card from a client.’


Sasha offered a special psychic matchmaking service which had paired many happy couples in Bramleigh. She’d started matchmaking customers of the café, including book club regulars Mollie and Paloma. Her plan had been to expand her matchmaking business around the country with online readings and maybe even stalls at psychic fairs. But running a café was hard work, leaving little time to do the necessary marketing.


Klara opened the card and read. ‘“A million thanks for helping us find true love.” Lucky Maria and Tom – I heard they’d moved to Oxford together – how sweet.’ She turned puppy eyes on Sasha. ‘Will I ever find true love? My granny always says, every jam jar has its lid. I want to know where my lid is!’


‘I did promise you a matcha reading, Klara. How about tonight, after work?’ suggested Sasha, squeezing her friend’s arm.


The door chimed and an older man entered, his raincoat slung over a well-worn tweed jacket. His kind, brown face broke into a warm smile. ‘Good morning, Sasha, Klara – what balm you are for the eyes.’


‘Morning, Mr Davis, your table’s free.’ Sasha helped the elderly man take off his raincoat and hung it on the rack by the door.


He adjusted the sleeves of his jacket and slowly made his way to a window table past the photography exhibition. His eye caught on a black-and-white scene. ‘The wondrous Ha Long Bay. The last cruise I took with my dearest Vera was to Vietnam and Thailand. We dressed for dinner, and one night we even dined at the captain’s table. Oh, the dancing.’


‘I’d love to go on a romantic holiday,’ said Klara. ‘Waiting for my one true hunk to take me there, Mr Davis, eh?’


He chuckled. ‘Oh, Klara – he will be one lucky fellow. As for me, without Vera, my cruising days are over, I fear.’


‘Nonsense,’ said Klara. ‘There’s still plenty for you to explore.’


‘Your usual matcha latte?’ Sasha asked. Mr Davis nodded and smiled absently, still in his memories.


Sasha whisked Mr Davis’s matcha in a bowl, then poured it into an ochre glazed teacup. She added a spoon of honey and warm, foamy, almond milk. Lastly, she sifted a whisper of cinnamon cocoa on top and drew a heart in the foam.


Sasha took a deep breath and tuned into Mr Davis. When they were in Malaysia, her grandmother had taught her how to tune into her psychic intuition, to sense people’s emotions. As she placed the matcha in front of Mr Davis, she picked up on his sadness. He was still in mourning for his beloved Vera. A vision appeared in her mind. She saw the couple sitting in the previous incarnation of the tea shop, enjoying a pot of tea and a plate of home-baked coconut biscuits.


The vision dissolved. Mr Davis sipped his latte. His lips curved in a smile but his eyes were filmy.


‘Sorry if I’m stepping out of place, but is everything OK?’ Sasha asked him gently. Since she’d opened the café nearly a year ago, Mr Davis had popped in on most days. He always had a cheery greeting and warm smile for her as he enjoyed a matcha latte and slice of cake; he was one of her favourite regulars.


Mr Davis stayed silent, lost in the past. Then he blinked a few times and gave his head a small shake. He registered the cosy surroundings, the late-February sunshine streaming through the windowpanes, the bright cushions, the glass domes over piles of cakes and cookies.


‘I’m perfectly fine, my dear. Except I’m missing my Vera. She would have loved what you’ve done with the tea shop. This was her favourite spot: by the window, watching the world go by.’ He gazed across the cobbled high street towards Bramleigh Green, where green nubs were starting to bud on bare branches. ‘She could be very entertaining with her commentary. That lady has a hat just like a blackberry, she would say.’ He gestured towards a woman outside wearing a dark purple woolly hat. ‘It’s the three-year anniversary of her passing today. I was on my way to the churchyard to give her these.’ He gestured to the posy of violets on the table. ‘But I felt I needed some sustenance first.’


Sasha smiled and squeezed his shoulder. ‘Matcha and salted-caramel cheesecake do the trick?’


‘Wonderful! I knew you would cheer me up!’


Sasha served up a slice of matcha-flavoured cheesecake with a gooey burnt-caramel top. Mr Davis made an appreciative sound.


‘You know, it could be time for the Matcha Maker Special,’ she suggested.


‘Ah, yes, your wonderful matchmaking service. Maybe. But Vera remains my one and only true love – from the day we met at a dance in the village hall. I remember the dress she wore – buttercup yellow – and she’d threaded daisies in her hair. It was 21 June 1968.’ He sighed. ‘Feels like yesterday.’


Klara draped herself on a seat next to him. ‘Did I ever tell you how Vera asked us to look out for you and make sure it wasn’t the end of romance in your life?’


She’d previously told Sasha how Vera had specifically gone into The Bookery before she became too ill, to tell Klara to look out for her husband when she was gone.


‘I often speak to my Vera at the churchyard. While I’m down there today, I’ll ask her if it’s time for one of your readings, my dear.’ Mr Davis smiled and patted Sasha’s arm.


The bell jangled as Leo, the Royal Mail courier, backed in through the door with a parcel. He was in the usual grey-and-blue uniform, but his feet wore the latest sleek, black trainers. Sasha noticed Klara checking out Leo’s biceps as she passed him. ‘Hel-lo. Someone’s been working out . . .’


Leo’s dark cheeks flushed red and he ignored her. ‘Delivery for you, Sasha. Sign here.’


‘Thanks, Leo – that’ll be my latest tea set.’


‘Ooo – lovely!’ said Klara. ‘I’d best get back, I can see customers waiting to pay. I’ll pick up a bottle of rosé for tonight, Sash, your fave!’ She winked.


‘Amazing – I’ll give you a matcha reading.’


Sasha watched Leo as he followed Klara out of the café. As she skipped over the cobbles to The Bookery, Klara was totally unaware of the quick glance he threw her while he hopped into his van.


Mollie hovered by the counter, dithering over the choice of freshly baked treats. She exchanged a look with Sasha. ‘Could someone have a crush, perchance?’


Sasha smiled and shrugged. Leo had ignored Klara, but that could be a sign he was smitten, she supposed.


Mollie finally pointed to a luscious lime tart with a greedy gleam. ‘We’ll have a slice of the matcha and Key lime pie, a couple of macarons and one of those pillowy cinnamon bosoms . . . Oh – did I say bosoms? I meant buns.’
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‘One Matcha Maker Special coming right up . . .’ Sasha said as she let Klara into her flat.


She’d grown to love her flat above the café, which she’d filled with books, plants and ornaments she’d collected while travelling. Klara would often stop by for a drink after work, before going home to her parents’ farm on the outskirts of Bramleigh. The living room had a generous bay window overlooking the green, with crimson silk curtains to block out any draughts, and an indoor jungle of monsteras, philodendrons and orchids, reminding her of the tropics.


Sasha was excited about Klara’s first matcha reading. She’d swapped the blouse and skirt she wore almost as uniform for a cosy knitted sweater dress and her favourite over-the-knee ribbed socks. She’d loosened her shoulder-length black hair and tied it in a messy bun. On the mango-wood table, she laid out a tin of matcha powder, a small sieve, a bamboo whisk soaking in a cup of water, and her jade glazed bowl. The pretty Japanese bowl always reminded her of Por Por, who’d bought it from a tea shop in Uji, mere months before she’d passed away.


Sasha often thought her career crisis had come at the right time, allowing her to spend those precious months with her Por Por while she still could. University, where she’d studied history, had been a happy time. But after her degree, her parents had nagged her to go into law. And it was at law conversion college where things had gone wrong. She was accused of a misdemeanour and had been asked to leave. Afterwards, she couldn’t bear living with her parents and their disappointment. So, she’d fled to South-East Asia, travelling and soul searching, and reconnecting with her beloved grandmother.


Por Por had been the psychic matchmaker in their kampong, their family village in Malaysia. She’d helped Sasha discover her own psychic abilities, teaching Sasha her special technique of whisking matcha and reading the bubbles.


‘Many of our family have this skill,’ Por Por had told her. ‘But only a few take the time to focus and develop their powers.’ She was very proud that Sasha was eager to learn, and taught her everything she knew.


Sasha had been thrilled to master the family psychic matchmaking skills. It had given her a new confidence. When she decided to open her own café serving delicious matcha treats, it made sense to offer psychic matcha readings as well, to guide people to find their perfect romantic match.


Klara sat opposite her on a floor cushion, while Sasha carefully measured out the matcha powder, sifted it into the bowl and added hot water. Fresh grassy scents filled the snug living room. She lifted the bamboo whisk from the cup and dunked it in the bowl. But her hand shook and hot water splashed her wrist. ‘Ouch!’


‘You OK?’ asked Klara.


‘Yes, fine! Sorry – I really want this to work for you.’


The burst of nerves was natural. After all, Klara was one of her oldest friends and Sasha hoped the bubbles would lead her to a good match. She deserved it. Klara’s long-term relationship with Aidan from university had fizzled out when her mum fell ill and she’d had to spend the majority of her free time visiting her in hospital. Klara’s mum recovered but the relationship hadn’t. Now Klara seemed ready for a new romance. Who would she find?


Sasha began to whisk the matcha. In Uji, she’d attended a workshop where she’d learned to make a variety of matcha lattes, hot and cold. She’d soon fallen in love with the delicious and healthy tea. She preferred the clean grassy scents and the gentle buzz it gave her, rather than the jittery effects of coffee. Even better, matcha was full of polyphenols and antioxidants – so it was good for you!


Mesmerized by the rhythmic whisking, her nerves soon calmed. Silently, she called on her grandmother’s psychic gifts to help her see Klara’s match.


Steam curled up as the matcha frothed and bubbled. Sasha closed her eyes, breathing light in through the crown of her head, just as Por Por had taught her. She pictured a cinema screen inside her mind.


Soon, images flooded in. Klara on a beach, laughing and happy. There she was, strolling next to someone. A man. Sasha couldn’t see his face, but they were hand in hand, admiring the sunset streaking pink and red in the sky, reflecting on the sea.


The vision dissolved.


Sasha put the whisk down, poured the matcha into a cup and handed it to Klara to drink. She blinked and breathed steadily, coming back to the familiar surroundings of her flat. The piles of cushions on her comfy sofa. The jade dragon and brass Buddha on the mantlepiece.


Klara sipped her tea, looking at her expectantly. ‘Well? What did you see? Am I alone with my cats, knitting?’


‘Far from it,’ Sasha reassured her. ‘I saw you on a beach at sunset. Happy. In love. Hand in hand with someone tall and handsome, with a broad chest and muscular arms.’


‘Woo-hoo – on a beach!’ Klara launched a hug at Sasha. ‘A surfer, maybe? You need to be muscly to battle the waves. Any idea where this place was? Where will I meet this hunk?’


Sasha shook her head, laughing. ‘I don’t know – that’s all I saw. But it’s a positive sign. You’ll find your true love. You were happily in love. The message is clear. You might have a few frogs to kiss but you’ll find your perfect match one day.’ She stood up and tidied the tea things onto a tray.


‘Some day my prince will come!’ Klara sang. ‘Granny was right. I’m going to find my jam jar lid. Thanks, Sasha. Makes up for not getting any Valentine’s cards last week. But what about you? What about finding your lid? Can’t you do a reading for yourself?’


‘No, it’s fine.’ Sasha’s chest squeezed with pain, remembering. Dominic, her last boyfriend, had dumped her by text. They’d been on a series of dates that never progressed beyond drinks, a couple of lunches and sessions in the library where she’d helped him with his law assignment.


And then he’d texted to say they should cool things. ‘Too intense,’ he’d called her.


She’d been devastated, but worse was to come. A month later, the college accused her of plagiarism. Their assignments had been too similar. Klara had told her to stop helping Dominic with his work but it was too late. He refused to own up to the fact that Sasha had helped him, not the other way round. After she’d been forced to leave college, she’d come to the conclusion that Dominic had been more interested in copying her work than in dating her.


Sasha had sworn off men for life. Even before Dominic, her experiences had not been great. There had been a brief holiday romance once. And before that, mainly unrequited crushes. She’d gone to a girls’ school so wasn’t used to boys. Her first crush had been on her former best friend Effie’s brother, Ardem. One day, she’d left him a note in his satchel, saying how much she liked him. But when he found it, he’d laughed and told her she needed to dress less like a boy as he wasn’t gay.


That had hurt. She’d always dressed for comfort, in jeans, dungarees or denim shorts and baggy T-shirts which hid her flat chest.


After that comment, she’d attempted to dress in more feminine clothes. Effie was curvy and had been wearing a bra since she was eleven, unlike Sasha, who had tried a training bra but found it too uncomfortable. Effie lent her some of her clothes, but the two girls were completely different shapes. Effie’s dresses didn’t suit Sasha’s slim figure and narrow hips; the fabric was tight in the wrong places and baggy in others. Sasha once wore bright-red lipstick to a party. But she overheard some other girls laughing and was convinced they were laughing at her.


It wasn’t until university and she met Klara that Sasha discovered the joys of dressing up. They spent hours in between lectures browsing vintage shops. Klara’s dramatic personality suited her extravagant dress sense and, under her influence, Sasha started wearing brighter colours. Pretty fabrics and textures made their way into her wardrobe, as long as they were comfortable.


‘True love is not for me,’ Sasha stated now. ‘Plus, Por Por told me it’s hard to read yourself accurately. She even warned me not to get too close to my clients, to avoid muddying the psychic energy. My focus is solely on finding matches for my clients. My true love is the café, and the wonderful people who enjoy hanging out there. Just like we did in the Blue Moon.’


Klara nodded. ‘I loved our lazy afternoons there, especially when we bagged the velvet sofa.’


‘Sharing a chocolate lava pudding, making our hot chocolates last all day. I always fantasized about creating a cosy space like that,’ said Sasha. ‘My dream is to carry on running Matcha Moments, and see my clients happy and in love.’


‘Your dream’s already come true, then. But don’t discount your own romance quite yet. Oh, I’m so excited about this beach!’ Klara jumped up and hugged her again. ‘Hey – what’s wrong?’ She saw the cloud passing over Sasha’s face. ‘Something’s bothering you, I can tell.’


Sasha sighed and took the dreaded brown envelope out of her bag. She showed Klara the letter from the property manager. ‘It’s about the lease for the café. It’s due for renewal at the end of May. I don’t know if I can afford to renew it for another year. The landlord wants to know my decision by the end of April. I don’t know what to tell them. I can’t bear to go back to London and tell my parents I’ve failed again.’


Klara put an arm around Sasha. ‘I don’t get it. How can you be failing? The café seems busy whenever I’ve been in.’


‘Not busy enough! I’ve had to reduce Annie’s shifts so she only comes in at lunchtimes.’ Sasha winced. Her assistant, Annie, was a single mum and she’d hated having to cut her hours. ‘I know it’s hard for hospitality everywhere. Everything’s gone up. Electricity. Heating. Rates. I’ve got so many bills – it’s been a cold winter. And they’ve increased the cost of the lease massively. Look how much they’re demanding.’


Klara looked at the figure again. ‘That looks extortionate. Can you put up your prices?’


‘I really don’t want to – a lot of my customers are struggling as it is. I reckon that’s why we’ve been so quiet lately.’


‘Oh, Sasha! It’s been hard for The Bookery too – everyone seems to shop online.’ Klara’s shoulders slumped. ‘You know, there’s been a tea shop or café on this corner of the high street for decades. Bramleigh Green wouldn’t be the same without you.’


Sasha felt tears prick her eyes. ‘I just want to make Por Por proud of me. To carry on the legacy of her matchmaking powers into our generation. She told me the best reward in life was making other people happy. And being paired with the right person can make all the difference to someone’s life.’


‘You have made her proud already. I’m sure she’s somewhere in the universe, watching you matchmake all those happy couples.’


Sasha bit her lip. ‘If only I can carry on running the café, doing what I love.’


Klara threw an arm around her. ‘We’ll think of something. Maybe you could run events, bring in more punters from the surrounding towns? Let’s get Nathan over and we’ll have a think. Matcha Moments brings people together – you can’t close! Plus, you’ve helped so many people find love. The apps just don’t do it these days. People want real interaction, not just swiping on a screen.’


‘Thanks for being here for me – as always.’ Sasha squeezed her friend’s hand.


‘Of course! And I’ll be booking a holiday soon too. Maybe somewhere with a surfing beach. Now, how about opening that bottle?’ Klara suggested.


Sasha nodded, smiling. She felt better already for sharing her troubles. ‘I’ll go and grab some glasses.’
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Since Sasha had taken over the run-down tea shop and turned it into Matcha Moments, she’d found that her days had a regular rhythm. Monday to Friday, she opened at nine o’clock. Commuters and day-trippers would grab a drink on their walk to the train station and the school-run mums and dads would gather after they’d dropped their children at the local primary school.


There was usually half an hour or so before the lunchtime rush, when Sasha could catch her breath and carry on with odd jobs around the café. She plumped up a few cushions on the corner sofa and straightened the journals and papers in the magazine rack.


That morning, the Book Clubbers were meeting. They had just been served with their tea and cakes and were settling in for a long discussion. ‘I know exactly how that character felt. All that pent-up longing! The frustration!’ Mollie exclaimed, sliding a glance at Paloma, who worked in the local pharmacy and had slipped into the café for an hour’s break.


Mollie often escaped her office, preferring to work in the café. The background sounds helped her think, she said. They were both staunch supporters of Sasha’s matchmaking service. A matcha reading had guided Mollie to start thinking of warm-hearted Paloma romantically, just a couple of months ago. Sasha smiled. She might have given up on love for herself, but it made her melt with joy when she saw her clients happily in love.


Sasha’s eye caught on a box of plants from the garden centre. The bulbs were already sprouting and she was keen to get them into the hanging baskets outside the front door. Hyacinths, narcissus and primulas would provide a much-needed burst of colour, heralding warmer days to come. She pictured the spring blooms welcoming the café’s customers with their gorgeous perfume.


She glanced at her watch. There was just enough time before lunchtime customers started to arrive. She grabbed the tray of plants and a bag of compost, filled a watering can and found her trowel. At an outside table, she arranged the plants in the coconut coir baskets, filling them with the rich, dark compost mixed with local manure. She hummed happily as she worked; despite the sharp nip in the air, the fragrance from the budding hyacinths was already lifting her spirits.


Once she’d finished, Sasha fetched the stepladder from the shed in the backyard. She hung the newly planted baskets from two iron hooks either side of the door and picked up the watering can. Might as well give them a good water.


From the stepladder, she admired the view as she watered. It never ceased to amaze her that she now lived and ran her own business in this picture-perfect town. The café had a prime spot, on the corner of the high street, facing the green. The medieval church spire of St Bram’s rose above the trees from one end, and the town hall with its clock tower from the other. To the east, if she leaned forward, she could just make out the humpbacked bridge over a babbling stream, a tributary of the River Leigh. There’d been frost that morning, and it looked like someone had sifted icing sugar over the scene. Just stunning.


‘ARGHH!’ came a gruff shout, waking her from her reverie. ‘Fuck’s sake! What the HELL?’


Alarmed, Sasha looked down. A pair of brown eyes confronted her, snapping with anger. Heavy eyebrows were knotted in a frown. Water had drained through the soil and the coconut coir, drenching the man. A shock of wet hair was plastered over his forehead, dotted with clumps of what was probably manure.


‘Fuck – oops – sorry!’ Sasha controlled her swearing and stopped watering. She froze, not sure whether to go up or down the ladder.


‘I’m bloody soaked!’ the man growled. She didn’t add that he stank of the compost too.


‘Er . . . so sorry. Didn’t you see me watering?’ Sasha waved the watering can and more water sloshed out, landing on the man’s sharp – and rather attractive – cheekbones.


‘Arghh! Why would I walk under it if I’d seen you?’


‘Whoops!’ She clapped a hand to her mouth but couldn’t stop a snort escaping. She wasn’t laughing at the guy, though he did look kind of funny. It was more a nervous giggle.


He was not impressed. He raked back his hair with one hand and it stuck up like a Mohican. ‘Yeah, thanks. Hilarious. Glad I’ve cheered you up. Do you always laugh at your customers?’


‘No, of course not!’ Sasha’s face flamed. ‘I’m so sorry – I didn’t mean to laugh – at least – not at you – it’s – just – nerves.’ She was totally flustered.


‘I’m fucking drenched!’


‘Come inside and I’ll get you a towel and a hot drink?’ She edged slowly down the stepladder, as if approaching an enraged animal.


‘Do I have a choice?’ he grumbled.


Back on the ground, the man, who looked to be in his thirties, loomed over her. Despite his annoyance, he didn’t look violent, just wet. Sasha picked up the ladder. ‘Let me make it up to you!’ She turned towards the door just as he stepped forward, catching his foot with the end of the ladder. ‘Oops! Sorry – so sorry again!’


The guy’s face twisted in pain as he fell forwards. She felt large warm hands land on her back, and caught a whiff of mint toothpaste, sandalwood aftershave and a hint of woodsmoke. He steadied himself, swearing under his breath, then he wrenched his hands away, as if she had a virus and there was no way he was catching it.


She held the door open for him, trying her best not to hit him with the ladder again.


‘Anyone ever tell you you’re a walking hazard?’ he grouched at her.


She grinned apologetically. ‘A towel and a cup of matcha, that’s what you need.’


He made a sound like ‘Hmph!’


Inside the café, Mollie, Paloma and the rest of the book club whipped their heads back towards their books, as if they hadn’t been gawping through the window only seconds ago.


‘The ending disappointed me: why shouldn’t she find happiness? Does misery make a book literary?’ Paloma shook her arms to emphasize her point, her chunky bangles jangling.


Sasha flushed, knowing she’d just provided the Book Clubbers’ morning entertainment, as she carried the stepladder through to the yard, to stow it away. In the kitchen, she searched for a clean towel. The only one she could find was covered with hot chocolate from an earlier mishap. She grabbed a roll of blue paper towel instead.


‘Here we go!’ she said brightly to the sodden guy by the counter. His nose twitched as if he smelled something bad – probably the manure trickling down his face. Who would have thought a watering can could hold so much water? The man’s expensive-looking charcoal wool pea coat was drenched as well as his hair, and a certain farmyard fragrance was starting to emanate from him.


‘I’m ever so sorry,’ Sasha apologized again, reaching over to dab at his broad shoulders with a wad of paper towel. She moved round to his chest, which was just as firm and well muscled. ‘I’ll pay for your dry cleaning, of course.’


‘You’re lucky I don’t charge you for my coat!’ He tore off more paper towel and scrubbed at his hair. The blue paper towel shredded into bits over the dark brown strands. Oh, god – she knew the cheap stuff from Lidl was useless. She wondered if she could pick out the shreds without him noticing. Surreptitiously, she patted more paper on his shoulders and reached up to flick at his hair.


‘What are you doing?’ he snapped.


‘I’m so sorry – the paper towel . . .’


‘You’re probably going to need to give your hair a wash, love,’ Alice Macready, the most obviously curious-stroke-nosy Book Clubber said.


The guy lifted his head. His hair was speckled with blue paper. Was she really going to have to offer to wash his hair?


‘Go on, Sasha, take him upstairs. I can keep an eye on the café. I’ve told them what I think about the characters anyway,’ said Mollie, looking as if butter wouldn’t melt.


I bet you have! Sasha sighed, staring at the man. I guess I have to offer now. ‘Er – my flat’s just upstairs. You could maybe wash it over the sink? I don’t mind . . .’


He shook his head quickly. Was that a glint of terror in his eyes?


‘Thanks, this will do.’ He held up the roll of blue paper like a shield.


The door tinkled open. ‘Everything all right, Sasha?’


It was lovely Mr Davis. His cheery smile soothed Sasha immediately and she breathed out with relief.


‘Hi, Mr Davis. All’s fine – just that I managed to get water all over . . .’ Sasha waved a hand towards the disgruntled guy, realized she hadn’t asked his name but deducing this wasn’t the best time for introductions.


Mr Davis had no such qualms and held out his hand. ‘Hello, I’m Robert Davis, so wonderful to meet you . . .?’


‘Ben,’ the grumpy man replied, reluctantly polite, gingerly shaking his hand. No one could resist one of Mr Davis’s twinkly smiles.


‘I recommend a matcha latte, when you’re ready. It really is quite wonderful and there are some extraordinary flavours on the menu.’


‘Yes, do have a seat. Shall I make you a latte, Mr Davis? Hazelnut syrup and praline dust?’


‘Delightful, my dear Sasha, thank you.’


‘Just a plain black tea will do,’ muttered Ben.


‘Which one? We have a wide selection of Chinese and Japanese teas. Maybe a comforting Hojicha – the tea leaves are roasted giving it a warm nutty flavour? Or a lovely Oolong, clean and floral with a buttery finish? Or maybe a rich and smoky Pu-erh? On the house – of course,’ Sasha reassured him.


‘Whatever. You choose,’ he said, rudely.


Rudeness usually made Sasha even more polite, but she’d just offered the guy a free drink and he was starting to push her buttons. She took a deep breath. ‘Make yourself comfortable – I’ll bring it over.’ She forced a smile.


Ben looked around the room, eyebrows knitted, his jaw sticking out mutinously. Sasha couldn’t tell if he liked what he saw. She felt protective over her café and didn’t want him sneering at the cosy cushions or the vintage tea sets. To be fair, she didn’t think he was sneering. He was probably just cold and wet.


She reached out a hand towards his head to pick off another fleck of blue paper. He started back and nearly crashed into Mr Davis, who was examining the selection of cakes.


‘Sorry – there was . . .’


‘I said I can dry my own hair, thanks,’ he retorted.


Something in Sasha snapped. ‘Look – I’ve said it was an accident, I’ve apologized and offered you a free tea. You don’t have to be such a – an arse about it.’


He scowled. ‘To be honest, I came out for some quiet time to read my book. So far I’ve been drenched in muddy water, smacked on the ankle with a ladder, called an arse . . . anything else you want to throw at me?’


‘No. Fine. I’ll bring you a black tea!’


Sasha nipped back behind the counter in a mood. She was cross with herself for losing it in front of her ear-flapping customers. But this Ben was completely insufferable. The Pu-erh would suit him. Smoky and bitter, slightly astringent – just like him.


The door opened and a sunbeam sliced into the café with Klara, immediately lightening the atmosphere.


‘Hello, people!’ Klara cast out a general wave and sashayed over to the counter. She was wearing 1940s-style wide slacks and her red curls were piled over one shoulder. ‘Hi, gorgeous, have you time to fix me a latte, with hazelnut crunch and a dash of salted-caramel syrup?’


‘Of course – just heating the milk now.’ Sasha turned with relief to her best friend. ‘Busy today?’


‘No. Completely dead.’ Klara cast a glance around the tables. She noticed the grouch with cheekbones at the corner table. ‘Oh, hi – Ben, isn’t it?’ She turned to Sasha. ‘Ben’s a fantasy fan. He’s new in town so, of course, I recommended he check out Matcha Moments.’ She called over to him, ‘Glad you made it!’


Sasha made a face. ‘Sorry, not so keen on your new mate . . .’ she murmured quietly.


Klara raised her eyebrows, sensing a story, but before she could explain, Ben was looming at the counter like a dark cloud. ‘What do I owe you?’


‘Nothing – I said it was on the house.’ Sasha couldn’t stop her snappy tone although she did her best to stretch her lips in the approximation of a smile.


‘All right.’ He paused. ‘Is that baked cheesecake?’ His expression lifted a smidgeon, eyes gleaming at the delicious-looking pale-green cake with burnt-caramel top and sides.


‘Nathan from across the road at Sugar and Spice bakes all the cakes here to order,’ Klara interjected. ‘Good choice – the matcha and salted-caramel cheesecake is to die for.’


Her bubbly enthusiasm smoothed his rough edges. ‘All right, I’ll have a slice – to go.’


‘On the house too.’ Sasha beamed, extra hard, trying not to grit her teeth. Had he heard of please and thank you? She parcelled up the cake in a box.


Klara looked from Sasha to Ben, sensing tension. ‘Not quiet enough for you here?’


‘Perfect!’ Ben ground out. He turned away from Sasha and smiled at Klara, his face relaxing into something more pleasant. ‘Just what I needed as a break from my house.’


‘Yeah, right,’ muttered Sasha under her breath.


Klara quirked an eyebrow at Sasha. She turned to Ben. ‘Since you’re new in town, you might like to try one of Sasha’s matcha specials one day.’


‘On the house too?’


‘If I can throw more muddy water at you,’ muttered Sasha.


‘Oooh! With an offer like that, how can you refuse?’ Klara grinned, and the corners of Ben’s mouth tugged up to mirror hers. He picked up the packaged cheesecake and headed for the door.


‘I’m off too,’ said Klara, picking up her drink and waving. ‘Catch you later!’


As Ben opened the door to let Klara out ahead of him, Sasha couldn’t help thinking how his face had changed when he’d smiled at Klara. He was ten times more attractive when he wasn’t scowling.


Klara had such a sunny personality. Through the window she saw her laughing at something Ben said and waving him goodbye. No one could stay cross with Klara around. Sasha envied her for that. If only she had the power to gloss over rudeness and turn frowns into smiles.


But soaking Ben with muddy water had been an accident – there was no need for him to be so rude!











Chapter 4
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February turned into March and after a few days of heavy rain, Sunday dawned cold and bright. Sasha decided to go for a walk on Bramleigh Common, to see if any catkins were budding. A few cut branches with silvery buds would bring a touch of nature into the café. They’d look gorgeous in the big, golden vase she’d bought at an antiques fair last summer.


Pussy willow wands reminded Sasha of her grandmother’s house. Por Por had kept a few dried wands in a vase and often tied decorations to them, for Chinese New Year and other festivals.


Sasha dressed warmly, with thick woolly tights under her dungarees, a hand-knitted sweater from a charity shop and the green patent rain mac she’d bought from a 1960s stall at a flea market. She laced up her waterproof walking boots and grabbed a shopping bag and a pair of secateurs. It was past ten but there was plenty of time to walk over to the common before she opened the café at midday.


She made her way towards the humpbacked bridge and turned right. The common was busy with children playing football and flying kites. People walked their dogs and pushed babies in buggies. She breathed deeply, appreciating the fresh air. Spring wasn’t too far off now. She couldn’t wait for warmer weather. With luck, it would bring more customers to Matcha Moments.


She headed for the scrubland where she’d seen the catkins growing, passing the outdoor gym. An older man was on the rowing machine, huffing and puffing with the effort, while a guy in a dark hoodie and tracksuit was doing pull-ups on a horizontal bar.


There was something familiar about the guy’s brown hair, ruffled by the breeze and sticking up in spikes. It looked like . . . yes, she was sure it was Ben, the guy she’d drenched the other week.


She quickly turned her head in case he caught her staring. She couldn’t help noticing his biceps bulging through the tight sleeves of his hoodie as he pulled himself up until his chin was above the bar. Sasha had never even attempted a chin-up. Brisk walks around the common and along the river were enough exercise for her. Perhaps she should suggest that Klara went to the outdoor gym; she might find her guy with muscles from Sasha’s vision.


Sasha strolled over to the copse of trees at the north of the common, keeping an eagle eye out for budding catkins. The scent of wild garlic was gorgeous. Soon these woods would be covered in bluebells, which were already starting to bud. But under the trees, the ground was muddy and she was glad she’d worn her waterproof boots.


She picked her way over to some bushes where tiny silvered buds, cute and fuzzy on long slender branches, were calling to her. The mud was deeper and squelchier here but she distracted herself imagining how pretty the pussy willow would look with golden bells and other decorations tied to them with red silk. She crouched to cut a wand with the prettiest buds, and then another.


Oops. Her foot slipped and she nearly fell over but she managed to grab onto a nearby tree to keep herself steady. That was close. She reached for another switch covered with the fuzzy buds and leaned over to cut it at the base with the secateurs. Being careful not to take too many from one bush, she’d soon filled the carrier bag with long twigs of silvery pussy willow. She stowed the secateurs safely in her pocket.


Now, where was the path? She should have worn wellies. Her walking boots were covered in mud. She picked her way down a different path, where the ground was even more boggy and wet. Urgh. The feel of slimy squelching underfoot was unpleasant as she stepped carefully through the sodden mud.


Ooo! She was ankle deep now and her boots were getting stuck in the mud bath. As she pulled her feet out, one at a time, there was a slurping sound. Suddenly her right foot started to slide, dragging her forwards. She flung her arms out, flailing, desperate to keep upright. But the ground sloped and she found herself sliding slowly down the path.


She could hear the thud of a runner, approaching the track at the end of the muddy patch. The runner’s breath huffed nearer just as she windmilled her arms for the third time and . . .


‘Whooaaa . . . Ooof!’


‘For fuck’s sake!’


Losing control, she’d slammed into the runner. Panting, she stared into a sweaty face. Condensation puffed out of the runner’s mouth. Strong arms were holding her upright and she realized she was clutching onto dark, damp cotton, stretched tightly over a wall of muscle. ‘Oh, my god, I’m so sorry!’


‘What the hell? Oh – it’s you!’


As she stared into cross, brown eyes, the frown looked familiar. Oh no!


It was Ben.


‘It was an accident! I – I slid out . . .’ she stuttered. ‘The mud . . .’


‘I might have guessed: the town’s walking hazard,’ he grouched, panting. He still held her at arm’s length, as if her extreme clumsiness might be catching. ‘I’ve never met anyone so totally unaware of their surroundings. Didn’t you see me running on the path?’


‘I didn’t see you at all. Blame the mud. We really must stop meeting like this!’ she joked. ‘Anyone would think you were stalking me.’


‘I’m not a stalker with a death wish!’


He let go of her, then leaned forward to stretch out his calf and then his hamstrings. Sasha noticed his strong thighs, filling his tracksuit.


‘Well, how was I meant to see you, all in black? For all I know, you’ve just robbed some old lady and are running from the scene of the crime. Or maybe you’re about to rob me.’


‘Yeah? And what would I be after?’ He peered into her carrier bag. ‘Your – let me guess – stick collection?’ His mouth tugged up at one corner as if he was about to laugh.


‘Very funny. These catkins are going to look ace. I like to bring a touch of nature into the café.’


‘Well, much as I’d love to stand around and chat, if you’re OK . . .’


‘Oh, yes, don’t let me keep you! God forbid your muscles might – might spasm . . .’
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