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Praise for Holly Hepburn:


‘A fresh new voice, brings wit and warmth to this charming tale of two sisters’  Rowan Coleman


‘You’ll fall in love with this fantastic new series from a new star of women’s fiction, Holly Hepburn. Filled to the brim with captivating characters and fantastic storylines in a gorgeous setting, Snowdrops at the Star and Sixpence is simply wonderful. I want to hear more!’  Miranda Dickinson


‘The Star and Sixpence sparkles with fun, romance, mystery and a hunky blacksmith. It’s a real delight’  Julie Cohen


‘Like the dream pub landlady who always knows exactly what you want, Holly Hepburn has created the most delightful welcome to what promises to be a brilliant series, in the first Star and Sixpence. The sisters who inherit a tired local and must bring it back to life are warm and intriguing, the neighbours are (mostly!) friendly and the gossip is utterly addictive. I was very sad when it was time for last orders, and am already looking forward to the next round. Especially if a certain blacksmith happens to be at the bar . . .’  Kate Harrison


‘Warm, witty and utterly charming, Snowdrops at the Star and Sixpence is the perfect book to curl up with on a cold winter’s day. It left me with the most wonderful happy glow’  Cally Taylor


‘Warm, witty and laced with intriguing secrets! I want to pull up a bar stool, order a large G&T and soak up all the gossip at the Star and Sixpence!’  Cathy Bramley


‘A super sparkling star of a story and I can’t wait for part two’  Alexandra Brown
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To Jo Williamson,


who has been my guiding star for ten years.


I’m afraid you’re stuck with me now.







[image: image]









Chapter One




CROSBY AND BILLINGHAM ESTATE AGENTS


Shop To Let – Castle Court, Chester


A rare opportunity has arisen to rent this spacious ground-floor shop, with basement accommodation, in Chester’s prime shopping area, the Rows. Castle Court is a well-known destination for food lovers and thriving businesses include a chocolaterie, an authentic Dutch waffle house and the famous American diner, the Bus Stop.


Interested parties should view these highly desirable premises at their earliest convenience to avoid disappointment.


Price on Application




Cat Garcia held up a small bunch of silver keys and jangled them in front of her best friend’s nose. ‘Do you want to do it or shall I?’


Sadie Smart felt a shiver run down her spine that had nothing to do with the chilly November air. They’d been building up to this for the last six weeks – the moment she and Cat stepped inside the newly refurbished Smart Cookies Biscuit Emporium together for the very first time. It had been a dream they’d cherished since school; their very own business, one that combined Cat’s love of cookery and Sadie’s artistic flair. And what better place to open a food shop than quirky Castle Court, in the heart of their home town, a secret oasis tucked away behind the time-worn streets of the Rows.


Glancing up at the swirling blue and gold sign she’d painted above the door, Sadie allowed herself a half-smile. Art college seemed like something she’d done in another lifetime; marriage and the arrival of her daughter, Lissy, had given her student days a dreamlike, distant quality. It had felt good to dust off both her brushes and her creativity, especially for something so important, although she’d felt horribly rusty. She hoped it didn’t show in her work.


‘Why don’t you do the honours?’ she asked Cat. ‘You’ve done most of the hard graft so far, being here every day to oversee the building work.’


‘You were working too,’ Cat pointed out. ‘Just not here. And you have a five-year-old to look after.’


Sadie thought back to the previous afternoon, when she’d said goodbye for the last time at the doctor’s surgery where she’d been working part-time. She’d been nervous about leaving – worried about being further away from Lissy’s school too – but there was no way Cat could continue to do everything to get Smart Cookies off the ground. Besides, she wanted to be involved – they were building their dream together.


‘But I’m here now and ready to get stuck in,’ she said firmly. ‘Although I’m relieved I won’t have to deal with any of the workmen. I don’t know how you didn’t kill the guy fitting the oven.’


Cat gave her a dead-eyed stare. ‘Who says I didn’t? Maybe he’s the reason the new cement floor in the basement isn’t quite level.’ Her expression dissolved into a grin as she slid the key into the lock. ‘We’re a team, so we’ll do it together. On three . . .’


Sadie clasped her gloved hand over Cat’s. ‘One, two, three!’


They twisted the key to one side and the door nudged open. Both women let go and allowed it to swing back. The not-unpleasant scent of fresh putty and new paint wafted over them in a cloud of warm air as they gazed inside. The walls were lined with clean white shelves. The wood floor had been sanded and re-varnished; it was now dotted with multi-tiered circular tables that rose like wedding cakes, waiting to be decorated with Sadie and Cat’s creations. A glass counter ran along the back wall, next to an alcove where the computerised till system would sit. Gleaming white banisters invited customers to take the curving staircase downstairs to the basement, where a small but perfectly equipped kitchen was tucked away off a galley room filled with benches and long tables; Sadie planned to use them to offer icing classes and birthday parties. But that was for the future, she reminded herself with a small inner shake. There was a lot to be done before Smart Cookies was ready to open its doors to the public.


‘What first?’ she asked, glancing at Cat with a quizzically raised eyebrow.


Cat stepped forwards, wiping her boots on the doormat. ‘First we put the kettle on. And then we make a plan.’


Sadie didn’t try to hide her amusement. That was Cat all over: organised, methodical and a firm believer in the power of tea and a To-Do List. It was probably inevitable, given her friend’s glittering career as a chef – what was a recipe, if not a very specific to-do list, after all? ‘Okay,’ she said, following her into the pristine shop and closing the door behind her, noting the pleasing tinkle of the little brass bell over their heads. ‘I hope you’ve brought some biscuits.’


‘Believe me, I have eaten, slept and breathed the bloody things for the last month.’ Cat patted her large tote bag, which bulged with boxes, her expression rueful. ‘I’ve given away so many free samples that I’m pretty sure my new neighbours think I’m some kind of cookie pusher.’


Sadie noted the dark circles under Cat’s eyes, and the sallow tinge to her Mediterranean skin; she didn’t doubt that her friend had been burning the midnight oil in pursuit of perfection. ‘And?’


‘And I think we’re there. Baking a biscuit that will stay crisp and crunchy under all the icing you’re going to pour on top hasn’t been easy.’ Cat gave a melodramatic sigh and tucked her long dark curls behind her ears. ‘You don’t want to know how many disappointingly soggy bottoms I’ve bitten into recently.’


‘Mary Berry would be proud,’ Sadie said, fighting to keep her face straight. ‘But I want you to know that I appreciate both the pun and the sacrifice.’


Cat shrugged off her coat. ‘There’s plenty more of both in our future. But the first order of business is tea. I think better with a cuppa in my hand.’


She led the way down the stairs, past the galley and into the kitchen. Two floor-to-ceiling fridges lined one wall; another was filled with gleaming silver ovens. A third wall had white cupboards, beneath which lay glittering marble worktops studded with industrial-sized stand mixers, and a high-level table lay flush against the final wall. Sadie couldn’t help glancing at the tiled floor as Cat walked across it to reach for the kettle. It was perfectly even; clearly the woeful oven-fitter had redeemed himself eventually. Cat was used to working to the highest standards in the Michelin-starred restaurants of Paris and anything less than perfection would not be tolerated. Sadie had heard stories of sous-chefs reduced to tears by Cat’s blistering tongue, although she’d never experienced the fury herself. But she’d also never worked with her; being business partners increased the likelihood that sparks would fly, Sadie thought, squashing a faint bubble of unease. She’d have to make sure she brought her A-game to everything she did, especially where the biscuits were concerned. And that might be easier said than done now that she was a single parent. Lissy had coped well with the turmoil caused by her parents’ separation just over six months earlier, but Sadie still struggled to juggle the demands of having to do it all herself. She couldn’t even rely on her own parents to help out; they’d retired to the idyllic town of Bowness, overlooking Lake Windermere in the Lake District. In spite of the difficulties of coping alone, Sadie was determined to give Smart Cookies everything she had. She owed it to both herself and Cat.


The tea was strong, brewed with the Yorkshire tea bags that Cat loved so much that she’d taken boxes with her as she travelled the world, studying different cuisines. Now she’d settled back in Chester, in a glossy two-bedroomed rooftop apartment nestled inside the city walls, with views across the River Dee. It wasn’t quite the Parisian skyline, she’d admitted to Sadie on the day she’d moved in, but it was home.


‘So,’ Cat said, as they settled on leather-topped stools around the high table. ‘Here’s where we are.’


She tapped at her tablet and pulled up the detailed spreadsheet that made up the blueprint for the whole business.


‘We’re on schedule for our opening day at the start of December,’ Cat said, scanning the rows of highlighted numbers. ‘But we really need to start advertising, to build up a buzz. And we need the website to be finished – it can’t go live until we have photographs of our products.’


Sadie glanced at the date on her watch: it was 9 November, just three and a half weeks until the shop was due to open. They were cutting it fine if they wanted to get the word out to build up the all-important Christmas trade.


‘And we need the biscuits to be iced before we can have photos,’ she said, thinking of the designs laid out across the dining-room table in the tiny two-bedroomed cottage she shared with Lissy. She’d planned to start small but Cat had wanted more and more. A Welcome Baby range in pink, blue and yellow, presented in little keepsake boxes. Butterflies, birds and bees that just begged to be bitten. Birthday balloon biscuits that could be personalised. Individually iced letters arranged to spell out Thank You. And of course there was a Christmas range: edible bauble biscuits, gleaming red and white candy canes, snowflakes and colourful box-shaped presents. And that was just the basic stock. Cat also wanted plenty of display biscuits dotted around the shop, plus an irresistible window display that would tempt customers inside. It all made sense to Sadie but there was no denying it would be a Herculean task to get it all done in time.


‘Do you think you can ice these overnight?’ Cat asked, reaching into her bag, and pulled out a large Tupperware box. ‘I thought I might nip them over to the photographer in the morning.’


Sadie eyed the box with some trepidation. ‘What shapes are in there?’


‘Two of everything,’ Cat said, placing another large box on the table. ‘One for you to practise on and another that needs to be picture-perfect. That’s okay, isn’t it?’


Sadie’s heart sank. The whole range numbered more than seventy individual biscuits. Each one needed at least two different types and shades of icing, matched perfectly against a custom-made colour chart, to decorate them. Getting them all ready by the next day was going to be a huge task – preparing the icing alone would take well over an hour.


Cat studied her apologetically. ‘I’m sorry to dump this on you, especially since it took me forever to perfect the bake. Say if I’m being unreasonable – I know you’ve got Lissy to think about too.’


The trouble was that they needed the website to be up as soon as possible, Sadie thought, trying not to feel daunted. But she didn’t want to let Cat down, not when time was so pressing and it really should be fine – she’d practised the designs on greaseproof paper, after all. ‘No problem,’ she said, squaring her shoulders. ‘I’ll make a start before the school run later.’


‘Amazing,’ Cat said, flashing her a grateful look. ‘Thank you.’


The conversation moved on to the presentation of the shop itself. They went back upstairs, discussing how the stock should be arranged across the shelves. Sadie felt herself relax as she slipped into her comfort zone; design and aesthetics were where she had always excelled.


‘I’ve probably gone overboard with the bunting and fairy lights order,’ Cat said, pursing her lips. ‘But actually we should go straight into festive mode – a tree, tinsel, the works. The window should be Christmas-themed too.’


Sadie’s creative instincts sat up. ‘We could do a miniature snowy village in biscuits, with Father Christmas and his reindeer flying overhead and star-shaped cookies sparkling in the sky.’


‘That would look amazing,’ Cat said, her eyes gleaming. ‘I could make the houses out of gingerbread. It would be a great showcase for our talents and I’m sure it would pull in the festive crowds.’


‘And in the meantime, I could paint some pictures on the glass,’ Sadie suggested, glancing at the barren window. ‘To give people an idea of what’s coming.’


She pulled her notepad towards her and started to doodle some designs on the smooth white paper, while Cat absorbed herself in the spreadsheet. Sadie was so engrossed in her drawing that she barely noticed when the bell above the door tinkled. It was only when she heard a male voice that she looked up.


‘Hello, neighbours.’


The speaker was holding the door half open, leaning through as though he couldn’t decide whether to come in or not. Sadie took in his tousled dark hair, dancing brown eyes and wide smile, before moving on to the black biker jacket and white T-shirt beneath. His black jeans were narrow and led downwards into heavy Doc Marten boots. Wow, Sadie thought, dragging her gaze back to his face. He’s the kind of neighbour I could get used to.


Cat evidently agreed because she didn’t seem to be able to take her eyes off him. Amused, Sadie summoned up a businesslike smile. ‘Hi there. How can we help?’


Their neighbour’s smile widened. ‘I’ve been watching the workmen come and go for weeks,’ he said, nodding at Cat. ‘And now that it seems you are almost finished, I thought I should come and say hello.’


His voice had a trace of an accent, one that lifted each word out of the ordinary and made them instantly more interesting. French? Sadie wondered, hoping that wasn’t the case. Although Cat had loved living in Paris, she’d left the city under a cloud; the last thing she needed was an ever-present reminder of what she saw as her failure.


Cat still hadn’t spoken so Sadie put down her pen and extended a hand to the stranger. ‘I’m Sadie, the arty half of Smart Cookies.’


The man shook her hand. ‘Great name for a biscuit business,’ he said approvingly. ‘I’m Jaren Smit. I run the Dutch pancake house opposite.’


That certainly explained the accent, Sadie decided, glancing beyond the ancient oak tree in the heart of the courtyard towards the orange and green Let’s Go Dutch sign that hung above a double-bayed shop front. She turned her head to give Cat a meaningful look. ‘And this is the brains of the operation – Cat Garcia.’


Hearing her name seemed to wake Cat from her daydream. Her cheeks reddened slightly as she stepped forwards to take Jaren’s outstretched hand. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’


‘Likewise,’ he said, smiling. ‘Although I should probably warn you that I am the first of many nosy shopkeepers who will be banging on your door. Your shop has been the subject of much speculation around Castle Court for some time now and everyone is keen to meet you.’


Cat and Sadie exchanged looks. ‘We’re looking forward to getting to know everyone too,’ Sadie said cautiously. ‘This is a brand new venture for us so it’s good to know our fellow shopkeepers are friendly.’


Jaren nodded. ‘Castle Court is a special place – we all look out for each other here. Which isn’t to say we all get along, of course, but we’re a bit like a family – we try to help if and when it’s needed. All you have to do is ask.’


He smiled again and Sadie wondered if it was having the same effect on Cat as it was on her; it certainly looked as though her friend was having some distinctly non-familial thoughts about their new neighbour. ‘That’s great,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it, Cat?’


‘Absolutely,’ Cat replied. ‘Really great. We look forward to becoming part of the Castle Court family.’


Jaren gazed back and forth between them and Sadie thought his eyes lingered a fraction of a second longer on Cat before he spoke again. ‘Well, don’t let me get in your way. I’m sure you have plenty to do.’ He raised a hand and waved. ‘See you around.’


Both Sadie and Cat waved their goodbyes and watched Jaren make his way back across Castle Court. A busy silence filled the shop.


‘Well,’ Cat said, after a moment had passed. ‘If all our neighbours look like him then it’s going to make coming to work a whole lot more enjoyable.’


Sadie laughed. ‘He’s certainly very easy on the eye. More your type than mine.’


‘Maybe. But probably not single,’ Cat said with a sigh. ‘The good-looking ones never are.’


‘You never know,’ Sadie replied. ‘It shouldn’t be too hard to find out, anyway.’


Cat’s expression brightened. ‘That’s true.’ She glanced sideways at Sadie. ‘And if he is single, he might have a friend for you.’


Sadie shook her head hard. ‘Oh no, you’re not dragging me into this. The last time we double-dated was our Sixth Form prom and I ended up headfirst in the college fountain.’


‘It’s not my fault your date was a moron,’ Cat countered. She sent Sadie a wide-eyed look. ‘Come on, you and Daniel have been separated for more than six months now. It’s time you had some fun.’


‘I do have fun,’ Sadie said, folding her arms. ‘I take Lissy to the park, play football with her, build Lego castles. Those things are lots of fun.’


Cat’s face became obstinate. ‘You know what I mean. The thrill of attraction, the frisson of kissing someone you’ve never kissed before. Adult fun.’


Sadie shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortably hoping her cheeks weren’t as flame-red as they felt. ‘Cat—’


Her friend held up her hands in mock-surrender. ‘I know, I know – you’re not ready. But you’ll forgive me for pointing out that Daniel didn’t waste any time moving on. I don’t see why you should.’


Cat meant well, Sadie knew, but that didn’t stop her words from hurting. Daniel hadn’t wasted any time in starting a new relationship once their marriage had broken down. In fact, it turned out there’d been some overlap, which had been the final nail in the coffin for Sadie – she’d moved out and taken Lissy with her. As far as she knew, Daniel was still dating his other woman, although now he was perfectly free to do so, of course.


‘It’s not that simple,’ she said quietly. ‘Besides, between motherhood and this place, I have my hands pretty full right now, don’t you think?’


‘Okay, I’ll give you that,’ Cat conceded. ‘But don’t think you can hide forever, Sadie Smart. One of these days someone will catch your eye and I’ll be there to make sure you don’t let him slip away.’


She glanced over at the pancake house opposite as she spoke and Sadie had to hide a grin. Settling in to Castle Court had just become a whole lot more interesting.




Chapter Two


Lissy’s eyes were wide as she followed Sadie into the kitchen after school.


‘Mummy,’ she said, her upturned face accusing. ‘You’ve made a big mess.’


Sadie couldn’t argue with her daughter; she had made a mess. Piping bags filled with icing bloomed from bowls like rainbow-coloured petals and every available surface was covered in sticky baking parchment; even the range had been turned into a makeshift worktop. The cream wall cupboards had Sadie’s icing designs stuck to them and the dining-room table now had biscuit-laden cooling racks running from end to end. Lissy couldn’t have seen those yet, Sadie decided; she’d have declared an immediate and insatiable hunger if she had.


‘This is Mummy’s work,’ Sadie told her. ‘You remember – Auntie Cat and I are opening a shop together and my job is to make the biscuits look nice and tasty. That’s what all the icing is for.’


Lissy’s face brightened. Her auburn curls, so like Sadie’s own, bounced as an idea struck her. ‘Can I help you? I coloured in a triceratops today and my teacher said it was really good.’


‘I’m sure it was beautiful,’ Sadie said, casting around for something Lissy could decorate without depleting the stock Cat had provided. Her gaze came to rest on a half-opened packet of Digestives. ‘Want to ice some of these?’


Lissy nodded enthusiastically. Sadie fastened an apron around her daughter and then took down her own from behind the kitchen door. ‘First things first, you need to decide what you’re going to draw,’ she said, placing a biscuit on the work surface and moving the plastic step Lissy used to stand on to wash her hands nearer to the worktop. ‘Start with something simple – like a flower. And then you need to pick a colour to draw your shape with.’


Lissy narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. ‘A daisy. Except I want it to be yellow, like a buttercup.’


Sadie reached for a sunflower-yellow piping bag. This was line icing, used for creating the outlines of shapes. Once it had set a little, they would be able to flood the shape with a slightly runnier icing mixture and perhaps even add some extra design details.


‘Okay, first of all you need to picture a daisy in your head,’ Sadie said. ‘Can you remember what they look like?’


Lissy pointed to the picture of some flowers she’d drawn back in nursery. It peeped out from its lofty position high up on the fridge. ‘Like that.’


‘That’s right. Now I need to teach you how to hold the bag so that the icing doesn’t splurge out when you get going.’ Sadie stood behind her daughter and twisted the top of the icing bag around to seal it. ‘The trick is to keep a gentle but steady pressure on the bag – like this.’


She spread Lissy’s small fingers around the squishy mass below the twist. ‘Dip the tip of the bag down until it touches your biscuits then lift it up and let the icing string fall into the shape you want.’


Sadie steadied Lissy’s hand as a thin ribbon of yellow curled onto the biscuit and into the rough shape of a flower. She dabbed at the centre of the final petal and the icing line broke. ‘There – all done.’


Lissy gave the biscuit a disappointed look. ‘But it’s all wobbly.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Sadie said with an encouraging smile. ‘Once the outline has dried a little bit, we’re going to fill the middle with icing too, and then we can add some detail to make it look more like a yellow daisy. Why don’t you try another while we wait?’


Lissy took another biscuit and tried again, her tongue poking out between her rosebud lips as she concentrated. By her third attempt, the line of icing was much less wobbly and she was starting to smile.


‘Excellent work,’ Sadie said, giving Lissy’s shoulder a tiny squeeze. ‘Ready to fill your first one in?’


‘Yes.’


Sadie reached for a second piping bag, stashed in another bowl. This was flood icing, with a consistency that was almost like custard that spread more easily across the biscuit surface. The trick here was not to overfill the shape and break the line icing.


‘Well done,’ Sadie said, as Lissy filled the last petal. ‘Now you need to pop all the little bubbles in the icing – here, use this cocktail stick to dab them.’


Once all Lissy’s yellow daisies were ready, Sadie put them into the warm oven to dry and turned to her daughter. ‘Do you think you’d like to try a few on your own, while I get on with my designs?’


The little girl nodded and reached for another Digestive biscuit. ‘I’m going to try a butterfly,’ she announced, her voice ringing with confidence.


They worked side by side for half an hour before Lissy remembered that biscuits were also for eating. Sadie took the baking tray with the iced daisy biscuits out of the oven and slid them onto a cooling rack. ‘These will be ready to eat in a few minutes. Do you want to ice any more?’


Lissy shook her head. ‘No, thank you. I want to play dinosaurs.’


Sadie glanced at the boxes of biscuits still to be iced; she wasn’t even halfway through the collection yet. ‘Why don’t you bring your toys in here? That way I can keep an eye on you as you play.’


But it wasn’t long before Sadie was sitting on the floor, in charge of the vegetarian dinosaurs as they faced an invasion by the carnivores. Lissy had always had an active imagination and Sadie frequently had to hide a smile as her daughter adopted a different growl for each dinosaur. Eventually, Lissy lowered her T-Rex and rubbed her stomach. ‘I’m hungry.’


Sadie glanced up at the untidy kitchen; she’d have to clear up before she could make Lissy’s supper and then it would be time for her bath and bed. Only then would Sadie be able to get back to work; it looked as though it was going to be her turn to burn the midnight oil for Smart Cookies.


Swallowing a sigh, she turned her gaze back to Lissy. ‘Okay, what can I make you to eat?’ Before the little girl could speak, Sadie held up a warning hand. ‘And don’t say biscuits.’


It was almost seven-thirty that evening when Cat stretched her aching back and decided to call it a night. She hadn’t meant to stay so late but the temptation to test the new ovens had been hard to resist. The bulk of the biscuit baking so far had been done at her apartment, where Cat had already got approval from the local council’s environmental health department, but she planned to do most of the baking on the Smart Cookies premises eventually. The shop wasn’t due for its visit from environmental health for another week, so technically Cat couldn’t sell any of the biscuits she made there to the public, but since they weren’t actually open yet, that wasn’t likely to happen. These were samples so that she could gauge where the oven’s hotspots were and get used to its idiosyncrasies. Every oven had a personality, she’d decided right at the start of her career, and the best chefs got to know them.


Rolling her shoulders, Cat winced as her neck muscles twinged. Another fourteen-hour day and most of it spent on her feet – wasn’t that what she’d left Paris to escape? That and the immense pressure of producing more than a hundred Michelin star-worthy meals every night? Of course, the only person checking the quality of Cat’s work now was herself, and perhaps Sadie if the biscuits didn’t hold the icing as well as they needed to, but nobody was going to bawl her out in front of the rest of the staff if the tiniest aspect of the product wasn’t up to scratch. No one was going to reduce her almost to tears, night after night. That was what had driven her out of Paris and a career she’d once loved; that, and a man who had thought he could get away with anything.


The air outside bit with cold. The three timber-framed storeys of Castle Court glowed against the November night sky as Cat locked the door of Smart Cookies, but her eye was drawn to the ancient oak tree in the centre. It must be a few centuries old, at least, and perhaps even pre-dated the Tudor-style buildings themselves. The trunk and branches had been strewn with tiny lights that sparkled and made her half-wonder if there was an enchantress hiding inside.


In the summer, Cat knew the courtyard would be full of tables and chairs that were packed with al fresco diners but tonight was too frosty for that. A few tables were dotted here and there, warmed by the glow of outdoor heaters, but they were mostly empty, aside from the occasional smoker. The businesses around the Court were most definitely not empty, however; even Let’s Go Dutch seemed to be doing a brisk trade when Cat would have assumed most locals would consider pancakes to be more of a breakfast treat. Then again, she knew the Dutch ate savoury pancakes that could be every bit as substantial as a heavier meal; maybe the diners of Chester had discovered that too. She’d have to check out the menu, see what Jaren was offering that meant his restaurant was almost full on a wintry Wednesday evening. But the pancake house wasn’t the busiest of Castle Court’s businesses. The French bistro at the far end of the Court seemed to be doing well and the cocktail bar on the top floor appeared to be packed too. Neither could compete with the kitsch charm of The Bus Stop diner, which boasted a wide yellow US school bus as its frontispiece. Through its oblong windows, she caught sight of a waitress wearing a stripy red and white shirt and a dainty hat on her head as she moved between the tables with a tray full of tall milkshake glasses. A queue snaked out of the door and wound its way past a patisserie and a chocolaterie, both of which had been closed for hours. Not all of the neighbouring shops sold food, Cat noted; there was an upmarket stationery store in one corner and she’d yet to explore the rest of the second and third floors. But there did seem to be a definite leaning towards culinary delights in Castle Court. It was what had drawn Cat there in the first place.


A voice cut across her thoughts, making her jump. ‘A euro for your thoughts.’


She turned to see Jaren beside her. ‘Oh! Hi.’


He gave her an apologetic smile. ‘I made you jump – I’m sorry. It’s just that you looked so deeply engrossed in your thoughts and I wanted to know what was making you frown.’ He waved a hand at the courtyard around them. ‘Don’t you like what you see?’


Cat shook her head. ‘It’s nothing like that. I was just taking everything in – it’s a long time since I’ve been here in the evening and the crowds caught me a little by surprise, I suppose.’


‘Ah, the crowds,’ Jaren said, his expression growing serious. ‘Yes, I can see why they might have surprised you. Rumour has it that Chester was once twinned with New York, as the city that never sleeps. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if New York’s nickname was borrowed from Castle Court itself – the party often goes on into the early hours.’


His eyes crinkled as he spoke and Cat couldn’t help smiling back. ‘Something tells me I’m going to like it here.’


Jaren tipped his head. ‘I hope so. Speaking of late nights, I came out here to tell you that a group of us are having some after-hours drinks in Seb’s bar on the third floor this Saturday, if you and Sadie would like to come? Most of the Castle Court shopkeepers will be there – the food lovers, anyway. It might be a good way for you to meet everyone.’


He held out a card with the same logo Cat could see picked out in neon lights up above them. ‘Thanks,’ she said as she took it. ‘I’ll have to check with Sadie to see what her plans are but I’ll definitely be there.’


‘I hope so,’ Jaren replied, meeting her gaze. ‘I am looking forward to getting to know you.’


Cat looked into his dark brown eyes, made almost black by the night around them. Was he flirting with her or simply being friendly? It was hard to tell. ‘Thanks for passing on the invitation,’ she said, filling her voice with warmth. ‘It’s kind of you to make us feel so welcome.’


Jaren smiled. ‘Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.’


It felt as though someone had sprinkled grit in Sadie’s eyes the following morning as she negotiated the short drive from her cottage to Lissy’s school in nearby Christleton. Dubbed one of Cheshire’s prettiest villages, it had been Sadie’s home for seven years and she hadn’t wanted to disrupt her daughter’s life any more than necessary when she’d left Daniel, so Lissy still attended the small village primary school there. Unfortunately for Sadie that meant driving past the house on Windmill Lane she’d shared with Daniel, a daily reminder of what they’d had together, but she supposed it was a small price to pay for Lissy’s happiness. And it wasn’t as though she ever saw him as they passed; his job as an investment banker meant early starts and long days, which had been ultimately part of the problem in their marriage.


By the time Sadie had parked in the underground car park beneath Cat’s apartment and made her way along a frost-touched Eastgate Street to the Old Boot Inn, she was in desperate need of caffeine. An arched tunnel beneath the first-floor pub led to the hidden delights of Castle Court; Sadie hurried through, her head nestled down into her scarf against the cold. She didn’t see the man barrelling towards her until it was too late – they collided mid-tunnel. Sadie let out a yelp of surprise and clutched at the wildly swinging bag containing her precious cargo of iced biscuits; Cat would kill her if they were anything other than pristine. The person she’d bumped into wasn’t so lucky; his armful of boxes thudded to the ground.


‘Sorry!’ Sadie gasped, as he reached out a gloved hand to steady her. ‘I didn’t see you.’


The man gazed at her from beneath his beanie hat, his hazel eyes wide with concern as he pulled down his scarf to reveal a beard. ‘Are you okay?’


‘I’m fine,’ Sadie said, glancing in distress at the ground, which was now strewn with Brussels sprouts. ‘But your boxes . . .’


His mouth twisted into a smile. ‘Sprouts are hardy vegetables – a quick wash and they’ll be fine.’


He knelt down and started to gather the loose vegetables back into their boxes. Sadie started to help. ‘I really am sorry. I was off in my own little world.’


‘Me too,’ the man said. ‘But no harm done, as long as you’re all right?’


He glanced across at her then and Sadie felt a shiver of something quite unexpected as she met his gaze. She looked away fast, grateful that her suddenly rosy cheeks could be blamed on the sub-zero temperature. ‘Honestly, I’m fine. Don’t give it another thought.’


He dropped the last of the sprouts into the box and closed the lid. ‘Okay. Well, sorry again,’ he said, straightening up with an embarrassed-looking smile. ‘Nice bumping into you, ha ha.’


Now it was his turn to blush but Sadie couldn’t stop a small smile from creeping across her own face as she stood up. ‘No problem. I hope your day gets better.’


He opened his mouth as though about to say something, then closed it fast. They stood still for a moment, smiling at each other. Then the man seemed to wake up and stepped to one side. ‘Well. Bye then.’


‘Bye,’ she echoed as he walked away. ‘Enjoy your sprouts.’ She forced her legs to move. By the time she’d reached Castle Court and stopped to look back, he was gone. Sadie let out a groan – had she really just told a total stranger to enjoy his sprouts? It was quite possibly the lamest parting shot ever spoken. She shook her head and hurried for the safety of Smart Cookies. And this time she watched where she was going.


‘You look how I feel,’ Cat observed, looking up from the dough she was rolling out as Sadie stashed her coat in one of the basement cupboards. ‘Late night?’


Sadie placed her bag full of biscuits onto the work surface, deciding not to mention her encounter with the runaway greens. ‘Early morning,’ she said, pulling a face. ‘I thought I’d get everything done in time for a nice early night after Lissy went to bed but the icing separated while I was giving her a bath and I had to remake it.’


Cat’s eyes widened in sympathy. ‘All of it?’


‘All of it,’ Sadie confirmed. ‘And then it was one o’clock in the morning before I got everything finished.’


Cat winced. ‘Sorry. What time did Lissy get up?’


‘Five-thirty,’ Sadie said with a weary sigh. ‘So I really hope we’ve got some Nespresso pods here or I might fall asleep on the job.’


‘Coming right up,’ Cat said, dusting off her hands. ‘And then I’ll take a look at your handiwork. I can’t wait to see the finished biscuits.’


Coffee in hand, Sadie held her breath as Cat opened up the boxes. She’d been so worried about them rubbing together in transit and damaging the delicate icing that she’d used a blob of icing to stick each one to its layer of greaseproof paper. But would that be enough to have saved them from the jolt of her collision with Sprout Man?


Cat said nothing as she inspected each biscuit. Sadie’s palms began to itch with sweat – were they about to have their first professional bust-up? But Cat was smiling when her eyes finally met Sadie’s. ‘Has anyone ever told you you’re amazing?’


Sadie let out her breath in a whoosh. Her cheeks grew warm with pleasure at the praise. ‘Not today.’


‘Well, you are,’ Cat said. ‘This is exactly how I imagined them – high quality, unusual and really desirable. I love them and so will everyone else – well done.’


‘It’s a team effort,’ Sadie said. ‘If you hadn’t made such a great base, I’d never have been able to make them look like that.’


‘I can’t wait to see how they photograph,’ Cat said, lifting up a pink and silver butterfly laced onto a dark chocolate base. She tilted it so that the delicate wings caught in the light. ‘The website is going to look awesome.’


Sadie took a long sip of the espresso Cat had given her and almost sighed at the rich bitterness that flowed down her throat. ‘Is that what you’re going to do today – photograph the biscuits?’


‘That’s my plan,’ Cat replied, nodding. ‘I’ve got a photographer friend who says I can use his studio, as long as I’m quick. I’m hoping he might even give me some tips, since what I know about food photography can be written on the back of a Post-it note.’


‘I could come along, if you like?’ Sadie offered. ‘I know a little bit about photographic composition.’


‘Great,’ Cat said. Then her eyes clouded over with doubt. ‘Weren’t you going to paint the window, though? It would be a great way of sparking curiosity in passers-by.’


‘You’re right. Once that’s done, I might take a walk around, check out some of the other shops before I go and collect Lissy.’


And maybe see if I can bump into any more good-looking strangers, Sadie thought dreamily, before giving herself a mental shake. Hadn’t she told Cat the day before that she didn’t have time to spend day-dreaming about men?


Her best friend reached into a pocket and pulled out a business card. ‘That reminds me – what are you doing on Saturday night?’


‘Uh – nothing,’ Sadie replied, forcing the memory of the blue-eyed man out of her head. ‘Why, have you got another urgent load of biscuits for me to ice?’


‘No,’ Cat said, sliding the card towards her. ‘The other shopkeepers are having after-hours drinks and we’re invited. Want to go?’


Sadie thought fast. It was Daniel’s weekend to have Lissy but there had been times when he’d been less than reliable over the course of the past year and she’d grown wary of making plans. ‘In theory, yes. Do you?’


She needn’t have asked; of course her best friend would want to go – she loved socialising. ‘I think it would be a good idea to show our faces, get to know people,’ Cat said slowly. ‘Jaren thought it might be a nice way to break the ice too.’


‘So that’s where the invitation came from,’ Sadie said, raising her eyebrows. ‘I wondered how you’d found out about it.’


‘I saw him last night, as I was heading home,’ Cat replied, her tone casual. ‘He mentioned it then.’


Sadie resisted the temptation to wink. ‘Then it feels like it would be rude not to go, especially since we’ve been personally invited.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ Cat said quickly. ‘And it will be good to meet the rest of the Castle Court crew.’


‘Check out the competition, you mean?’ Sadie observed.


Cat offered her a disarming smile. ‘Of course. But mostly, I’d love to know whether the cocktail list at Seb’s tastes as good as it looks. Besides, we haven’t had a night out in forever – it will do us good.’


‘Mmmm,’ Sadie said, making a mental note to stick to water all night. The last thing they needed was to overindulge and be the subject of Castle Court gossip in their very first week. She decided to change the subject before Cat tested her resolve with the names of the cocktails on offer. ‘So, what shall I paint on our windows?’




Chapter Three


Once Cat had left for the photographer’s studio, Sadie paid a quick visit to the Court stationery shop, praying they’d have glass paint. It was clear from the moment she stepped inside that they had everything she needed and plenty more besides. She lingered by the beautiful embroidered notebooks and ran her fingers over the rainbow colours of the pen section before dragging herself to the art supplies at the back of the shop, promising herself a return visit very soon.


Back inside Smart Cookies, Sadie got to work on the window display. She and Cat had agreed that it needed to showcase the biscuits they were planning to sell without giving too much detail about the designs of the product. In the end, they settled on a gingerbread theme: children chasing butterflies, families enjoying a picnic, complete with a baby in a pram, while dogs sniffed the grass nearby and birds soared through the sky. Sadie suggested a hint of Christmas with some snow-covered rooftops and candy cane trees dotted here and there.


Several hours later, she was satisfied. Leaving her handiwork to dry, she took a stroll around Castle Court. The weather forecast predicted snow, much to Lissy’s excitement, although it had yet to materialise. Sadie wouldn’t be surprised to see a flurry or two; there was a definite icy stillness to the air and the temperature hadn’t risen much above freezing all morning. Her breath billowed out in steaming clouds as she walked along the top floor, peering into shop windows and admiring the festive displays already on view. She was in foodie heaven, she decided as she passed a trendy whole-food store and the kind of old-fashioned sweet shop Lissy would adore; Sadie made a mental note to pop in there for some stocking fillers nearer to Christmas. Not every business sold foodstuffs; there was a lingerie shop tucked away in a corner that Sadie couldn’t imagine ever needing to visit and a designer handbag store that she was certain would empty her purse with its unnecessary but oh-so-desirable stock. And of course there was Seb’s, dominating the furthest end of the level and affording a bird’s eye view of the whole of Castle Court. Sadie lingered at the window, checking out the cocktail list Cat had so admired. She had to admit it sounded good; even the virgin cocktails were a fusion of mouthwatering flavours that begged passers-by to try them. The window seats would be a great place for people-watching, Sadie thought, as she resisted the temptation to go inside. Another time, she decided; there’d be plenty of time to linger in the months ahead.


The second level boasted a jeweller’s, a bespoke men’s tailors that Daniel would love, a delicatessen and a fromagerie that smelled like cheesy heaven. And then she was back on the ground floor, admiring the glistening, fragrant delights of Elin’s, the chocolaterie, and Patisserie Cherie. Each business had an elegant, understated class, Sadie thought as she waited in line to buy raspberry and white chocolate eclairs, and now more than ever, she understood why Cat had been adamant that Castle Court was the right place for Smart Cookies to open its doors, in spite of the eye-watering rent; iced biscuits were a luxury item and they would fit right in here. But at the same time, Sadie was determined that they wouldn’t just sell biscuits to people with more money than sense. She glanced across at the cheap and cheerful frontage of Let’s Go Dutch and decided to talk to Cat about designing a pocket money range of affordable treats. Not everyone could spare thirty pounds for a tin of animal-shaped biscuits, after all. And they would have samples by the till, to give to any children who came in. Maybe they could even do a tie-in with Chester Zoo and create some individual animal biscuits to sell in their gift shop. There was plenty of scope to spread the joy of a perfectly iced treat all over the city, Sadie thought, and she hurried back to the shop to write down her ideas.


Cat was waiting for her when she returned, leaning over her laptop on the counter at the back of the empty shop, frowning thoughtfully at the screen.


‘Problem?’ Sadie asked.


‘Just admiring the website,’ Cat replied, turning the computer around for Sadie to see. ‘Looks good, doesn’t it?’


The site used the blue and gold branding Sadie herself had designed and she felt a buzz of pleasure when she saw the photographs of all the biscuits she’d made on display. She hadn’t realised how much she’d missed her creative side until she’d begun working up ideas for Smart Cookies. ‘That was fast.’


Cat shrugged. ‘The photographer sent the pictures over to the web designer, who downloaded them and slotted them into place on the site. It isn’t live yet so if there’s anything you don’t like then it can easily be changed.’


Sadie reached for the mouse and started to navigate her way around the web pages. It was a well-designed site – nothing was more than a couple of clicks away from the main page and the layout managed to be both intuitive and logical. And it looked tempting; hopefully it would lead to lots of online orders.


‘Looks good to me,’ she said, relinquishing control of the laptop.


‘Great,’ Cat said. ‘All our web designer needs to do now is add a shopping cart and payment options and we’re good to go.’ She glanced up at Sadie. ‘What have you been up to? The window looks great.’


‘I’m rusty,’ Sadie said, feeling a hot rush of embarrassment. ‘It’s the best I can do for now.’


Cat gave her a fierce look. ‘If that’s your “rusty” then I can’t wait to see you at the top of your game.’ She shook her head. ‘You’ve got to start trusting yourself.’


Sadie stared at her feet, hoping her friend wouldn’t notice the tears brimming behind her eyes. It was all very well for Cat to tell her to trust her abilities; she’d never had a crisis of confidence in her life. In fact, she seemed to have lived a charmed life since graduating catering college at the top of her class and landing a job as a commis chef in one of London’s most up-and-coming restaurants. And it might have all unravelled in the last year but confidence still wasn’t something Cat was short of, Sadie decided. She wouldn’t understand how inferior Daniel’s affair had made Sadie feel; the fear that she’d become too dull and boring for even her husband to give her a second glance. But the truth was that her self-confidence had begun to seep away long before she’d discovered his affair; being with Daniel had made her smaller, somehow, less sure of herself and a shadow of the girl Cat had known so well. It was only after Sadie had left her marriage that she’d realised how much she’d changed and the journey back to who she had been before Daniel was slower than expected. Even so, she knew Cat was right; her artistic instincts were good and the window looked gloriously appealing. She really did need to give herself more credit.


‘Okay,’ she said, glancing up with a small smile. ‘I’ll try.’


‘Good,’ Cat said, with a nod of satisfaction. She reached under the counter and pulled out a pale pink box tied with ribbon. ‘I stopped by the patisserie on my way back. How can we check out the competition if we don’t know what they sell?’


Sadie grinned as she held up her own matching box filled with eclairs. ‘Great minds think alike. I’ll put the kettle on.’


*


Daniel was due to collect Lissy at ten o’clock on Saturday morning and the little girl was bouncing with excitement as she waited for him to arrive. Normally, Sadie made a point of dropping her off at their old home, preferring to keep her ex as separate as she could from the new life she’d made, but she’d stayed up late again decorating stock for the shop and it made sense to give in to his offer to come round. Just this once, she told herself, as she feverishly cleaned the kitchen surfaces of their visible drifts of icing sugar.


‘Trying out some new make-up?’ Daniel asked when she opened the front door to let him into the cramped hallway of the cottage.


She stared at him in confusion. It was very unlike him to notice her appearance these days, much less comment on it. ‘No – why?’


He reached out a finger and brushed the end of her nose. ‘You’ve got powder all over your face.’


Heat flooded Sadie’s cheeks and she glanced in the hallway mirror. Sure enough, her nose and forehead were dusted with icing sugar. She’d even managed to get some in her coppery curls. Mortified, she rubbed her sleeve over her face. ‘Sorry. I’ve been working this morning.’


Daniel gave her a sideways look, causing Sadie to review what she’d said. ‘Just while Lissy was watching television. I was keeping an eye on her, obviously.’


‘Relax, Sadie, it’s fine,’ Daniel said. ‘I know Cat must be cracking the whip. I’m amazed she’s not round here supervising, in fact.’


There was no malice behind the words but Sadie wasn’t fooled. Daniel and Cat had never got on; they hadn’t even pretended to like each other. Cat had resented Daniel for tying Sadie down to a life of drudgery and motherhood and he hadn’t appreciated Cat’s efforts to lure his wife away from their comfortable and happy home. To Cat’s credit, she’d never once said ‘I told you so’ once news of his affair had broken, although Sadie knew she must have thought it.


‘Cat’s in charge of biscuit production, not decoration,’ Sadie said coolly. ‘And, for the record, she’s very happy with my work so far.’


Daniel held his hands up. ‘I’m sure she is. But I know you’ve got a lot to do – I’m more than happy to have Lissy a bit more, to give you extra time to work. All you have to do is ask.’


Sadie couldn’t help it; she bristled. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d hinted that she wasn’t coping with life as a single parent. ‘That won’t be necessary. I’m quite capable—’


‘Daddy!’


Lissy came barrelling into the hallway and wrapped her arms around Daniel’s knees. ‘Hello, princess,’ he said, sweeping her up into his arms.


Her nose wrinkled in disgust. ‘I’m not a princess, I’m a dinosaur trainer in charge of saving the world from the evil carnivores.’


Her father laughed. ‘Sorry, my mistake. Are you ready to bring your fearsome warriors over to my house? There’s a ravenous raptor causing trouble in the rose bushes.’


Lissy’s delighted laughter echoed through the hall as she wriggled to get down. ‘What are we waiting for? Let’s go!’


She vanished into the living room and a series of thuds and clatters filled the air.


‘I hope you know what you’ve done,’ Sadie said, her tone wry. ‘She’ll be packing every dinosaur she has.’


‘As long as she’s happy,’ Daniel said, staring after Lissy.


Sadie gazed at his profile; he was still as good-looking as ever. His dark hair was short and neat, his skin lightly tanned from weekends spent playing golf in sunnier climates. He had the beginnings of laughter lines around his blue eyes – had they always been there? Laughter wasn’t something she associated with Daniel; he’d always been so serious and work-obsessed. An arrow of sadness cut through her; maybe she’d been the reason he hadn’t laughed. He was obviously much happier now.


He glanced across at her, catching her out. She cleared her throat, embarrassed. ‘I’ll get her overnight bag.’


It took three attempts to get Lissy out of the front door – she kept remembering one more vital piece of dinosaur battle equipment. But at last she seemed to concede that she had everything she needed and allowed Sadie to bundle her into her coat. As she skipped down the gravel path towards Daniel’s sleek Mercedes, he turned back to Sadie.


‘Look, I know you think I’m poking my nose in but I meant what I said before – I’m happy to help out more with Lissy if you need me to. Getting a new business off the ground is tough and I’d hate for you to run yourself into the ground trying to do it all when you don’t need to.’


Sadie shook her head. ‘Daniel—’


‘I don’t have an agenda, I’m not trying to score points or anything like that.’ He softened his voice. ‘Just think about it, okay?’


He sounded so reasonable that there was nothing she could do except nod. But that was Daniel all over: reasonable and measured and charm personified while he manoeuvred you into a corner. ‘Okay,’ she said reluctantly. ‘I’ll think about it.’


Daniel reached out to squeeze her hand. ‘Good. I’ll see you tomorrow evening – don’t work too hard.’


Sadie pushed away a stab of guilt as she thought about the party that night. It was business, not pleasure; a way of getting to know their neighbours in Castle Court, of building relationships that would stand Smart Cookies in good stead for the future. And besides, Daniel had no idea she wouldn’t be slaving over row after row of perfectly cooled cookies all night. ‘I’ll try not to,’ she called as she gave Lissy one final wave.


Now, she thought as she closed the door and wandered into the toy-strewn living room. What the hell am I going to wear?




Chapter Four


The problem with working practically every hour of the day, and wearing chef whites to do it, was that Cat had very little to show in terms of clothing, despite having spent three years working in the fashion capital of the world. She stood in her bedroom for a few minutes, gazing thoughtfully into her wardrobe, before grabbing her bag and deciding to hit the shops.


She’d say this for Chester: when it came to retail therapy, there was no shortage of choice. The Rows were packed with shops of all shapes and sizes, from chain stores to quirky little boutiques. The trouble was that Cat couldn’t quite get a handle on what she should wear to the welcome party at Seb’s; should she go dressy or casual? The shops were all gearing up for Christmas; their rails were filled with sequins and sparkle, reds and greens and golds – Christmas party clothes that Cat was sure would be too much for informal drinks at Castle Court.


After more than an hour spent battling the early festive shopping crowds, she gave up and rang Sadie. ‘I need advice. What are you wearing tonight?’


‘Dressy jeans and a rose-gold top,’ Sadie replied promptly, giving Cat the impression that she’d had her outfit planned from the moment she’d heard about the party. ‘Where are you?’


‘In a coffee shop on Northgate Street,’ Cat admitted. ‘I’m hiding from my woeful fashion ignorance.’


Sadie laughed. ‘Cat Garcia, you know you look good no matter what you wear. Do you have any idea what you’re looking for?’


‘None,’ Cat admitted with a sigh. ‘It doesn’t help that it’s wall-to-wall Christmas out here.’


‘Why don’t you head to some of the quieter streets? There are some lovely little shops around Godstall Lane, opposite the cathedral. Maybe something will leap out at you.’


Cat took a sip of her espresso and sighed. ‘Maybe. Haven’t you got anything I can borrow?’


‘Probably,’ Sadie said, sounding even more amused. ‘Shall I bring a couple of tops, just in case? I assume you can manage jeans.’


‘Yes,’ Cat replied dryly. ‘I can manage jeans. What time are you heading into the city? Fancy grabbing dinner before we head to Seb’s?’


‘Sure,’ Sadie replied. ‘I’ll aim for eight-thirty, okay?’


‘Perfect,’ Cat said. ‘You can sleep over if you want to, in my spare room.’


There was a slight pause. ‘I’d better not. I still have a lot of biscuits to ice, remember? They need a steady hand so it’s probably safest if I drive and get an early start on the icing before Lissy comes home.’ Sadie hesitated again, as though she knew it wasn’t what Cat wanted to hear. ‘I’ll sleep over next time, I promise.’


Cat couldn’t help laughing. ‘We’re not nine years old, Sadie. Of course it’s okay – it sounds very sensible to me.’


‘It sounds boring,’ Sadie grumbled. ‘But I really do need a clear head and a steady hand. Sorry.’


She sounded it too: contrite and apologetic and keen to make up for it. That was what eight years of Daniel had done, Cat thought, her mood darkening. But she kept her thoughts to herself. ‘Honestly, it was just an idea. Forget it.’


Once the call had ended, Cat sipped slowly at her coffee. She’d never liked Daniel, hadn’t liked who Sadie became when she was with him, and over the years they’d instinctively given each other a wide berth. When Sadie had revealed the extent of his betrayal last year, during a heartbroken late-night telephone call with Cat, her opinion of him had hit rock bottom. As far as she was concerned, the sooner Sadie moved on from her ex, the better. With a bit of luck Castle Court might provide her with a new romantic opportunity as well as a new career, Cat thought, finishing her coffee and getting to her feet. And with a bit more luck it might do the same for her.


Seb’s was still full when Cat and Sadie arrived just after ten-thirty that evening. The windows were thick with condensation and the sound of laughter mingled with a grimy bass beat that made the floor vibrate as they got nearer.


‘Are you sure it’s tonight?’ Sadie murmured as Cat pushed back the door and they were enveloped by a cloud of moist, cinnamon-scented air.


Cat paused, scanning the crowd for a familiar face. She was sure she had the right date – Jaren had definitely said this Saturday. ‘Maybe we’re early,’ she whispered back to Sadie. She cleared her throat and raised her voice. ‘Come on, let’s get a drink.’


They hadn’t got more than halfway to the distressed stainless steel bar when a shout rang out. Cat and Sadie turned to see Jaren waving at the back of the room, standing at the far side of a rectangular table that had a large ‘Reserved’ sign in the middle. ‘Cat, Sadie! Over here.’


There were several others at the table already, Cat noticed as they picked their way over to Jaren; were they shopkeepers waiting for the crowd to get the message and go home? Or were they paying punters, which was equally possible? Cat did her best to study each face in turn, committing them to memory so that she wouldn’t embarrass herself when she ran into them out and about in Castle Court over the coming months.


Jaren beckoned them over again and beamed at them as they approached. ‘Welcome to Seb’s!’ he cried as soon as they slipped into empty seats around the table. He waved expansively at the strangers. ‘Meet Cat and Sadie, everyone. Say hello!’


A chorus of greetings rang out. Once she was seated, Cat took the opportunity to discreetly scrutinise the others. A tiny blonde with a slight hint of a Scandinavian accent introduced herself as Elin the chocolatier and seemed friendly, although she sat so close to Jaren that Cat decided she might as well have been sitting in his lap. Were they an item? Cat wondered, remembering her suspicion that Jaren had been flirting with her a few days earlier. Perhaps she’d misunderstood, she thought with a flicker of acute disappointment.


An older but no less glamorous dark-haired woman at the table seemed considerably less eager to meet Cat and Sadie; her name was Cherie and her lips were pursed as Jaren introduced them.


‘Oh, I visited your shop today,’ Sadie burst out, just as Cat began to say something similar. ‘What marvellous cakes you sell.’


The woman did not smile. ‘I suppose you were checking out my stock, working out which ideas you could steal for your own shop,’ she sniffed.


Cat blinked and she saw Sadie’s eyes widen. Jaren’s smile drooped a bit. ‘Come on, Cherie, we talked about this. Sadie and Cat aren’t running a patisserie or even anything remotely like that. They’re selling biscuits, remember?’


Cherie looked as though she didn’t believe a word of it. Her lips pressed into an even tighter line and her eyes flashed with barely contained annoyance.


‘It’s nice to meet you,’ Sadie said politely, and Cat didn’t dare make eye contact with her friend for fear she might giggle. ‘Your cakes were delicious – thank you. I think we ate them far too fast to think about stealing your secrets, though.’


Jaren coughed and glanced hurriedly at the two clean-cut, twenty-something men seated at the end of the table. ‘Speaking of stealing, make sure you don’t leave anything valuable lying around when these guys are nearby. They’re total magpies, as the front of their shop suggests.’


‘Guilty as charged,’ one of the men said amiably, with an unmistakable American twang. ‘I’m Andrew and this is Earl – we run The Bus Stop diner downstairs.’


Earl nodded and pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘You might have noticed it – the big yellow bus part is kinda hard to miss.’


Cat grinned; she liked them already. Sadie leaned forwards. ‘I hope you don’t mind my asking, but is it a genuine school bus or a replica?’


Andrew adopted an expression of wounded pride. ‘A replica? Don’t insult us, ma’am.’


‘It’s one hundred per cent genuine,’ Earl added. ‘Stolen from outside a school and shipped all the way over from the States.’


‘Those kids can’t get to school now but the good people of Chester have benefited, so it’s – what’s the phrase you use ? –’ Andrew wrinkled his nose in thought, ‘swings and carousels?’


Sadie laughed. ‘But how did you get it inside the Court?’ she pressed. ‘It’s far too big to have been driven in.’


Andrew and Earl exchanged glances, then Earl leaned towards Cat and Sadie. ‘Promise me you won’t breathe a word of this to anyone else, not least the authorities.’


Intrigued, Cat nodded. ‘Our lips are sealed.’


Beside her, Sadie did the same. ‘We promise.’


‘We beamed it over using the USS Enterprise,’ Earl said solemnly.


Andrew shook his head. ‘Ignore this moron. Actually, our house elf did all the hard work.’


Cat grinned. ‘Impressive. Mine can’t even make a decent cup of tea.’


‘But if we didn’t have a house elf and had to do it the old-fashioned way,’ Andrew went on, tapping the side of his nose, ‘we might take it apart in our back yard and transport it here in pieces.’


Earl took a swig of his drink. ‘Then we might rebuild it, bit by bit, to create an impossible-to-ignore centrepiece that customers would love.’


Cat gazed down at the brightly lit bus that dominated the front of The Bus Stop. It showed no signs of having been broken apart and reassembled; she was half-tempted to believe it had been done by magic. ‘Wow. That’s pretty dedicated.’
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