
[image: Image]


Praise for

holly hepburn

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

JULIE COHEN

‘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

‘You’ll fall in love with this fantastic new series from a new star of women’s fiction. Filled to the brim with captivating characters and fantastic storylines in a gorgeous setting . . . I want to hear more!’

MIRANDA DICKINSON

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

ROWAN COLEMAN

‘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’

KATE HARRISON

‘Warm, witty and utterly charming . . . It left me with the most wonderful happy glow’

CALLY TAYLOR

‘A super sparkling star of a story’

ALEXANDRA BROWN



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



To Emma Capron.

I miss your comments in the margins.


PART ONE

New Beginnings at the Star and Sixpence


Chapter One


A TASTE OF AUTUMN

at the

Star and Sixpence

The leaves are turning gold and there’s a chill in the air, so why not join our new chef, Gabe Santiago,

for an evening of smoky flavours and zinging cocktails as he introduces his new brand-new menu.

Booking essential.

Thursday 25th October



It was a crisp mid-September morning, the kind that began with dewy grass but promised warmth as the sun rose higher in the sky. Nessie Chapman leaned back against the wrought-iron bench in the garden of Snowdrop Cottage and let her eyes drift shut. Soon, she’d have to walk over to the neighbouring Star and Sixpence and help her sister, Sam, welcome their new chef on his first day. But not right this second. She could steal a moment or two to appreciate the chirp of birdsong and gentle buzz of a nearby bee; Sam wouldn’t begrudge her that. In fact, knowing Sam, she might even prefer to be alone to greet the undeniably gorgeous Gabriel Santiago, although she’d insisted after they’d agreed he was the right person for the job that she was only interested in his prowess in the kitchen.

The truth was, Sam didn’t begrudge Nessie much. She’d cheered to the rafters when Nessie had finally got together with Owen Rhys, the blacksmith who lived next door to the Star and Sixpence, and she’d continued to cheer even when her own love affair with cellarman Joss ended in another tumultuous break-up. And she hadn’t objected a few months later when Nessie tentatively mentioned that Owen had asked her to move in with him, even though it meant Sam would be living in the pub on her own. She’d simply beamed in delight and declared that she couldn’t wait to have the place to herself.

There was a faint creak behind Nessie, alerting her that the back door of the cottage had opened.

‘A penny for your thoughts,’ a deep, Welsh-accented voice said.

Nessie smiled and opened her eyes. ‘If I had a penny for every time you’ve said that . . .’

Owen smiled back, his dark eyes crinkling beneath his coal-black brows and unruly curls. ‘You’d have around twenty pence, I expect. I should up my rates.’

He dipped his head to brush her lips with his and she felt the same familiar rush of delight mixed with incredulity that she still got every time Owen kissed her. Would it ever get old? she wondered, gazing up at him. It was hard to imagine at the moment, when every kiss still felt like their first.

‘So,’ he said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Do I have to guess what you were daydreaming about?’

Nessie laughed. ‘You won’t be surprised to hear I was thinking about the pub. Sam wants to make sure everything is gleaming for the new chef’s arrival.’

‘Ah, yes,’ Owen said wryly. ‘The much-anticipated Señor Santiago. I popped into the bakery yesterday and Martha was like a cat on hot bricks. I hope he’s ready to become Little Monkham’s new heart-throb.’

Nessie pictured the brooding Spanish chef and pulled a wry face. ‘Something tells me he’s already used to that kind of attention.’

‘I can imagine,’ Owen replied. ‘How does Sam feel about him?’

The question was innocent enough, but Nessie felt herself bristle slightly at the implication behind the words; Sam had been at the centre of village gossip on more than one occasion in the past. Or at least her love life had. Then Nessie reminded herself that this was Owen, who didn’t have a gossipy bone in his body, and she forced herself to relax. ‘She’s looking forward to it, I think,’ she said cautiously. ‘We both are. He’ll be a breath of fresh air.’

Owen smiled. ‘He’ll certainly cause a lot of sighing, if his photo is anything to go by. Luke is hoping you’ll be able to sneak some puddings home.’

An image of Owen’s nine-year-old son popped into Nessie’s head; blond-haired and blue-eyed, he was the opposite of Owen’s dark Welsh looks, but they shared the same appetite. In fact, Luke didn’t so much eat food as inhale it and Nessie could just imagine him licking his lips at the thought of the kind of desserts that might be going begging at the end of the night in the Star and Sixpence kitchen. ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ she promised.

‘And now I suppose we’d both better get to work,’ Owen said, casting a rueful glance towards the pub. ‘You know where I am if your wonder chef decides to whip up an impossibly fancy lunch, although a decent steak sandwich would be just as welcome.’

Nessie laughed. ‘We’ll let him unpack before we start demanding meals, shall we?’

Owen accepted the teasing rebuke with a cheerful nod. ‘I suppose you’ve got a point. See you later, then.’

Dropping another kiss onto her forehead, he crossed the yard and disappeared into the forge.

Nessie sat for a moment longer, then roused herself with an inward sigh; Owen was right, she’d better get moving. Sam might not begrudge her sister’s happiness, but she definitely wouldn’t appreciate cleaning the pub on her own.

*

Nessie wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Sam as anxious as she was right before Gabriel Santiago was due to arrive. She paced the floor in front of the gleaming bar, casting fretful glances back towards the door that led to the newly fitted kitchens.

‘You did steam-clean the floor, didn’t you?’ she asked Nessie, running a hand through her usually sleek blonde bob. ‘After you’d done the oven and swept up the dust?’

Nessie summoned up her most soothing voice. ‘You were there when I did it, Sam. And I’ve double-checked the spare room, before you ask – everything is ready. All we need is the man himself.’

Sam checked the time. ‘He said he’d get here around ten o’clock, depending on traffic.’ She took a deep breath and glanced towards the spotlit bottles that lined the back of the bar. ‘God, this is stressful. Is it too early for gin?’

‘Relax, Sam,’ Nessie said, frowning a little. ‘Would it help to think of him as just another new employee?’

Now it was Sam’s turn to frown. ‘An employee who just happens to be an internationally respected Michelin-starred chef – one we’ve been boasting about for weeks. There’s a lot riding on making sure he settles in fast and sticks around.’

‘He’s also a professional,’ Nessie reminded her. ‘And he’s already inspected the kitchen, before he agreed to work with us. A speck or two of dust won’t scare him off.’

For a moment, Nessie thought her sister would argue, but then she sighed. ‘You’re right. I don’t know why I’m so worried.’

Nessie thought she knew: Sam had been different since her relationship with Joss had fallen apart. It had been a difficult break-up – neither had wanted to accept that the bad times had begun to far outweigh the good – and Nessie suspected her sister had been considerably more hurt than she’d ever admit when Joss had made the decision to leave Little Monkham ‘for both their sakes’. He’d been Sam’s first serious love affair and the ensuing fallout had dampened her usual optimism, making her more wary of everything. Including, it seemed, their new business venture.

‘I thought I was supposed to be the worrier,’ Nessie said, her tone gently teasing. ‘Connor and Tilly will be here soon – they’ll get everything ready for opening. Why don’t we go upstairs and grab a cuppa?’

Connor was the burly ex-fireman who looked after the pub’s cellars, and Tilly was their nineteen-year-old barmaid; both were stalwart members of the Star and Sixpence team. And Nessie wouldn’t be surprised if Tilly’s mother, Martha, abandoned the village bakery to catch an early glimpse of the pub’s new chef – he’d been all she had talked about for weeks.

Sam puffed out a long breath. ‘Okay, deal.’

The first-floor rooms were a far cry from the gloom and woodchip wallpaper that had dominated when Nessie and Sam had first moved into the Star and Sixpence. The bedrooms hadn’t needed much; a lick of paint on the wood-beamed ceilings and plush new carpets to take some of the chill out of the early winter mornings. The kitchen had been another story – Sam hadn’t wasted any time in stripping out the boxy wall units and replacing them with something sleek and tasteful. The outdated appliances had gone too, including a fridge that was so vintage it had almost come back into style. In the living room, there were now two matching teal sofas that went beautifully with the oak coffee table and bookshelf, plus a flat-screen TV that Sam and Nessie had rarely found the time to watch. The rooms were still recognisably part of an old building but updated and modernised, in the same way that the pub downstairs was a fresher, more inviting version of the sixteenth-century inn it had been.

‘It’ll be weird having a flatmate again,’ Sam said, as they sat around the small table in the kitchen, sipping tea. ‘And even weirder that it won’t be you.’

‘I’m sure it will just be a temporary arrangement,’ Nessie said. ‘I imagine Gabe will want his own space too, once he’s settled in a bit.’

Sam gazed at her over the top of her mug, her expression pensive. ‘We are doing the right thing, aren’t we, Ness? Expanding the business, I mean.’

Once again, Nessie was struck by the reversal in their roles. Sam had always been impetuous and confident, while Nessie was more thoughtful and reticent. But those differences had grown less marked over the last year and not all of it was due to Sam’s broken heart; Nessie felt more settled in her role as the official landlady of the pub, in her place among the Little Monkham community too. Being with Owen had helped – his placid strength gave her something to lean on and the future no longer looked dark and unknowable. She could see the years stretching ahead, comfortable and safe, and the thought gave her more peace than she’d ever known.

‘Of course we are,’ she told Sam, with a smile of encouragement. ‘We need to keep growing if we’re going to bring home that National Pub of the Year award.’

Sam nodded slowly. ‘I know. But are we being too ambitious? We could have gone for a lower-profile chef.’

‘We could,’ Nessie agreed. ‘But when have we ever taken the easy path? More importantly, when have you?’

Sam said nothing.

‘We chose Gabe because he’s a rising star – fresh and exciting and not afraid to take a few risks,’ Nessie went on. ‘Anyone can do good pub grub. We want more than that.’

‘Go hard or go home,’ Sam said, a wry smile tugging at her mouth. ‘Okay, you’ve convinced me all over again.’

The thud of feet on the stairs made them both glance towards the kitchen door. ‘Good,’ Nessie said. ‘Because it sounds like he might be here.’

Tilly appeared in the doorway, her cheeks unusually pink. ‘There’s a man at the door asking for you,’ she said, sounding flustered. ‘It’s . . . He’s . . .’

Nessie took pity on her. ‘Gabe Santiago, I presume?’

The barmaid nodded.

‘Thanks, Tilly, we’ll be right down,’ Nessie said. She glanced at Sam. ‘Ready?’

Her sister lowered her cup and squared her shoulders. ‘As ready as I’ll ever be.’


Chapter Two

Sam let Nessie lead the way, thankful her sister hadn’t worked out the real reason she was second-guessing their decision to appoint Gabe. Deep down, Sam knew they’d absolutely made the right choice in striking a deal with an up-and-coming, talented chef; as Nessie had rightly pointed out, they wanted to innovate, not follow. In fact, the problem wasn’t so much with Gabe Santiago as Sam herself; she’d felt a treacherous burst of attraction from the very first moment they’d met, and the appeal hadn’t lessened with successive meetings, no matter how hard Sam had tried to crush it. And now they’d be practically living in each other’s pockets, seeing each other every day . . . Sam had no idea whether the attraction was mutual, or even whether Gabe was single, but she’d made the mistake of mixing business with pleasure once before and she was determined not to do it again. No matter how gorgeous their new employee was.

All her good intentions evaporated when she saw Gabe standing beside the bar, however. She’d forgotten how tall he was – well over six feet – and his dark hair was tousled, as though he’d just rolled out of bed. A layer of stubble covered his jaw; along with the messy hair, it should have made him look unkempt, but somehow he pulled it off. His forehead was furrowed as he studied the cocktail menu, like he was mentally pairing each drink up with one of his recipes. He had no right to look that good after a four-hour drive, Sam thought irritably as she stepped out from behind the bar. Especially not when she absolutely shouldn’t be noticing.

‘Sam, Nessie,’ he said, an easy smile lighting up his tanned face. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

Nessie beamed in return. ‘Welcome back, Gabe. I hope you had a good journey?’

‘Very smooth,’ he replied. ‘Hardly any traffic at all.’

His accent was every bit as sexy as Sam remembered, something else that irked her. Squashing the irrational annoyance as much as she could, she summoned up a clipped tone. ‘Hi.’

His intense, dark-eyed gaze became cool as he tipped his head at her, every bit as professional as she had been. ‘Hi.’

‘Let me introduce you to Connor, our cellarman, and Tilly, who works the bar,’ Nessie said.

Gabe turned his attention to the rest of the Star and Sixpence team and the breath Sam hadn’t even realised she’d been holding escaped in a barely concealed sigh. Luckily, no one was paying her the least bit of attention; Connor was busy shaking Gabe’s hand and Tilly had blushed a deep rosy red before smiling shyly. ‘Nice to meet you.’

Once the introductions were done, Nessie cleared her throat. ‘You’ve already had the grand tour, Gabe, but we’d be delighted to show you round again once you’ve settled in. Wouldn’t we, Sam?’

If only you knew, Sam thought grimly, wishing she’d had the presence of mind to arrange an unavoidable appointment that would allow her to flee. ‘Of course. I’ve got some urgent paperwork to do, but I’m sure you can do the honours, Nessie.’

Her sister opened and closed her mouth. ‘I think the paperwork can wait until this afternoon,’ she said, firing a half-frown Sam’s way. ‘There are bound to be questions I can’t answer. But, before that, you must be tired after your long journey, Gabe – what can we get you to drink?’

He held up his hands. ‘Don’t let me get in your way. Point me towards the kettle and I’ll make my own drink.’

Sam’s unfounded irritation grew; once again, she hid behind professionalism. ‘Whatever you’d prefer. Connor, would you be able to help Gabe get his things upstairs?’ She glanced at the chef. ‘As I’m sure you’ll remember, there’s a kitchen on the first floor, just along from your room. There’s tea, Nespresso and milk – help yourself.’

Was it Sam’s imagination or did Gabe raise an eyebrow before he and Connor headed towards the pub entrance.

The moment their backs were turned, Nessie grabbed Sam’s arm. ‘What the hell was that about? You were almost rude.’

Sam met her gaze. ‘I’m starting as I mean to go on. And I wasn’t rude – just businesslike.’

Understanding dawned in Nessie’s eyes. She lowered her voice. ‘Lightning doesn’t strike twice.’

‘It does,’ Sam said with a grim shake of her head. ‘But it’s not going to strike between Gabe and me. You can count on that.’

*

The pub was busy for a Wednesday evening. Business had been brisk all day, with a greater number of villagers than usual popping in, either for a lingering coffee or with a tenuous excuse to chat to one of the bar staff. At first, Sam had been amused at the way their gazes travelled around the room, clearly hoping for a glimpse of the newest member of staff, but by the early evening the sensation of only having half of anyone’s attention was wearing thin.

‘I hope this level of interest isn’t going to be permanent,’ she grumbled, leaning against the glass-fronted fridges as Martha let out a loudly self-conscious laugh from her seat at the bar. ‘The air of anticipation in here is getting on my nerves.’

Nessie threw her an amused look and continued to stack the cups beside the coffee machine. ‘You can hardly blame them,’ she said mildly. ‘Gabe’s reputation has definitely preceded him and you know how much they love a celebrity. Remember how they were when Nick came to visit?’

Nick Borrowdale was the star of Sunday night’s flagship TV show, Smuggler’s Inn, and one of Sam’s best friends. He’d been a regular at the pub the year before, happy to lend his support to Sam and Nessie’s efforts to restore the Star and Sixpence to glory. He had fought Sam’s corner when she’d been hounded by the press over a one-night stand with a high-profile government advisor and had been steadfast in his loyalty. It was no surprise to anyone when he and Sam eventually got together, and Sam sometimes caught herself wondering what might have happened if she’d chosen Nick instead of Joss – would she still be single now? There was no way of knowing; Nick was currently in the US, filming a new thriller, and his career was going stratospheric. Besides, it had felt like the right thing to do at the time . . . she cared deeply for Nick but she’d loved Joss. And then he’d broken her heart.

‘You can’t compare Nick with Gabe,’ she said to Nessie with an impatient shake of her head.

‘Why not?’ Nessie replied, staring at her. ‘Let’s face it, they’re both pretty easy to look at – is it any wonder the village ladies are keen?’

And Sam couldn’t argue with that either. In fact, she’d banked on the star quality of both when she’d sought out their involvement at the pub. What she hadn’t banked on was joining the ranks of Gabe’s admirers herself. But she wasn’t about to admit that to her sister. ‘Nick is an A-list celebrity,’ she said haughtily. ‘And Gabe – well, I’m sure he’d prefer to be judged on the food he creates rather than his looks.’

A momentary hush fell over the bar, followed by the buzz of many hurriedly resumed conversations. Sam didn’t need to look at Nessie’s wide frantic eyes to know Gabe was standing behind her. Had he overheard her scornful pronouncement? She had no idea.

Taking a deep breath, she turned. ‘Gabe. I hope you’re all settled in?’

‘I am, thank you,’ he replied. ‘I tend to travel light, apart from the tools of my trade.’

His eyes sparked with some secret entertainment that Sam suspected was at her expense. ‘Good,’ she said stiffly.

He glanced past her to smile at Nessie. ‘Your tour was very thorough – I feel as though I know Little Monkham and her villagers already.’

Another peal of laughter rang out from Martha, causing Sam to grit her teeth.

Nessie cleared her throat. ‘Speaking of the villagers, it would be great to do some introductions, if you’re feeling up to it?’

Gabe inclined his head graciously. ‘Of course.’

Nessie’s gaze flickered towards Sam. ‘Do you want to—’

‘No,’ Sam said, lightning fast. ‘You can have that privilege. I’ll help out behind the bar.’

She busied herself checking the stock levels in the fridges, even though Connor had topped them all up before his shift had finished. By the time she’d worked her way along the bar, Nessie and Gabe were on the far side of the pub, chatting to Father Goodluck from the parish church. Sam straightened the last row of Pinot Grigio and frowned. Now what else could she find to do that would keep her out of Gabe’s way? Could she justify a trip down to the cellar?

‘If you straighten those bottles any more, you’ll wear the labels off,’ an amused voice drawled.

Sam looked up to see Ruby Cabernet staring down at her, one perfect eyebrow arched in curiosity. ‘Just checking we’ve got everything we might need,’ she said.

‘I think twelve bottles of Pinot is enough for a Wednesday evening in Little Monkham, don’t you?’ Ruby’s gaze was shrewd. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were hiding.’

‘Hiding?’ Sam got to her feet and forced a carefree smile. ‘What on earth would I be hiding from?’

The older woman winked. ‘Not what, darling. Who. As in that delicious new chef you’ve treated us all to.’

‘Gabe?’ Sam said, wondering whether her actions were so transparently obvious to everyone. ‘Why would I be hiding from him?’

‘That is the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question,’ Ruby replied solemnly. She glanced across to where Gabe stood chatting to white-haired Henry Fitzsimmons and lowered her voice so that only Sam could hear. ‘I’d quite like to eat him for breakfast and perhaps again for lunch, so why wouldn’t you? Or is that the problem?’

Sam sighed. Ruby’s relationship with Sam and Nessie’s late father meant she took a particular interest in their lives. And before her retirement to Little Monkham, she’d spent years working as a stage actress – not much got past her, especially now she’d stopped drinking.

‘He’ll be great for the pub,’ Sam said, reaffirming the mantra she’d repeated to herself all afternoon.

Ruby tilted her head. ‘But less so for you. Is the attraction mutual?’

Sam’s cheeks burned as she glanced around to make sure no one was listening. ‘No! And it’s hardly an attraction – more an inconvenient crush.’ She folded her arms. ‘It’ll pass and then everything will be fine.’

Ruby patted her red hair, which was tucked into an elegant chignon, and smiled. ‘Of course, he might prefer a more mature lady. I’d be happy to keep him busy.’

Sam smiled. Ruby had been a great beauty in her youth and although that beauty had dimmed a little with age, she was still an eye-catching woman. ‘And what would Micky think about that?’ she teased, referring to the will-they-won’t-they dalliance Ruby had been conducting with silver-fox rock star Micky Holiday.

‘I doubt he’d bat an eyelid,’ Ruby said, with a delicate snort. ‘I’ve known Micky for a long time and he’s never been one for monogamy.’

Sam knew Micky too; she’d seen him turn on the charm with women half his age and get away with at least their phone numbers. But she’d also noticed the way he acted around Ruby during his increasingly frequent visits to Little Monkham; the soft admiration in his eyes when he knew she wasn’t watching him, his refusal to drink a drop of alcohol even though he was a famous party animal. He was still as roguish and rude as ever, but Sam thought he scaled things back around Ruby.

‘He might surprise you,’ she said.

Ruby shook her head wryly. ‘Micky stopped surprising me a long time ago. Now, it looks very much as though your sister and Gabriel are moving this way. Why don’t I head them off so you can make your getaway?’

‘Thanks, Ruby,’ Sam said, warm with gratitude.

But the other woman was already moving away. ‘Not at all,’ she murmured, her tone distracted. ‘It will be my pleasure to help.’

Just as Sam was about to bolt for the cellar, she saw the pub door open and Franny Forster, the chair of the Little Monkham Preservation Society, walked in. Sam almost groaned aloud. If Franny spotted her there would be no chance of escaping to the cellar or anywhere else; as the widely acknowledged ruler of the village, she would demand that both sisters were there as she cast her eye over their latest employee.

‘Sorry, Ness,’ Sam mumbled, making hurriedly for the door that led downstairs. ‘You’re on your own this time.’

And she fled into cool darkness with a heartfelt sigh of relief.


Chapter Three

Thursday was Nessie’s day off.

She awoke just after seven o’clock, unsurprised to see Owen’s side of the bed was already empty; he was an early riser, born of many years of getting up to look after Luke. Normally, Nessie got up to help make breakfast, but after a busy evening in the pub, she was under strict instructions to stay in bed. She propped herself up against the pillows, listening to the thud of Luke’s feet as he tore around the cottage, gathering up everything he would need for the day. Occasionally, she heard the rumble of Owen’s voice and that made her smile. She loved the way the lilt of his accent made everything sound like poetry. And then the rumble became a roar and Nessie winced; there was nothing poetic about bellowing at Luke to move his dirty trainers.

Minutes later, Owen poked his head around the door, a cup of tea in one hand. ‘I thought we might have woken you,’ he said, his expression sheepish. ‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t worry. I was already awake,’ Nessie replied, smiling.

He placed the cup of tea on the bedside table and sat on the edge of the bed. ‘What are your plans today?’

Nessie stretched as she gave the question some thought. ‘I don’t know,’ she said eventually. ‘I thought maybe we could take a walk by the river later, if you’re not too busy? There were some blackberry bushes there that had a few unripened berries last week – I thought Gabe might be able to use them in the kitchen.’

Owen shook his head. ‘I’ll be slaving over a hot fire all day, I’m afraid. I’ve got an order for some bespoke ironwork that needs to be delivered tomorrow.’

Nessie hid a smile; she’d half expected as much. Owen took his craft very seriously and it showed in the work he produced, so much so that his reputation was growing. He was working harder than ever and often kept the forge fires blazing until late in the evening. It was one of the things his sister, Kathryn, had warned Nessie about when she’d first agreed to move in to Snowdrop Cottage. ‘Lay down the law,’ Kathryn had said, with a knowing look. ‘No working past seven-thirty in the evening. He won’t work on a Sunday, but make sure you insist Saturdays are family days too, or you’ll end up a blacksmith’s widow.’

Nessie had been far too shy to take her advice, but there were times she wished she had. ‘That’s a shame,’ she said to Owen now. ‘But maybe we could go at the weekend – we could take Luke.’

‘You’re on,’ Owen said. ‘We’ll pack a picnic, make an afternoon of it.’ He stood up and moved to the door. ‘You could join me for a sandwich at lunchtime, if you’re around?’

It was better than nothing, Nessie supposed. ‘Sure. Around one o’clock?’

Owen smiled. ‘Perfect.’ He cocked his head and listened. ‘It’s awfully quiet down there. I’d better go and see if Luke’s gone through with his threat to run away from home.’

*

In the end, Nessie spent her morning catching up with things she hadn’t had time to tackle earlier in the week. Running a pub wasn’t a nine-to-five job; there was always something to keep her busy, even though she and Sam now had a reliable team to help. Nessie tried hard to keep away from the Star and Sixpence business on her day off, but it wasn’t always possible. And Sam’s reluctance to have much to do with Gabe was already causing problems; Nessie had spent the best part of an hour with him that morning, working through a list of preliminary supplies for his recipe testing. Then she’d headed home to place an advert for a sous-chef to help in the kitchens once they opened – the Star and Sixpence would only be offering food three days a week to start with, but both Sam and Nessie suspected demand would be high enough to merit additional days in time. They might as well get a strong team together now and start as they meant to go on.

Her stomach began rumbling around midday, and she half considered popping over to the pub to see whether Gabe had whipped up anything tasty. But it made more sense to keep out of the way, at least for today; Nessie understood Sam’s reason for wanting to keep her distance from Gabe, but he was going to be impossible to avoid – there would be a lot of occasions when it was just the two of them. The sooner Sam got over her current awkwardness, the better.

Instead, Nessie walked down to the bakery to pick up a fresh loaf. The sun continued to shine, bathing the still-parched village green in golden warmth and causing Nessie to smile. It wouldn’t be long before the grass was emerald green and tinged with silvery frost, she thought. And then Christmas would be just around the corner. The thought made her excited and anxious at the same time: it would be her first Christmas with Owen and Luke – the first in Snowdrop Cottage – but it was also one of the busiest times at the pub. She was going to have more than ever to juggle . . .

The smell of freshly baked bread helped to soothe some of her anxiety away. Martha wasn’t behind the counter; instead, Nessie was greeted with a cheerful smile by her apprentice, Isabelle, and she couldn’t help feeling grateful for having avoided Martha’s inevitable cross-examination about Gabe. They chatted politely for a few moments, then Nessie made her excuses and left. By the time she’d called into the butcher’s for some ham and discussed Gabe’s request for some top-quality sirloin steak, it was twelve-thirty.

She tapped on the door of the forge just before one o’clock. A few seconds ticked by before Owen’s voice rang out, letting her know it was safe to enter. Pushing back the door, Nessie braced herself for the wave of heat that she knew would envelop her the moment she entered the forge. She often wondered how Owen bore it, especially during the long blistering summer they’d just had, but he told her he was used to it. He’d dampened the gas level so that the coke embers would cool down while he wasn’t using the fire, but, even so, Nessie wasn’t surprised to see sweat beaded on his forehead as she approached him; smithing was hard work even when the temperature outside was autumnal.

‘You cooked,’ he said, nodding at the laden tray in her hands.

‘Hardly,’ she replied, smiling. ‘But I did go and grab some fresh bread and ham. Where shall I put the tray?’

Owen reached for the towel that lay on a workbench and wiped his face. ‘It’s too hot in here. Shall we go into the office?’

He meant the small room off to one side, which had windows that opened wide onto the yard outside the cottage. It was cluttered and cosy, but Nessie knew it would be much cooler than the forge itself. ‘Okay. I brought some iced water too – I thought you might be in need of a drink.’

Owen grinned. ‘I half hoped you might have brought me a pint of Thirsty Bishop, but I suppose water will do.’

‘It most certainly will,’ Nessie said, with mock-severity. ‘The last thing we need is for you to be drunk in charge of an anvil.’

‘You’re as wise as ever,’ Owen agreed. ‘Come on, then. Let’s eat.’

Nessie filled him in on her morning as they ate, taking care not to mention Sam’s aversion to Gabe. Owen grumbled about the intricacies of the ironwork he’d been working on.

‘I like the challenge of the fancy stuff,’ he said, pushing his empty plate away, ‘but you know how it is. You only have so much time to get the metal into the right shape before the temperature drops and then it needs to be heated again.’

Nessie smiled. ‘Strike while the iron’s hot.’

‘Exactly,’ Owen said. ‘Except that it’s all so fiddly. I’ll be glad when it’s done and I can get back to the simpler stuff.’

‘Anything I can do to help?’

His eyebrows rose. ‘In the forge?’

She’d often seen him work before, but it had only ever been in passing, fleeting glimpses of sparks and deep concentration. And, suddenly, she was curious about the way he spent his days. ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘At the very least I could keep you supplied with tea. Unless I’d be in the way?’

He thought for a moment. ‘No, you wouldn’t be in the way. But I’m sure you have better things to do than listen to me swear at a lump of iron.’

Nessie laughed; she wasn’t sure she’d ever heard him swear. ‘Probably, but I’d like to see what you do.’

‘I can’t promise it’ll be exciting,’ he warned. ‘But I’d never say no to your company.’

They walked back through and Owen found her a worn leather apron like the one he wore. He pointed to a stool tucked underneath the high bench along the wall furthest away from the silver-hooded fire. ‘You’ll be safe enough over there, although you will have to wear plastic goggles, I’m afraid. Forge policy.’

Once she was settled, he turned up the gas to bring the fire up to temperature.

‘That’ll take a few minutes,’ he said. ‘I can show you the section I made this morning, if you like? To give you an idea what I’m aiming for.’

Nessie could see immediately why it was painstaking work. The client had requested two wrought-iron gates with swirling loops covered in delicate leaves that wove around the frame like Sleeping Beauty’s thorn forest. Each leaf had to be hammered thin and shaped before being embossed with a pattern. Once they were all complete, Owen needed to attach them to the frame of the gate and twist tendrils of iron around them like vines. It was going to look magical when it was finished.

‘Wow,’ Nessie breathed, reaching out a finger to trace the lines on one perfect oak leaf. ‘It’s amazing. Really beautiful. You’re so clever.’

A ruddy tinge crept into Owen’s cheeks, but Nessie thought he looked pleased. ‘It’s easy when you know how.’

‘I bet it’s not,’ Nessie said firmly. ‘You’re an artist, Owen. This is a work of art.’

He shook his head stubbornly. ‘Blacksmiths aren’t artists. It’s mostly brute strength and understanding how metal and heat work together. You could do it if you wanted to.’

She stared at him in disbelief. ‘I could not.’

‘You could. Look, I’ll show you.’

He handed her a pair of thick leather gloves. ‘Put these on.’

Nessie gazed at the gloves; they looked as though they would come up to her armpits. Doubtfully, she pulled them on and flexed the fingers. ‘They’re so stiff. How do you work with them?’

‘You get used to them,’ he said, shrugging easily. ‘And they’ve saved me from a nasty burn on more than one occasion. Now, here’s your hammer. It has to be heavy, I’m afraid, or it won’t do the job.’

She hefted the hammer in one hand. No wonder Owen’s muscles were so well-developed; her arm hurt just holding it. She placed it on the anvil as Owen held up a thin iron rod.

‘You’re going to turn this into a leaf.’

‘Impossible.’

‘Totally possible,’ he said, smiling. ‘The first thing you need to do is heat the iron.’

He led her over to the fire and showed her how to grip the rod with a pair of tongs and bury it in the hottest part of the glowing embers. She watched in fascination as the black metal changed colour; red, orange, yellow and then almost white.

‘Carefully draw it out and carry it over to the anvil,’ Owen said, just behind her shoulder. ‘Don’t rush, take your time.’

Concentrating, Nessie did as he instructed. Her hands shook as she squeezed hard on the tongs, determined not to drop the hot iron. ‘What now?’ she asked, as she rested the rod on the cool anvil.

‘Now we need to flatten it out,’ Owen said, holding out the hammer. ‘Take this in your strongest hand and use the other to grip the tongs. Then, when you’re ready, hit the tip of the iron as hard as you can.’

She focused on the metal and brought the hammer down hard. A shower of sparks flew up and a round dent appeared in the rod.

‘Good,’ Owen said, steadying the arm that held the tongs. ‘Do that again.’

Nessie did and was gratified to see the metal flattening out with each strike. When the iron lost its bright glow, Owen helped her to reheat it and then continue to hammer. Once she’d flattened the rod end, he showed her where to strike so that the shape of a leaf began to appear. Nessie wiped the sweat from her forehead and studied the iron through critical eyes. It didn’t look anything like Owen’s delicate handiwork, but it was recognisably leaf-shaped. With a bit more work, it might even look half-decent.

‘You’re a natural,’ Owen said, taking the tongs from her and plunging the iron into a a nearby bucket of water. Steam hissed and rose in a cloud.

Nessie lowered the hammer and flexed her arm, wincing at the ache in her muscles. She removed her goggles. ‘I don’t know about that. I think I just had a very good teacher.’

Owen dampened the fire and stripped off his leather gloves. He crossed the floor to pull her into a hug with a smile. ‘We make a good team.’

He smelled of smoke and cinders, Nessie thought, the way he always did when he’d been working. She inhaled deeply; beneath the smokiness there was an unmistakable Owen scent, something that was always there, even when he’d just stepped out of the shower. It often caused Nessie’s insides to contract – a sudden stab of wanting that still caught her by surprise. She sighed, wondering whether he felt the same when he held her; probably not right at that moment, when she was hot and tired from her unexpected brush with smithing. In fact, he was more likely to be regretting the decision to let her to stay – hadn’t she promised not to get in the way?

Nessie was about to apologise when he spoke. ‘Your hair smells like the forge.’

‘Sorry,’ she said, blushing. ‘I’ll get a shower.’

‘I like it,’ he said quietly and Nessie felt his fingers gently caress the small of her back, through her T-shirt. She glanced up, uncertain whether she’d imagined it, but his expression was intent. Before she could reply, he bent down and kissed her.

The urgency surprised her; his lips were firm and insistent, as though he’d been waiting for an opportunity to kiss her. The wanting she’d felt earlier caught light, filling her with a warmth that had nothing to do with the heat of the forge. One of his hands slid underneath her T-shirt to caress her skin. She shivered and returned the kiss with matching urgency. And then she tried to bury her fingers in his black curls and remembered she was still wearing the stupid gloves.

Owen realised a heartbeat after her. Breaking the kiss, he took her hands and carefully tugged at the leather, freeing first one hand, then the other.

‘Better?’ he murmured.

‘Much better,’ she replied, reaching up to push a curl from his face. ‘But you’ve got work to do – I should go.’

He pulled a wry face. ‘Work is the last thing on my mind right now.’

She cleared her throat, almost embarrassed to ask the question that was on her lips. ‘Do you want to go over to the cottage?’

He studied her for a moment, his dark eyes hesitant. ‘Actually, I thought we might stay here. I – I could lock the door, so we won’t be disturbed.’

The thought made Nessie burn with embarrassment and temptation. She’d never admit it to anyone, but she’d had several fantasies about what she’d like to do with Owen in the forge, lit up by the glow of the fire. Never in her wildest moments had she dreamed he might have had similar fantasies. And now he seemed to be suggesting that they might . . . that they should . . .

‘Nessie?’ he said, brushing her lips tentatively with his own. ‘It was just an idea. We don’t have to.’

She stared up at him, feeling the heat swirl inside her again, and took a deep breath. ‘You’d better lock the door.’

He did.

A moment later, he was standing in front of her again. He pulled at the string of her apron and lifted it gently over her head, then bent to kiss her with the same insistence as before. Nessie let herself melt into him, resting against the anvil for support as she sank her fingers into his hair. His hands slid under her T-shirt once more and stroked her skin, causing her to break the kiss with a soft moan. She fumbled with his apron; he took over and dropped it to the floor. And then it was her turn to slip her hands beneath his shirt, to caress his skin and slide them over the muscles of his broad chest, down towards his waist.

‘Nessie,’ he murmured, raining feathery kisses on her face. ‘Don’t stop.’

Emboldened, she undid his jeans. In return, he drew her T-shirt over her head and dropped a line of kisses along her collarbone. She pulled him close, savouring the feel of his hot skin against hers, and let her hands drift downwards. Now it was his turn to moan and whisper her name again.

Afterwards, she worried that the sound of their mingled cries must have been loud enough to carry on the afternoon air. The thought made her blush as she and Owen dressed, but the fierce kiss he gave her on the doorstep of Snowdrop Cottage chased her embarrassment away.

‘That was amazing,’ he said, shaking his head in wonderment. ‘Although how I’m supposed to concentrate at work now is anyone’s guess. My head will be filled with thoughts of you and what we did.’

She couldn’t help smiling. ‘Sorry. Although I’m not really.’

‘Me neither,’ he said, planting another kiss. ‘Have I told you how much I love you, Nessie Chapman?’

Nessie felt her smile grow even wider. ‘Not for at least ten minutes. I love you too, Owen.’

His eyes shone as he gazed at her. ‘And that makes me the happiest man alive.’


Chapter Four

Without ever discussing it, Sam and Gabe developed an instinctively choreographed routine over the weeks that followed. It helped that he was a night owl and she’d become a lark over the last year; she was always up first, preparing breakfast for the guests staying in the luxurious rooms on the top floor of the Star and Sixpence, and he was often out in the afternoons, sourcing produce and checking out the local competition. If Sam timed it right, she could sometimes avoid seeing him for the whole day – although she told herself she wasn’t actually avoiding him. She was pleasant and polite when they did run into each other, and she was happy to discuss business issues, but he clearly picked up on her coolness and saved most of his questions for Nessie. And that professional distance was no bad thing, Sam reminded herself. He might consider her aloof, perhaps even unfriendly, but she’d rather that than repeat the mistakes of the past.

The arrangement worked well until Gabe invited Sam and Nessie to a sample menu tasting.

‘Can’t you do it on your own?’ Sam asked her sister, when she passed on the invitation. ‘Or take Owen – he likes to eat.’

Nessie stared at her. ‘No, Sam. He invited you. It would be rude to send someone else.’

‘But—’

‘No buts,’ Nessie said firmly. ‘He already knows something is off and skipping this won’t help.’

Sam’s heart sank. Nessie was right; it would be churlish and petty to send Owen in her place. But the thought of spending an hour or more with Gabe, tasting the amazing dishes he’d created from scratch, filled her with quiet panic.

Nessie’s voice softened. ‘I don’t often tell you what to do, Sam, but I’m your big sister and sometimes I have to. You need to get over this problem with Gabe – have you considered getting to know him a bit better?’

Sam summoned up a mental image of Gabe charming his way around the Star and Sixpence when he’d first arrived. ‘I don’t think that’s going to help.’

‘You never know,’ Nessie said. ‘Maybe he picks his nose or bites his toenails or has really rampant ear hair.’

Sam shuddered. ‘That’s gross, Ness. And at least two of the three are entirely undesirable in a chef.’

Her sister gave her a triumphant look. ‘But they are all major turn-offs. Do they make him any less fanciable?’

Once again, Sam pictured the chef, with his brooding dark eyes and stubble-edged jaw. The trouble was that she couldn’t imagine him doing any of the disgusting things Nessie had suggested; her imagination automatically leapt to much more desirable thoughts. But Nessie had been right about one thing; Sam needed to get over her crush on him. It was eating away at her professional pride and that was something she couldn’t bear. ‘Okay, I’ll come. Maybe I’ll even talk to him.’

‘Good girl,’ Nessie said, smiling in relief. ‘And I hesitate to say this, knowing it’s the last thing you want to hear, but . . . you’re both adults. There are some people who say the best way to get over someone is to get under them.’

Sam felt her jaw drop as she stared at her sister’s bright pink, embarrassed expression. It was the most un-Nessie-like thing she had ever heard her say and she was uncomfortably aware of a matching tide of mortification creeping up her own cheeks. ‘I – well, I don’t think that’s the way to go, but thanks anyway.’

Nessie nodded, still blushing but apparently determined. ‘So I’ll tell him you’ll be at the menu tasting, right?’

‘Uh – yes,’ Sam said faintly. ‘Yes, I’ll be there.’

‘Good,’ Nessie said, and turned away. ‘You’ve got to start somewhere.’

She wasn’t wrong, Sam thought, gazing at her sister’s back in stunned silence. But she was pretty sure a fling wasn’t the best way to get over her attraction to Gabe Santiago. In fact, she could only imagine it making things worse.

*

Sam had to admit, every single dish Gabe had created was a little taste of heaven.

‘And this is a goats’ cheese ravioli in a black truffle cream sauce,’ he said, pointing to a bowl filled with soft yellow pasta that Sam had no doubt was freshly made. ‘Beside it you’ll see a garlic flatbread and slow-roasted tomato chutney.’

She took a forkful of the melt-in-the-mouth ravioli and savoured the sharp tang of the cheese as it mingled with the creamy sauce. The flavour was equal to anything she’d eaten in the best London restaurants, although she didn’t know why she was surprised; of course Gabe’s food was incredible. That specific talent was the reason they’d hired him.

Nessie groaned with delight and dug her fork into the sauce for a second parcel of pasta. ‘This is amazing, Gabe. You should definitely put it on the menu for the Taste of Autumn evening.’

Sam tore off a strip of flatbread and dipped it into the chutney. An explosion of tart rich crimson lit up her taste buds. She waited for the flavour to fade before shaking her head in admiration. ‘Wow.’

‘Wow, as in good?’ Gabe asked, studying her expression. ‘Or wow as in, “I can’t believe we’ve let this guy loose in our kitchens”?’

A wave of discomfort washed over Sam at the hint of apprehension behind his words and she gave herself a brisk inner shake. Nessie was right; he knew something was off. She met his gaze with the most reassuring smile she could manage. ‘Wow as in great. What else have you got for us to try?’

‘Just one or two things,’ he replied.

It was the understatement of the year, Sam thought, as he unveiled dish after dish. Some were based on familiar pub meals – steak and chips or sausages and mash – but each one had a twist that elevated it into something better. And, of course, the ingredients were all locally sourced and fresh. The desserts were Sam’s favourites, though; the passion fruit crème brûlée was the most mouth-watering food she’d ever tasted. Nessie evidently agreed because she let out an unembarrassed sigh of pure satisfaction as she put the empty ramekin down on the kitchen worktop. ‘I think I am going to have to join a gym, or I’m going to be the size of the pub by Christmas.’

‘Me too,’ Sam said, inwardly acknowledging another Gabe-related temptation she was going to have to negotiate. ‘Thanks for all your hard work.’

He shook his head. ‘Now the hard work really begins – narrowing down the choices to decide what to serve at the taster evening. Did you have any favourites?’

It really was a shame they couldn’t serve them all, Sam thought, listening to Nessie and Gabe debate the dishes. As they talked, her eyes kept straying back to Gabe; his face was alive with enthusiasm for his recipes. That passion was one of the things that had made him such an obvious choice for the Star and Sixpence. The problem was that it wasn’t doing anything to dampen the fires of Sam’s crush.

‘What do you think, Sam?’ Gabe said, turning to her. ‘The tiramisu or the coconut and pineapple upside-down cake?’

Sam hesitated for a moment, her gaze fixed on the kitchen work surface. ‘Both,’ she decided, looking up at him. ‘Who says you can’t have your cake and eat it?’

He smiled, his eyes fixed on hers. ‘That’s exactly how I feel.’

And Sam had to remind herself that they were only talking about food.

*

It was a quiet Friday afternoon. Nessie was covering Connor’s break, keeping one eye on the scattered regulars who were reading the paper or chatting among themselves. The weather had taken a turn for the worse and the pub windows were covered in a light film of drizzle. They might even need to light the fire for the evening, Nessie thought, casting a glance at the enormous chimney breast that dominated the bar. And then autumn would really have arrived.

The stranger came in just before three o’clock. At first, she assumed he was looking for the toilets; he stood in the middle of the pub, gazing around him as though taking everything in.

‘The loos are just through there, on the left,’ she called cheerfully, smiling in welcome. ‘Help yourself.’

The man didn’t return her smile. ‘I’m looking for Vanessa and Samantha Chapman,’ he said, walking to the bar.

Nessie frowned. Now that he was nearer, she could see that he was in his mid-twenties. He was good-looking, in spite of his unfriendly air, with a strong jaw and decent cheekbones. In fact, there was almost something familiar about him. They couldn’t have met before – not if he didn’t know who Nessie was – but there was definitely something about him she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Someone from the Health and Safety Inspectorate, maybe? Except they usually had their identification clearly displayed and this man was altogether too casually dressed.

‘I’m Vanessa Chapman,’ she said. ‘How can I help?’

He blinked, his green eyes reflective. ‘I should have known – you look like him.’

Nessie’s frown deepened. ‘Pardon?’

The man ran an agitated hand through his short blond hair. ‘Is Samantha here? What I have to say concerns both of you.’

‘She’s not, I’m afraid,’ Nessie said and her feeling of disquiet grew. Who was this man?

‘When will she be here?’ he asked, glancing around almost as though he thought Sam might be hiding behind the bar.

‘Later,’ Nessie said tersely. ‘Can I ask what this is about?’

He shook his head. ‘It’s better if I come back.’

Nessie had had enough. ‘Who are you? What do you want with Sam and me?’

‘I’m Laurie Chapman,’ he said, and hesitated, throwing her an uncertain look. ‘The brother you never knew you had.’

*

‘What?’

Sam leaned back against the sofa, stunned, as Nessie let out a long sigh. ‘That’s exactly what I said. But he refused to go into more detail, just left a mobile number and suggested we call when it’s convenient to talk.’

‘But how . . .’ Sam began, then trailed off. ‘I mean, obviously, I understand how we might have a brother, or a half-brother, more likely. But I don’t get how we didn’t know about it – surely Ruby would have told us?’

Nessie shrugged. ‘Maybe she didn’t know, either. It’s not impossible that Dad didn’t know, in which case he couldn’t have told Ruby.’

Sam rubbed her face, her expression still bemused. ‘Wow.’

‘Yeah,’ Nessie agreed. ‘Wow.’

‘I suppose there’s a chance he could be lying,’ Sam said, after a few seconds had passed.

Nessie remembered Laurie’s green eyes and blond hair, so like the memories she had of their father. She shook her head. ‘Maybe. I don’t know. He looked a bit like Dad.’

Sam puffed out a breath and managed a shaky laugh. ‘Then we’d better learn how to play Happy Families,’ she said, reaching for her phone.

*

The White Hart pub wasn’t as pretty as the Star and Sixpence, Nessie thought as she and Sam pulled up outside on Saturday morning, but it would do very nicely as neutral ground to meet Laurie.

‘Is that him?’ Sam asked, nodding at the back of a blond-haired man disappearing through the door of the pub.

‘I think so,’ Nessie said, squinting after him. ‘Hard to tell from one meeting.’

Sam pulled on the handbrake and switched off the engine. ‘Let’s go and find out.’

Nessie knew as soon as they walked into the White Hart that it had been Laurie; he’d taken a seat facing the door and rose the moment she and Sam came into view.

‘It’s him,’ she murmured to Sam.

‘So I see,’ Sam whispered back. ‘He’s the only other person in here, apart from the barman.’

Nessie did her best to smile as they approached the table he’d chosen. ‘Hi, Laurie.’

He nodded at her, then turned his green-eyed gaze towards Sam and held out a hand. ‘You must be Samantha. Nice to meet you.’

Nessie watched Sam’s guarded expression as she shook Laurie’s hand and wondered if her own face was similarly wary. There was no doubting Laurie’s confidence in who he was; he believed he was their brother. The question was, what did he want?

He cleared his throat. ‘I was about to get a drink – can I get you something?’

Nessie felt her tension lessen; he sounded nervous. Then again, meeting two half-sisters for the first time probably was a little nerve-racking. ‘A latte, please,’ she said, trying to soften her voice and sound friendly.

‘An espresso for me,’ Sam said, her tone clipped.

Laurie nodded and headed towards the bar.

Sam leaned towards Nessie. ‘I see what you mean, he does look a bit like Dad, only twenty years younger.’ She paused and frowned across the room. ‘Before the drink got to him, obviously.’

‘I know. Who do you suppose his mother is?’

Sam spread her hands. ‘Who knows? Presumably someone Dad met after he left us, but before he arrived in Little Monkham. I’m sure Franny would have said if he’d sown any wild oats under her jurisdiction.’

Nessie swallowed an urge to laugh at the idea of Franny keeping a list of all the illicit relationships that had undoubtedly been part of village life over the years. Then her smile faded away as she realised it was probably nearer to the truth than anyone wanted to admit. ‘Franny would definitely have known,’ she said, glancing at Sam. ‘She probably writes it all in a special notebook and locks it in the Post Office safe.’

Moments later, Laurie was back bearing a tray of steaming coffee. He handed a small espresso cup to Sam and placed a frothy latte in front of Nessie.

‘So,’ he said, once he’d taken a seat with his own flat white. ‘I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve suddenly appeared out of the blue.’

‘Got it in one,’ Sam agreed. ‘You’ve got to admit, it’s a bit like the start of those TV shows where a mysterious relative turns up out of the blue and starts to terrorise the main characters.’

Laurie attempted a wolfish grin that didn’t quite work. ‘Yes, I’ve come to cheat you out of the Star and Sixpence,’ he said. Then his smile faded. ‘Or perhaps it’s just that I decided it was time to find the sisters I’ve always known I had. You decide.’

The second explanation sounded plausible enough, Nessie thought. But could it be true? Had Andrew Chapman fathered a son?

‘Okay,’ Sam said. ‘I’m going to ask the obvious question. What makes you so sure we’re related?’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Apart from the fact that we look alike, you mean?’

Sam glanced at Nessie. ‘There are a lot of blonde-haired, green-eyed people in the world. Hardly any of them claim to be our long-lost brother.’

Laurie spread his hands. ‘Dad told me about you. He used to talk about you a lot; although my mum hated it, so it was always our little secret. “They’re lovely girls, Laurie,” he used to say, “a proper pair of crackers. When you’re old enough, you need to find them. They’d love to know they’ve got a little brother.” ’

‘He never mentioned you,’ Sam said flatly. ‘Not once.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ Laurie replied, taking a sip of coffee. ‘He also told me he hadn’t seen you for years and wasn’t sure he’d ever see you again. Something about your mother, I think.’

Nessie felt Sam bristle and hastily stepped in. ‘Speaking of mothers, what about yours? Does she know you’re meeting us?’

Laurie glanced away. ‘Mum died a few months ago.’

‘Oh,’ Nessie said, a hot rush of guilt storming through her. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘It’s taken me a while to get her affairs in order,’ he went on. ‘I looked for you as soon as I could.’

Sam’s expression was closed. ‘I’m sure we’re both very sorry for your loss. But I still don’t understand how you and your mother fit into what we know about Dad’s life. How old are you, for a start?’

‘Twenty-six,’ Laurie answered, without hesitation.

Nessie did the maths in her head. She was thirty-seven, which meant an eleven-year age difference between her and Laurie. Andrew had abandoned them when she was ten, so Laurie had been born within a year or so of him leaving. It was tight but perfectly possible, she thought. ‘And he lived with you?’ she asked, giving Sam a troubled look.

‘For a while,’ Laurie said. ‘Mum said he turned up in the local pub one night, saying he had nowhere to go. She took a shine to him, invited him to spend the night on her sofa and he didn’t leave the next morning. A year later, I was born. He finally went when I was six.’

He looked away then, but not before Nessie saw the hurt in his eyes. It was a pain she knew well; the ache of abandonment, of wondering what exactly you’d done wrong to make your daddy go away. She warmed to him a little more, in spite of her misgivings.

‘And you can prove all of this,’ Sam said. ‘I mean, you’ve got a birth certificate that names Andrew Chapman as your father?’

Laurie reached into the bag that lay at his feet and pulled out a large brown envelope. ‘I thought you’d probably ask that. Here.’

He pushed the envelope towards them. Nessie lifted the flap and slid the paperwork out. They sat for a moment, staring at the words and names that confirmed Laurence John Chapman had been born to Helena Marsh and Andrew Chapman twenty-six years ago, in Peterborough Hospital.

Nessie studied the birth certificate until the writing blurred before her eyes. She exchanged an uncertain glance with Sam. ‘It looks like we have a little brother,’ she said finally.

‘It does,’ Sam said, and let out an incredulous huff of laughter. ‘Even now, Dad is messing with our heads.’

Laurie looked back and forth between them. ‘I’m sorry to spring it on you like this. I didn’t know how else to do it – a letter seemed too formal and email didn’t seem like the way forward either. So I went for face to face.’ He gave a self-conscious laugh. ‘Surprise!’

For a moment, neither Sam or Nessie spoke. Then Nessie got to her feet and spread out her arms. ‘Welcome to the family, Laurie. It’s good to meet you.’


Chapter Five

It was gone closing time on Saturday evening. The last merry stragglers had been safely herded out into the night and the bar was clean and set for the next day. Nessie waved Connor off and shot the bolts across the thick wooden door, before sinking into an armchair in front of the glowing fire.

She glanced across at Sam, who was swirling the remains of a gin and tonic around her glass. ‘How are you feeling?’

Her sister sighed. ‘Tired. Confused. Frazzled. Like I’ve been hit in the chest with an emotional cannonball.’ She managed a wry smile. ‘The usual, basically.’

‘Except that this isn’t usual,’ Nessie observed, reaching for her own drink. ‘I mean, it’s not every day that you discover you have a brother you never knew existed.’

‘No, I can definitely say it’s a first,’ Sam said. ‘How are you feeling about it?’

It was a good question, and one Nessie wasn’t sure she could answer right at that moment. Like Sam, she felt a little unsettled, as though the world was a snow globe that had somehow been shaken up. There’d been a lot she’d wanted to ask Laurie but had held back, deciding there would be plenty of time to unravel the whole story as they got to know him better. And the idea that she and Sam had a brother, that they were now three when it had always been just the two of them, was taking some getting used to.

‘It’s still sinking in,’ she said eventually. ‘I suppose we’ll have to give it time.’
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