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      For you all, my dear readers, I hope you enjoy this funny, summery short story.
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      Here comes the sun … Humming to myself as I cycle through the market square here in the heart of the lovely little seaside town of Mulberry-On-Sea, I smile at the sunny, upbeat music coming from the radio on the counter of the ice cream kiosk. On reaching the harbour wall, I slow to a halt outside the boarded-up old bakery shop and prop my bicycle against one of the peppermint green lampposts.

      ‘There she is! Bridget with her marvellous bicycle bakery…’ My friend, Mack, appears, named after all the mackerel he used to catch back in the day as a fisherman before retiring many moons ago. His rheumy eyes light up as he lifts an age-spotted hand to tilt his weather-worn old sailor’s hat in my direction. ‘You’re early today.’ He points with his walking stick to the empty basket on the front of my bicycle. ‘But with no bread to deliver, I see,’ he adds, shaking his head in disappointment. Mack is very partial to one of my home-baked crusty white loaves, sliced and slathered in butter with crispy bacon and brown sauce for his favourite bacon sarnies.

      ‘Ah, I’m not doing the bread delivery rounds today, Mack. I’m here to meet someone from the council to have a look inside this place.’ I gesture to the bakery shop. ‘I’d never let you go without though.’ I pull a still warm loaf from the tote bag looped over my shoulder and hand it to him.

      ‘You’re an angel, thanks for this.’ He nods, securing the loaf in the crook of his elbow.

      ‘Just don’t tell the others,’ I tease, knowing the rest of the community wouldn’t really mind me bringing Mack a loaf after having told them all there were no deliveries today, especially when lots of customers were queuing outside my little beach house to pick up their favourite bakes earlier this morning. A few of them did offer to bring a loaf over for Mack as he’s not up to the long walk across the sandy beach to get to me like they are, but he looks forward to our catch-up chats, and I do too, so it’s a pleasure to personally deliver freshly baked bread to him.

      ‘So, are you planning on getting this old place up and running again?’ Mack indicates towards the boarded-up windows of the bakery shop.

      ‘Sure am.’ A swirl of excitement builds within me at the prospect of making the transformation. You see, I run Bridget’s Bicycle Bakery, named because I bake from the tiny kitchen of my beach house where my customers have to walk the length of the long sandy beach to buy my baked goods. Then when the morning rush is over, I use my bike to deliver bread and bakes to the elderly and housebound in the community, plus the local foodbank at Our Lady, Star of the Sea, the tiny sailors’ church built into the bottom of a cliff, the local pub and a few of the restaurants too. Things are going so well that I can no longer make enough delicious bakes from home, there just isn’t the space in my small Aga oven and on my kitchen table and I hate having to turn away disappointed customers because the last granary loaf or cinnamon roll has gone. It’s always been my dream to open a proper bakery, so where better than in the centre of the seaside town where I grew up, with plenty of space to expand and bake bigger batches of bread and cakes to keep everyone happy.

      Securing my chestnut curly hair up into a big ponytail with a band from around my wrist, I step forward and take another peep through the cracks in the boards. I can see the two large, commercial-sized double ovens are still in situ and with a bit of luck they will be in working condition. There’s a counter with an old-fashioned till too and even a dusty glass-fronted display cabinet which would be perfect to showcase rows of sticky buns, iced fingers, cupcakes, and chocolate cruffins, not to mention mountains of crusty rolls stuffed with all kinds of fillings, toasted sourdough sandwiches and seasonal sausage rolls. They always sell out right away with regulars phoning ahead asking for a couple to be put by for them, so they don’t miss out. Plus, the magnificent Biscoff croissant cube recipe I’ve been perfecting. It takes three days to bake from scratch but it’s so worth it, and is now an actual chunk of crispy, gooey, caramelly-centred heaven. Mm-mmm! The whole building will need a thoroughly good clean-up and an electrical inspection of course, and a food hygiene certificate too, plus nice decorating as well if it’s to look like a proper bakery shop again.

      ‘Now that’s the best idea I’ve heard in a very long time,’ Mack twinkles, joining me in having a nose through the boarded-up window. ‘And it would save you having to bicycle around to deliver all your lovely bread. It would be just like the old days too when Jilly had this place… My late wife, Dotty, was dear friends with Jilly. The pair of them first met during the war when they were Land Army girls together. In fact, it if wasn’t for my Dotty, old Jilly would never have ended up here in Mulberry-On-Sea and opening her splendid bakery business.’

      ‘Ooh, that sounds fascinating Mack, I’d love to hear more about it,’ I say, intrigued.

      ‘Yes, that’s right,’ Mack carries on. ‘My memory is a bit patchy, but I think Jilly was from the East End of London originally and her fella was a pilot in the war. He was shot down over France and then she lost her whole family in the blitz – her mum, sisters, aunties – and so she was in a terrible way.’ He pauses and shakes his head, deep in thought for a few seconds. ‘Then after the war, my Dotty brought Jilly home with her and her parents sort of took her in as their own. Dotty and Jilly were so close they were more like sisters.’

      ‘Oh Mack, that’s so sad, poor Jilly. And what a special woman your Dotty was,’ I say.

      ‘She really was.’ Mack nods with a distant look in his eyes. ‘She told me Jilly was in shock for a long time, couldn’t eat or sleep and Dotty would brush her hair and sing to her … to soothe her, like. Then take her swimming here in the sea. It’s a wonderful thing to do when the sun is shining, as all us locals know. And they’d bake together, Dotty always said it was the baking, the kneading of the bread, that put Jilly back together again. Very restorative.’ He sighs slowly and we fall silent together for a few seconds in our respective thoughts of what it must have been like for poor Jilly to deal with such tragedy.

      ‘It sure is restorative,’ I say eventually, remembering how this place and my love of baking helped put me back together again when I returned to live here.

      ‘Anyway, I know the pair of them would be over the moon to see Jilly’s bakery up and running again,’ he says lifting his head and straightening his back stoically. ‘It was always so popular. Often with a queue right round to the end of the harbour wall when a new batch of Jilly’s secret recipe sausage rolls were coming out of the oven. And nothing beats the smell of fresh bread baking too. Got to be the best part of ten years though now since Jilly retired…’ Mack’s forehead creases as if he’s trying to work out exactly how long it’s been since the bakery shop closed down. ‘Donkey’s years!’ is what he settles on followed by a big harumph, and I hide a smile at his seeming outrage that Mulberry-On-Sea has not had a proper bakery shop in all that time.

      ‘Yes, must be donkey’s years,’ I join in. ‘And I have such happy memories of popping into this bakery shop on my way home from school, the delicious waft of hot doughnuts mingled in the sea air. Five doughnuts for fifty pence they were, so that tells you how long ago it was.’ I make a mental note to see if the doughnut-making machine is still in there and then move along to the other side of the shop window in an attempt to get a look from another angle, but it’s very dark and cobwebby inside so it’s impossible to tell. But I can always rent a doughnut machine for the summer months, a candy floss one too, and maybe a coffee machine. I’ve done my research and found a place that hires out all kinds of commercial kitchen equipment and if my calculations are correct and the larger ovens and kitchen counter space will give me the capacity to quadruple the amount of baked goods I can produce, then there’s every chance I can make Jilly’s old bakery into a thriving business once again.

      ‘It certainly does,’ Mack puffs. ‘You’ll pay treble that now for a bag of doughnuts over at the supermarket in Stoneley, and that’s on top of the bus fare, so it will be nice to see this place revived… I’ve always wondered why it’s been left empty all these years.’ He points a bony thumb at the bakery shop. ‘Don’t suppose they know who owns it now? Can’t do, can they or they’d have sorted it out instead of letting it go to pot like this. The place is turning into a nuisance with all the seagulls nesting in the guttering, bloody racket they make too with their squawking every morning before the crack of dawn.’ Mack shakes his head.

      ‘I’ve tried to find out who owns the bakery now,’ I say. ‘But no luck so far … the guy I’m meeting today is from the council and he’s got a key apparently, that’s all I know.’

      ‘Maybe the council owns it then … and if so, then make sure you get them to clear the guttering before you take it on.’

      ‘Good idea, Mack, I’ll be sure to mention it.’ I smile.

      Moving a few steps backwards over the cobbles, I lift a hand up to tent my eyes from the dazzling afternoon sunshine and take another look at the shop, imagining how the outside area could look if it was all spruced up too. There’s a little courtyard with plenty of space for a few tables perhaps, with pink gingham tablecloths where customers could meet up over a nice frothy coffee and enjoy a sandwich or a slice of cake with a wonderful sea view. A chalkboard with the day’s specials could be erected by the door, and there is even space for a water station for the many dogs of Mulberry-On-Sea. I’d love to be baking all day and see customers chatting and happily mingling and having fun.

      ‘It could be really wonderful,’ I say, thinking aloud.

      ‘It certainly will be. Well, good luck, love, I’m rooting for you … it’s splendid having your bread delivered but it will be even better to have the bakery open again, and will make life easier for you too, I imagine. Certainly easier on the old legs with all the miles of cycling you’ve been doing.’

      ‘Yes, thanks Mack. Although I’d like to keep some of the deliveries going if I can, for the elderly and housebound … they rely on it.’

      ‘You’re a good’un, Bridget. Best thing to happen when you and your lovely bread moved back here. Cheerio then … I better get on and take this loaf home because Glynis is coming for a spot of lunch and then we are going to sit on the bench over there and have a good natter while we look out across the bay.’

      ‘That sounds wonderful, Mack, and I’m so pleased you and Glynis are friends.’

      ‘And that’s thanks to you too, putting us in touch – two lonely old people living on our own only a few streets from each other, but now having the times of our lives together. At our age! Who’d have thought it.’ Mack gives my arm a friendly, grandfatherly pat as he heads towards his little Seaview cottage over where the harbour wall peters out and becomes the long stone cobbled pier that leads out to sea with the lighthouse on the end. I wave goodbye and then take a moment to listen to the soothing sound of the waves tumbling over the sand on the beach beyond, the clanging of the boats’ halyards against their masts and the cawing of seagulls. It lifts my heart as always and I thank my lucky stars for having made the move back here eighteen months ago. I grew up in Mulberry-On-Sea and it was here that I first met Ted, my late husband, when we were teenagers working Saturday jobs at Carrington’s department store on the other side of town – his dad, Ken is a distant relative of one of the original Carrington family founders of the department store. So, when he died suddenly from an unknown heart condition, almost three years ago now, and the children and I – Oscar and Olly, the twins, who were fourteen then, and Freya, who was six years old – were facing homelessness, it had seemed like the obvious place to come back to. I was apprehensive at first about uprooting the children and our two guinea pigs called Snuggle and Chewy (on account of his gingery Chewbacca-style fur) and Henry, our family dog – a retriever with a wild, curly coat the colour of golden syrup – but it turned out to be the best decision I ever made. We really couldn’t be happier. This place is packed full of wonderful memories, some bittersweet ones too, but I feel connected here and Mulberry-On-Sea feels like home once again. We scattered Ted’s ashes in the old shipwreck that he and I used to sit on together when we first started dating and the tide was out, and now the children take comfort in being able to see ‘Dad’s boat’ from the front window of our beach house home. Freya especially loves having a ‘chat with Daddy’ about whatever she has been up to at school that day. Although she equally likes grumbling to him about having to take a turn to do the washing up or whatever activity she doesn’t want to get involved in. Mulberry-On-Sea really has helped put my family back together again, and now that my boyfriend, Jack, has practically moved in with us too – technically he still lives in the Hook, Line & Sinker pub where he’s the chef and barman – the children absolutely adore him, and I do too, having fallen in love with him the Christmas after we first met, so we all now spend most of our time together.

      ‘I take it you are Bridget Carrington?’ An official-looking man in a grey suit with a clipboard in one hand and an enormous bunch of jangling keys in the other walks towards me.

      ‘Yes, yes I am. Pleased to meet you.’ I smile and extend a hand, keen to make a good impression in the hope that he will sell the shop to me so I can expand my bakery business. I’ve already spoken to my bank and explained about desperately needing bigger premises and they’ve given me a thumbs up for a business loan, in principle. So … well, put it this way, I’m beaming and mentally crossing everything that with the loan in place and my modest savings too, I’ll be able to afford it all. Taking Mr King’s hand, I remember the importance of a firm handshake to show the other person that you really do mean business. ‘Mr King,’ I beam enthusiastically. The man grins or is it a grimace as he glances down at his right hand that I now have sandwiched in between both of mine, pumping it up and down like a piston on a steam train gathering speed. Horrified, I immediately release him and will my flaming cheeks to stop pulsing as he plucks a business card from the clipboard and gives it to me. Taking a look I see that he’s something to do with commercial property management, but I don’t linger on reading the small print as I’m so keen to get inside the bakery and have a proper look around in the hope of moving one step closer to making my dream come true…
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      Inside the shop it’s as if time has stood still and I’ve been teleported back to my twelve-year-old self. A shaft of sunny light filters in through the door that’s had to be propped open with a plank of wood because it’s almost falling off its hinges. But it doesn’t matter because the whole place is bathed in a golden aura, dust motes flitting around like fairies giving the space a special, halcyon glow. I can remember standing here in the queue, as if it were only yesterday, waiting by the counter in my school uniform, transfixed and wishing I could be the one kneading and rolling out dough to be formed into rolls ready for the oven. The brown paper bags that Jilly used to wrap loaves of bread in, or a Chelsea bun or two, still hang on a silver hook by the old-fashioned till that also has a roll of paper poking out for the receipts. And I always longed to snap a bag from the hook and use the big tongs to carefully place a jam doughnut inside. A metal trolley housing large wooden baking trays stands against a wall next to a gloriously large oven. A layer of dust covers everything, but I see beyond that and am already imagining myself using the oven. I move closer to it and pull open the door, a gust of nostalgic doughy air lingers.

      Footsteps on the concrete floor break me from reminiscing and I turn to see Jack here and looking as gorgeous as ever. My heart flutters a little as it always does when I first see him coming towards me.

      ‘Sorry Bridge, I got held up with a delivery from the brewery,’ he says in his lovely, lilting Irish accent, pushing up the sleeves of his red and black checked shirt and tidying his black curls that have got dishevelled as he’s rushed over here from the Hook, Line & Sinker pub on the other side of the market square. ‘How’s it going?’ He puts a hand on my arm and gives me a kiss, treating me to a whiff of sea salt and citrus scent. I kiss him back, keen to show him around the shop.

      ‘Oh, Jack it’s absolutely perfect. Come on, I can’t wait to show you everything … if you have time?’ I quickly add as I see him glance at his watch then check something on his phone screen before pushing it into his jeans pocket.

      ‘Sure, let’s go.’ He smiles keenly but his eyes are darting distractedly, and I can’t help feeling a little deflated as it’s unlike him, he’s usually so attentive and enthusiastic. But he looks impatient, and dare I say it, a bit edgy, like he doesn’t even want to be here … or he wishes he was somewhere else perhaps, as he looks at his watch again. And then I remember this is my dream, not his and maybe looking around a dusty old, practically derelict building in his break time probably isn’t his idea of fun. Or maybe I just don’t want to dwell on the little voice of insecurity inside me and then overthink about why he might possibly not want to be here with me.

      Taking a deep breath, I lead him through from the shop at the front and into the kitchen and when the guy from the council is out of earshot I lean into Jack and tell him in a hushed voice, ‘There’s a lot of work that needs to be done … and not just cleaning. The door needs fixing, or better still, replacing, for starters, and the walls would need repairing, plastering or whatever, and the tiles on the floor are all cracked and crumbling away.’ I look down and nudge the corner of a broken tile with the toe of my trainer to emphasise the point. ‘And there’s an outhouse at the back included too.’ I take his hand again and lead him through to a beach hut – to get there, we have to go outside and walk along a little sandy path. ‘I wonder if it used to be a storage shed or something, I thought it would make a brilliant seating area … a little beach hut coffee shop perhaps, or a place to do baking workshops with this wonderful view of the sea, but it feels like it’s going to be such a massive job and to be perfectly honest it looks like a lot more work than I anticipated and I’m just not sure if I can do it, what if I’m biting off more than I can chew? What if—’

      ‘Bridget.’ Jack circles my waist to pull me in close, and after smoothing back an errant curl that has escaped from my ponytail, he moves his head back so I can see into his amber eyes that are framed with velvety dark lashes and thick brows. Holding my eye contact he says in a very serious, but calming voice, ‘Please take a breath or ten … before you pass out from lack of oxygen.’

      ‘Ah, yes … good point.’ I nod, smiling wryly, and realise that I am feeling a bit dizzy, to be fair, but then I have been practically hyperventilating at the prospect of seeing my vision come to fruition. I want this so badly but it’s going to cost such a lot of money to get the place ready and it is a massive undertaking.

      ‘And stop worrying. Stop thinking what if…’ Jack says soothingly, as if reading my mind. ‘You can do this, I know you can.’ He nods, and although I find myself nodding along, buoyed up by his faith in me, I still need to be sure because it’s not just about me and my dreams. This is about Oscar and Olly, and Freya too, I have to think about what’s best for them first and foremost. I’ll be plunging myself into debt which could have serious consequences if I mess it all up. I risk jeopardising everything I’ve worked so hard for just to get to this point so that my little family and I have some sort of stability after Ted’s death.

      ‘But it’s such a huge undertaking and I’m all the children have…’ I pause, but as soon as the words are out of my mouth I know I’m being a bit dramatic as this isn’t really true. They do have two sets of grandparents, even though they live in Australia and Spain we can keep in touch with FaceTime calls. There’s my best friend, Lorna too, she lives in London with her boyfriend, Liam, and we try to see them as often as we can, and our new friends here in the community of course.

      ‘Hmm…’ Jack gives me a look, ‘… and you mustn’t forget Patty.’ He grins.

      ‘Ah, yes, my mother!’ I smile wryly, thinking of her in Marbella, on the Costa del Sol where she lives and reins over her chain of beauty bars bought for her by her third husband, Derek, a property tycoon from Dublin. I love my mum, but she can be … how should I put it? Flamboyant, capricious and a giant gold digger. And before I met Jack, her idea of supporting me in my dreams and ambitions to look after myself and my family involved her urging me to get on the Sugar Daddies R US dating website in the hope of bagging myself a mega-minted Derek to bankroll my children and me.

      ‘And I’m here too.’ Jack touches my chin so I’m looking into his eyes again.

      ‘True, and I’m so happy you are.’ I smile, giving him a quick kiss on the lips. ‘But still, you know what I mean … the buck stops with me when it comes to making sure the children have everything they need, that we are all right as a family, and have enough money to keep a roof over our heads, and—’ I pause, remembering that awful feeling after Ted died and everything became about making sure the children were OK. But then the café I worked in at the time closed down and so I couldn’t afford to pay the rent on my own and I felt like such a failure. If Ted’s parents, who live in Australia now, hadn’t let us move into their very rundown little beach house then we would have been homeless. The memory of that time never leaves and the fear swirls within me again. I wonder if I should just carry on as I am, baking from home and doing deliveries to the community. I’m making enough to cover all the bills, not many extras, but everything feels good. The children are happy, I’m happy, even Henry is happy, especially now he has Jack’s giant Irish wolfhound, Sinead, to run around with on the beach. So why rock the boat… But then I remember the rotten wooden window frames in the beach house and Olly and Oscar arguing this morning about whose turn it was to do their homework at the tiny desk we managed to slot into an alcove in their shoebox-sized bedroom. Then Freya asking if she might have her own bedroom one day – she has to share the bed with me as there are only two small bedrooms in the beach house. And then there’s the cracked plaster on the bedroom ceiling above our bed. I try not to worry about it, but the crack has definitely grown since we moved in and I don’t want to tell Ken and Jan, Ted’s parents, as they don’t have the funds for repairs, which is why they weren’t in a position to do the house up to sell it, so they let us move in instead. I want to be able to fix these things and if my plan works and I can build my bakery business and increase my income then I can pay for the repairs that the beach house desperately needs and perhaps one day even move to another house with an extra bedroom. Freya is desperate for a laptop of her own to do her homework on and they might all want to go to university one day and I want to be able to do this for them.

      ‘Look, Bridget, I know you’ve been doing it all for Oscar, Olly and Freya since Ted died, and I understand the burden of responsibility you feel, but you are extremely capable. Just look what you’ve achieved since you came back to Mulberry-On-Sea. You’ve built a thriving bakery business from scratch so maybe see this place as an extension of that … it might just make it feel less of a huge leap. Your customers will come here to buy your baked goods instead of your home. And you’ll have a bigger kitchen … surely that’s a good thing. Yes?’

      Silence follows as I absorb everything he’s said, mulling it all over and I know he’s right, nothing ventured, nothing gained and all that, but… I let out a puff of air and stop my spiral of overthinking thoughts, forcing myself to replace them with optimistic and happy ones.

      ‘Yes, you’re right. And thank you, Jack.’ I step in closer and kiss him on the lips.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘For making it sound easy. For supporting me.’

      ‘Good. That’s settled then.’ He squeezes my hand.

      ‘But—’

      ‘What is it now?’ Jack sighs in exasperation.

      ‘You’re right about it being an expansion of the business, I get that, but baking is literally what I know. In fact, it’s all that I know … not building renovations and decorating and industrial cleaning.’

      ‘Then get someone in to do the renovation work and help with the cleaning too if you need to.’

      ‘It could cost a fortune, more than I have … even with the loan. I hadn’t factored in quite how much work was needed,’ I say, casting an eye around the place and seeing the true extent of the dilapidation – now that the sun has moved around, the golden glow has shifted, and the place looks dark and dreary and about two hundred years old, or so it seems. Everything is broken or chipped or needs repairing and I fear that I’ve let my romantic memories of this place from the past cloud my judgement. Jack places a hand on each of my shoulders and tilts his head to one side.

      ‘Come on, Bridget, this isn’t like you. Stop talking yourself out of it. This is your dream and it’s right here for the taking. You have to go for it. Plus, you can save a fortune by doing some of the work yourself. I bet there’s even a YouTube video on how to fix a broken shop door, and how to re-tile a floor, and … I don’t know, how to transform a dusty old bakery into a sparkly brand new one. And we can all pitch in – I’m sure Oscar and Olly will help, me too, and there’s plenty of people you’ve helped out who will be willing to return the favour, I’m sure.’

      ‘Maybe…’ I say slowly, trying to get my head around it all.

      ‘Not maybe, say yes!’ He nudges me gently and I nod, looking around as if seeing the place like a vision, a fully finished bakery looking glorious and just how I always imagined.

      ‘OK. I guess it’s a yes. It’s happening.’ I fling my arms around his neck and give him an enormous squeeze. I step back. ‘Oh my God, I’m buying a bakery,’ I shriek in excitement, and too loudly, as Mr King comes striding towards us from the front of the shop with a look of dismay mingled with wariness spread across his face.

      ‘Is everything OK?’ he scans around as if checking for anything untoward.

      ‘Yes! Yes, it is. It’s more than OK. In fact, it’s perfect.’ After clearing my throat, I step a little closer and tell him. ‘I’d like to buy the shop and open it up as a bakery again.’ I stick out my hand to shake his with a big beaming smile on my face. ‘The gutters need clearing so if you could see to that please,’ I quickly add, remembering my promise to Mack. An awkward silence descends. I instantly wish that I had left off the bit about the gutters as Mr King is staring at me, his mouth is actually agape. And I realise that I don’t actually know the price of the place. Oh God. I feel like a fool for not even asking the most important question of all and just ploughing on ahead. I glance at Jack. He looks at me and frowns, he doesn’t know what is going on either. But we quickly find out and my heart sinks.

      ‘Oh no, the shop is not for sale!’ Mr King swivels on one heel as if to walk away. I dash after him.

      ‘Um.’ I open my mouth and close it again, momentarily stunned. ‘What do you mean, it isn’t for sale? What are we even doing here then?’ I plead, falling into step beside him as he checks doors and windows to make sure they are all securely locked. As he reaches the delipidated door and goes to move the plank of wood, I instinctively jump in between him and the wood, spreading my arms out across the door in protest.

      ‘But the person I spoke to when I called the number on the board outside said that it was for sale,’ I say, hands on hips, my hesitancy from earlier having vanished and replaced with a sheer determination now the decision is made – I’m going for it and opening a proper bakery. My mind is made up and so now Mr King saying the shop isn’t for sale is like a red flag to a bull – it has to happen, I can’t even contemplate losing my dream. The plank of wood goes to topple sideways, so I grab it just in time to save it from crashing into the glass display cabinet.

      ‘Then that person was mistaken or there has been a mix-up. This building can’t be used for commercial gain.’ Mr King gives me a sideways look before turning directly to face me. He is looking me up and down and taking a wary step backwards as if assessing whether I’m deranged or not and likely to batter him with the plank of wood that I now have gripped sideways across my body like a Kung Fu dragon pole ready to fight.

      ‘I don’t understand … it’s always been a bakery. What’s changed?’ I say, my voice sounding shrill. Even my knuckles are throbbing as I try to still my fired-up pulse.

      ‘I’m afraid it’s out of my hands, all I know is that the building is not in use because the lease expired and without knowing who the freeholder is, it’s been left fallow.’

      ‘So does that mean the freeholder, if I can find out who they are, could sell the building to me?’ I fire back quickly, tightening my grip on the plank of wood.

      ‘That’s a matter you would need to take legal advice on. I represent the council and we can’t just sell empty properties to anyone who phones up asking to buy them,’ he says, with more than a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

      ‘OK, so if the shop can’t be used for commercial gain, then what can it be used for?’ I ask, inadvertently tilting the plank up and then down again, trying to ignore the twitch that has developed in my right eyelid as I rack my brains trying to come up with a solution. ‘Surely, the shop being empty and looking like an eyesore isn’t what any of us want. It’s not good for Mulberry-On-Sea, especially with the summer season approaching. It’s our busiest time of year when the tourists visit. And I know the local residents are concerned about the seagulls nesting on the roof and we need a proper bakery in the heart of the town and—’

      ‘Um, Bridge…’ Jack coughs as he appears behind Mr King, gesturing with his head to the plank of wood while making a face that says, ‘You might want to put that down as you look like a proper scary Mary and he’ll never agree to anything if he thinks you’re going to take him out with a Kung Fu chop any second now!’

      ‘Oh, err … yes sorry, I just…’ I quickly shut up and carefully place the plank of wood down on the floor before holding my palms up in some kind of awkward surrender stance. Jack looks upwards and shakes his head trying not to smirk. ‘Look, Mr King, I really want to move my bakery business into this shop … it was an actual bakery for a very long time, as you can see.’ I wave a hand towards the oven and the display cabinet for added emphasis. ‘So, I don’t understand why I can’t do this’ – I wave my other hand around a bit more – ‘and restore it to its former glory. Surely, it’s better than leaving it fallow, aka derelict and covered in seagull poo?’ I’m practically panting now with both hands flapping about.

      ‘Look, madam.’ I bristle as he tries to intimidate me. His eyes flick down to the plank of wood again and he coughs to clear his throat in wariness. ‘Err, Mrs Carrington—’ He stops talking as I end the flapping and fold my arms across my chest instead. I inhale sharply through my nostrils and open my eyes wide. He changes tack. ‘I’m afraid you can’t buy the building because we don’t know who owns it. But …’ Mr King pauses, glances at his clipboard, lifts a page and seems to speed read some words on the next page underneath. ‘Ah, yes, it’s as I thought … this building does fall under the council’s policy on empty properties – we are keen to put them to use where possible.’

      ‘Oh, well, that’s brilliant then … so I could put it to use as a bakery after all,’ I say, my heart lifting slightly and the panting easing to a more normal breathing rhythm.

      ‘Not exactly. There are stipulations.’

      ‘Stipulations?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right, there would need to be a benefit to the community, that sort of thing. You’d need to put a proposal together for the committee to consider. Here’s a pamphlet.’ Mr King plucks a brightly coloured concertinaed piece of paper from his clipboard and hands it to me before practically shooing me and Jack out of the door. ‘We really do need to wrap up the viewing now,’ he adds jangling the big bunch of keys in the air.

      Outside on the cobbles I look at Jack, letting out a big puff of despondent air.

      ‘It’s such a letdown,’ I say, pulling my tote bag off my shoulder and pushing the pamphlet inside. ‘I really thought my dream was about to come true…’

      ‘It still can,’ Jack says.

      ‘But how? Yes, a bakery would benefit the community – especially the elderly and housebound that can’t easily get to the supermarket in Stoneley, and it’s not just about the bread, they like to chat too when I drop off their deliveries. But at the end of the day it would still be a shop, with a commercial gain…’ I shake my head.

      Silence follows as we both stand thinking through what just happened.

      ‘Unless…’ I start slowly, a plan beginning to percolate inside my head.

      ‘Go on,’ Jack prompts.

      ‘My beach hut café idea … what if it could become a community space? For groups to meet. You know, like my elderly customers could have a regular cuppa and a cake together, at a discounted price. And what about parent and baby group coffee mornings, knit and natter clubs? I remember Mack told me about a knit and natter club his wife, Dotty, used to go to over in Tindledale, the little village further along the coast. I could see if they wanted to open a branch here, and I love knitting, as you know … so I could run a class, in the evening of course, when I’m not baking. Or a book club, painting lessons, there’s all kinds of things I could do … local charities could use the space for drop-in sessions.’ My mind is working overtime now I’m on a roll with all the possibilities that could make this unexpected curveball work.

      ‘You see, Bridget, you already have a plan coming together.’ He lifts my chin to give me a kiss. ‘Look, I have to get going.’ He glances at his watch again. ‘But let’s talk more later,’ he says hurriedly.

      ‘Oh, um…’ I say, a little wrong-footed as I thought we were spending the rest of the day together.

      ‘I really must go—’

      ‘Sure, OK, no problem,’ I jump in, hiding my disappointment and not wanting to make a thing of it. ‘I should probably start putting together a plan to persuade the council to let me run a bakery business alongside the community space they want … as I have to make a living of course.’ Maybe my dream could be back on after all, although I can’t quite put my finger on why Jack is being a bit different to how he usually is.

      ‘Good idea. And if anyone can persuade the council, Bridget, then it’s you!’ After planting a kiss on my cheek he gives me a quick hug and pretty much runs back across the square towards the pub.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      And sure enough, that’s exactly what I did do. After putting together my proposal, it took lots of letter writing and lobbying the council, and yes at one point, I did stage a mini sit-in on the steps outside the local councillor’s house, but only so I could appeal to her directly. To be fair, she seemed very impressed with my ideas to get the old bakery up and running again with a wonderful community space for everyone to meet up and socialise or learn a new skill. She even helped carry my massive mood board back to the Hook, Line & Sinker pub, where Rita, the landlady, let me set up an information point at one of the outdoor tables made from a beer barrel with a parasol popped into a hole carved in the top. I made a mountain of bread samples and mini cake and croissant cube tasters so the local residents could come and ask about Bridget’s Bicycle Bakery and the new community space and fill in my questionnaire about their interests and what sort of meet-ups they’d enjoy. I even got an endorsement from Vicar Joe who runs the sea shanty community choir that Jack and I are members of, Mack too, and Rita, and the weekly singing practice sessions are now going to be held in the big beach hut behind the bakery as soon as I’ve got it cleaned up, painted and ready to go. Apparently, the acoustics are incredible, Vicar Joe said after testing them, and the choir had outgrown the small space where we used to meet in the sailors’ church, so it’s a solution that benefits us all.

      Eventually, the council agreed to let me lease the shop building on a six-month rolling basis. I did try to get them to agree to a longer lease, but the council’s solicitor explained that it has to be this way in case the freeholder, the owner, is found and wants to sell the building or has other plans for its use. In a nutshell, I have to be prepared for this possibility and to be honest, I have worried about borrowing the money to transform the shop only to close it down one day. But I have now come to the conclusion that as the building has been left fallow for donkey’s years, as Mack would say, it feels like it’s worth taking the risk. I could end up running the bakery for … well, donkey’s years all over again, with a bit of luck. And nothing ventured, nothing gained and all that. Plus, I’m determined to make a go of the bakery and create a successful community space so if the long-lost freeholder is ever found and turns up out of the blue then they’d have to be utterly heartless to want to close it all down and turn it into holiday flats or whatever. I’ll petition outside the local councillor’s house all over again if I have to!

      So back to the fine print, I can use the ovens and the kitchen, the outdoor space at the front and the beach hut too for commercial gain as long as I continue to put the building to use for the community. And I have to clean up the place inside and outside to pass a whole raft of safety and hygiene assessments, but no structural changes to be made under any circumstances. Not that I’d want to, I love the shop just as it is, and I’ll have enough to do with cleaning the huge baking ovens, something I’m actually looking forward to doing in anticipation of kneading and rolling and then baking my first big batch of bread inside them. The decision was made yesterday afternoon in a special meeting, and I picked up the keys an hour ago and came straight here.

      ‘Wow, Mummy, it’s like a haunted house!’ my sweet daughter, Freya, says, as the broken front door gives a mysteriously loud creak like something out of a horror film as we push it open. Using my shoulder and left foot, I manage to create enough of a space so that I can slide my body in the gap behind the door to get inside the shop. And then I see what the obstruction is, there’s a mountain of junk mail and some old rubbish sacks piled up behind it. Stepping over it all, I find the plank of wood and secure the door open so Freya, the twins, Olly and Oscar, Henry our dog, and Jack’s dog, Sinead, can come on inside.

      ‘Mum, the lights aren’t working.’ It’s Olly, and he’s flicking the switch on the wall by the door on and off and over again.

      ‘Ah, yes, I think it was all turned off after the electrical inspection – for safety measures,’ I say, remembering the electrician telling me this after presenting his eye-wateringly expensive bill to issue a certificate after checking the wiring was sound.

      ‘In that case I’ll go and flick the mains switch back on,’ says Oscar, and heads off to the door down to the basement in search of the fuse box with a serious ‘leave it to me’ frown on his teenage face. I glance at Jack and we exchange a look, as not so long ago Oscar was very volatile with his mood swings and was reluctant to do much to help out at home, directing most of his anger and grief over Ted dying towards me. But this last year or so in Mulberry-On-Sea, Oscar has turned into a thoughtful and reliable young man, helping my bakery business take off with his entrepreneurial ideas. He seems much happier now and more content these days and I’m incredibly proud of him, I know Ted would be too.

      ‘Can I look around as well?’ Freya asks, her eyes sparkling in excitement.

      ‘Not on your own love. There are some broken floor tiles and it might not be safe until we’ve got everything cleaned up and fixed.’ I give her shoulder a quick comforting squeeze as the corners of her mouth droop in disappointment.

      ‘I could show her?’ Olly offers, looking at me for confirmation.

      ‘OK, sure, but no running around with Henry and Sinead and getting them all worked up – or used to being inside here, they’ll not be allowed to once we’ve got everything organised and are properly open,’ I add, remembering reading through all the hygiene and safety stipulations that the Health and Safety woman at the council sent through to me. Definitely no dogs hanging out in the bakery kitchen area.

      ‘So where will they go?’ Freya drops Olly’s hand and comes back to me with a worried look on her little face.

      ‘Well, Sinead will be in the pub, sweetheart, like she usually is when Jack is at work,’ I say, glancing at him.

      ‘But Henry can’t stay at home all by himself all day long when you’re here and I’m at school. He’ll die of loneliness.’ And Freya dips down to fling her arms around Henry’s neck in a tight embrace. ‘Oh, dearest Henry … what is to become of you!’ she adds in an overly dramatic outburst of emotion, her bottom lip quivering. Usually stoic and pragmatic Freya has just started drama classes after school on a Friday and seems to have turned herself into a Shakespearian thespian overnight.

      ‘We’ll work something out for him, don’t worry, sweetheart,’ I say, trying not to laugh as I chivvy Freya out of the way so I can haul the enormous bag of cleaning products I’ve brought with me onto the old shop counter.

      ‘Could he lie on the floor under here?’ Freya is not letting it go, and she’s now crouched underneath the counter having a good look around. ‘Wow! Look at this … Henry can use this for a pillow.’ Freya coughs and wipes the back of her hand across her face as a huge gust of dust billows out towards her as she heaves a heavy object across the tiled floor.

      ‘Ooh, what have you got there?’ I duck down beside her and after using the edge of my apron to wipe the dust from her hands and face I help her. She has found a faded brown, cobwebby-covered leather-bound book that she’s trying to lift, and it’s the size of a paving slab.

      ‘It will be perfect for Henry to rest his head on and nobody will see him down here underneath the counter.’ Freya grins, patting the side of her thigh in an attempt to get Henry to come over and try it out. Both Henry and Sinead, thinking it’s food, of course, bound over in typically exuberant style like some kind of doggy double act, swishing their tails left and right and creating a veritable dust storm as they barge into me and knock me sideways. I’m now prone on the floor with Henry’s hot breath mere millimetres from my face as he flops down next to me and goes to give me an overly affectionate licky kiss. Meanwhile, Sinead, who is the size of a miniature Shetland pony, is literally standing on me with her front paws pressed on my midriff.

      ‘Jack,’ I bellow, as my darling children, Freya and Olly, just stand staring at me, both practically laughing themselves into a hernia.

      ‘What is it?’ Jack appears from the other side of the kitchen, still with the two boxes of my baking equipment stacked up in his arms. ‘Oh, Bridge … what are you doing down there!’ he says on seeing me, trying not to laugh too. ‘Do you need a hand? Hang on a second, I’ll just put these boxes down.’ But I notice he doesn’t exactly rush.

      ‘Never mind, oh Bridge! Please … just dump the boxes and help me get these two mutts away before they lick me to death.’ Coughing and wheezing from the dust and trying to salvage some semblance of dignity as the hem of my floaty cotton sun dress flaps up to reveal my rainbow stripey knicker-clad backside, I manage to scramble onto all fours and then haul myself up to a standing position by grabbing the edge of the counter. ‘For crying out loud, will I never learn?’ I puff, brushing myself down and tidying my hair that now feels like a bird’s nest perched on top of my head instead of the carefully curated messy bun that I started out with this morning.

      ‘But it’s funny Mummy when you always get knocked over by the dogs,’ Freya says, still giggling to herself. Olly shakes his head with a resigned look on his face as if having the most embarrassing mum on the planet is his cross to bear.

      ‘Hmm, funny for all of you, maybe,’ I say, pretending to be serious about it. But to be fair, she does have a point. I am terrible at remembering not to ever crouch down in the vicinity of Henry or Sinead. I’m like a canine magnet, a human dog toy that gets bowled over and half-licked to death on a weekly basis, at least. ‘Right, OK, the show is over, folks,’ I say, flapping a hand around to clear the dusty air before turning to pick up the big old book that caused this mayhem in the first place. ‘And shoo, you two, go and find your brother and see if you can get the lights on in here,’ I say to Olly and Freya, ‘and take these two naughty dogs with you. And put them on their leads please so there’s no more chaos.’

      When they’ve disappeared, and Jack has gone to give Oscar a hand, I open the book and see that it’s full of scraps of folded paper. Some of the pages have faded, old-fashioned handwriting on them that is hard to read along with various stains that look like dried splashes of milk and greasy dollops of butter. A smear of red on a corner could be jam or food colouring for icing perhaps, and then I see a few words that look like ‘short…’ something or another, ‘short crust’ maybe, and then ‘lattice fruit…’ and there’s even a beautifully hand-sketched picture of a lattice-topped pie, just like they do on The Great British Bake Off when showing us what each of the bakers is going to be creating that week. My pulse quickens as I turn the pages and see more glorious pictures of all kinds of bakes and cakes, realising that this is a recipe book. I’m guessing it must have belonged to Jilly, and sure enough, when I turn back to the inside cover, I see her name written there in lovely longhand script, Jilly Simmonds 1955. I feel like I’ve won the lottery! I absolutely adore a recipe book, especially a vintage one, and this is a carefully compiled collection of all Jilly’s tried and tested favourites by the looks of it. After carefully putting all the folded pieces of paper back inside the book I stow it in my tote bag to take a proper look at it later on.

      I make a start on getting the cleaning products out, I can’t wait to have the place sparkling, and I’ve got someone coming tomorrow to fix the tiles and paint the walls, plus the coffee machine is being delivered too. If my plan falls into place, then I could be opening within a couple of weeks and just in time for the summer holiday season to start.

      ‘Hey, Bridge, please stop that for a second.’ Jack is back and he takes the bottle of Mr Muscle cleaning spray I have in my hand and places it down on the counter. ‘Sorry for laughing just now.’ He keeps hold of my hand and loops his fingers through mine, sending a sizzling spark all the way up my arm. ‘And here … you’ve got some dust on your face.’ He wipes it away, his gentle touch giving me butterflies. ‘So, how do you feel now that you’ve got the keys?’ He looks around the shop.

      ‘I feel great, but there’s a lot to do so I had better get on with it…’ I go to pick up the Mr Muscle, still in action mode and excited to get everything done because the sooner I open the sooner I can earn some money to start paying back the loan.

      ‘A few minutes won’t hurt. And I can help with the cleaning, I’m not working tonight so I can stay here and get on with it,’ he says, before giving me a kiss on the lips.

      ‘Mmm, but Jack, you don’t need to do that,’ I say, kissing him back and drawing in his deliciously sexy scent.

      ‘I know I don’t, but I want to… Let me help you, Bridget. You’ve done it all yourself so far.’

      ‘And I’ve enjoyed it. Well, not the letter-writing bit, that’s not my forte.’ I grin.

      ‘I know, but—’

      ‘No buts, honestly Jack, I want to get the place cleaned up, I’ve been looking forward to it. This has always been my dream, to open my own bakery shop and I want to put my stamp on it right away. Sorry if that makes me sound ungrateful.’

      ‘Not at all, I understand… I’m the same in the pub kitchen, nothing worse than someone else being in my creative cooking space.’ He pulls a face and we both laugh.

      ‘True. How about I drop the children home later – Olly and Oscar can take care of Freya for a few hours – and then we can come back here and put some music on and make an evening of it cleaning the place up together?’

      ‘Sounds good. But first I want to give you this.’ And Jack pulls a small oblong-shaped box from the back pocket of his jeans.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Open it and see.’ He places the box in my hand.

      ‘Oh Jack, it’s lovely! Thank you.’ I catch my breath as I lift a beautiful gold bracelet from the navy velvet pad inside the box.

      ‘I was going to wait until the opening day party.’ A short pause. ‘We are having a party, aren’t we?’ He ducks his head down so he’s at eye level with me as I let the bracelet trickle gracefully through my fingertips. It’s absolutely gorgeous and such a thoughtful gift, and my earlier doubts about him vanish, I was just having a wobbly moment of insecurity, that’s all.

      ‘Um, well, I hadn’t really thought that far ahead … but an opening party is a brilliant idea so, yes … yes we are.’ I nod enthusiastically. ‘And we can make it a community event … everyone loves a party – I’ll invite all my regular customers to come along, the elderly ones who don’t get out much too. I’ll have a word with Vicar Joe to see if he can ferry them here in the church minibus. And it will keep the council happy … I could even invite the local councillor, the one whose house I staged the sit-in at.’ I laugh.

      ‘Ah, yes, good idea!’ He laughs too. ‘So, doing this now feels more appropriate.’ He looks at the bracelet and then into my eyes. ‘To you, Bridge … I hope you like it.’

      ‘I love it, Jack, and thank you,’ I say, giving him a kiss before slipping the bracelet over my hand and onto my wrist. ‘And I love you too.’

      ‘Oh, I almost forgot.’ He pulls back and lifts a small navy pouch from his pocket too and dangles it in front of me. ‘These are to go with it.’

      ‘Ooh, there’s more?’ I peep inside the pouch to see two little gold charms, a cute croissant and a loaf of bread. ‘Oh Jack, they are so cute. And so appropriate.’

      ‘I thought we could add more baked goods charms to the bracelet as you build your bakery empire.’ He grins, his eyes softening. ‘You did it, B … you’ve got your own bakery shop. You made your dream come true.’ His whole face lights up with pride and my heart soars. I feel so blissfully happy and incredibly lucky to not only be standing in my own bakery shop, but also to have a second chance at love. There was a time when I could never envisage loving anyone else and it’s been hard not feeling guilty, or that I’m being unfaithful … even though my husband is no longer here. Ted will always have a place in my heart. But I’ve come to terms with what happened and accepted that there is enough space in my heart for Jack too. I think of Ted and swallow, a soft smile for his memory forming on my lips, knowing he’d have loved this shop, and I think he would have loved Jack too, I really do…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Late afternoon on the following day and I have that happy, exhausted feeling even though I’ve been cleaning and doing DIY for what feels like forever, and there’s still a lot more to get through, but the shop is starting to take shape, at last. The glass cabinet is gleaming and the big ovens are too. The early summer sun is dazzling as I fling open the back doors of the shop ready to tackle the beach hut now and turn it into a proper little café. Henry is with me, gambolling alongside as I walk down the little towpath in the sand.

      ‘Hi, Bridget.’ It’s Rita, walking towards me across the beach from near the edge of the waves where Skipper, her little brown and white terrier, is speeding along on the wet sand looking like he’s having the time of his life. Spotting him, Henry hurtles off to join in the fun too. ‘Those two … I don’t know where they get the energy from.’ Rita chuckles as she reaches me, shaking her head and making her windswept wavy blonde hair bob up and down around her shoulders.

      ‘I wish I had even a drop of it, I’m shattered. How are you, Rita?’ I give her a hug and we walk together over towards a weather-worn wooden groyne.

      ‘I’m very well, love. Jack told me you’ve been working flat out with cleaning and getting the shop ready for the grand opening so I thought you could do with a little break.’ She produces two mini bottles of prosecco, one from each pocket of her sausage dog print sundress and jiggles them up in the air. ‘Come on, we can sit on the groyne and have a good catch-up.’ She hands me a bottle.

      ‘Thanks Rita, and yes, please,’ I say, grateful for her thoughtfulness. It’s true, I am absolutely shattered and seem to have been running off pure adrenalin and fear of failure recently so this is just the prompt I need to make me stop and catch my breath for a moment. I sink my aching body onto the groyne before bobbing back up quickly. ‘How about some cookie pie cakes to go with the prosecco?’ and I turn to dash back up the beach to the back door of the bakery. ‘There are some in a box inside the basket on the front of my bike. I baked them earlier to test out one of the ovens and was going to take them home, but let’s have them now.’

      ‘Well, I’ll never say no to one of your delicious cakes, but please … stay there and rest for a bit,’ Rita says firmly, and after standing her prosecco bottle on top of a groyne post, she places a hand on my shoulder and gently pushes it down as if to make me sit. ‘I’ll get the cakes. Where is your bike?’

      ‘Propped against the wall of the beach hut.’

      Moments later, and she’s back and proffering the cake box with four oversized slices of gooey, cute cookie pie cakes inside. ‘Which one?’

      ‘Oh, you choose,’ I say, and she hands me the red velvet one with layers of crushed Jammie Dodger biscuit mingled with raspberry jam and sprinkled with pink glitter – Freya’s design idea. And we sit side by side in silence for a moment, listening to the caw-cawing of the seagulls soaring up high in the pastel blue sky and the waves tumbling over the sand. We swig mouthfuls of prosecco straight from the bottle in between devouring the delicious cakes that could do with coming with their own mini crowbars to aid the opening of our jaws even wider … the slices are that enormous!

      ‘Mmm, heavenly. Bridget, you really are the cookie pie queen.’ Rita polishes off the last of her cake before letting Skipper lick a splodge of jam from her finger. Henry, not wanting to miss out, comes bounding to a halt at my feet, and with a swishing tail and an eager look on his face, he promptly sits and tilts his head to one side. ‘Anyone would think he was starving, the way he’s working those pleading puppy dog eyes.’ Rita laughs. Knowing we are talking about him, Henry whimpers and flicks his eyes towards the last of the cake.

      ‘You’d think so…’ I laugh. ‘I wouldn’t mind, but he’s already had his breakfast today, and a crusty baguette that I brought with me for my lunch which he swiped off the counter when my back was turned.’

      ‘Oh, Henry!’ Rita says in mock despair and laughs too. I relent and give him a tiny sliver of the gooey, biscuity mixture so he doesn’t feel left out. Seemingly satisfied with their sweet treats, both dogs scamper off towards the sea to ride the waves on their sugar high. ‘Seriously though, he can’t be helping himself to the baked goods when the bakery is up and running?’

      ‘Yes, I haven’t come up with a solution for him yet, but he definitely can’t sleep underneath the counter as Freya proposed. I’ll never get a five-star food hygiene rating with a very bouncy Labrador shedding hair and doing flyby food theft all over the place. No, I might have to book him into daycare – there’s a place over by the caravan park.’

      ‘Oh no, you don’t want to do that. Henry will hate being cooped up in the pens they have there. Tell you what, he can come and be a pub dog. He gets on well with Skipper and Jack’s dog, Sinead, and my regulars aren’t fussy about the odd crisp or pork scratching going missing.’ Rita lifts her sunglasses to look me in the eye.

      ‘Are you sure?’ I check, keenly. ‘Because that would be wonderful and a big weight off my mind.’

      ‘Yes, he’d be very welcome. And what’s one more dog when you have two to keep an eye on? You might as well have three.’ She shrugs easily.

      ‘I guess so.’ I nod, and we both laugh and chink our bottles together as if to seal the deal. ‘Thanks Rita. And I could pay you in cake if you like?’

      ‘Ah, no need for payment, but if you insist, then one of your enormous cookie pie cakes now and again will always be welcome.’ Rita grins and finishes the last of her prosecco.

      ‘That’s settled then. Henry will love being a pub dog, I’m sure.’

      ‘So, how’s it going with you and Jack?’ Rita asks.

      ‘Really well. I was over the moon with this gorgeous surprise … he’s very thoughtful … a proper cinnamon roll as Lorna would say.’ Smiling, I lift my wrist to show her the bracelet Jack gave me.

      ‘Cinnamon roll?’ Rita laughs.

      ‘Yes, apparently it means sweet but not a pushover.’

      ‘Ah, well I never knew that.’ She laughs. ‘And the bracelet is beautiful, a very sweet gift. Mind you, when I saw the box I thought…’ She pauses momentarily and her eyes soften. ‘What I mean is, that I hoped, it might be an engagement ring. And he has been acting a bit mysteriously recently … I wonder if he’s up to something.’

      ‘Up to something?’ I lift my eyebrows.

      ‘Oh no, not up to something as in up to something.’ Rita shakes her head. ‘I just meant that he’s been a bit preoccupied and has disappeared a few times so I wondered if he was planning something … a surprise, a proposal maybe!’ she adds, her eyes lighting up with wishful thinking. But my thoughts are going to when he rushed off after the viewing and we are certainly not spending as much time together as we used to, but then I suppose I have been busy getting the bakery ready to open and he’s been working a lot in the pub, doing extra shifts he said. But still, I can’t help wondering if there might be more to her up to something comment!

      ‘Ah, Rita it’s still early days … not that I wouldn’t want to marry Jack, I love him,’ I say, absentmindedly as I try to mull things over. ‘Although when we first came back here, I never envisaged meeting someone new, having a second chance at happiness.’

      ‘Yes, I know what a challenge it was for you starting over again … heartbreak and grief are tough to bear, and with you being so young too.’ Rita gives the top of my hand a kindly, motherly pat. ‘And for Jack too, he was pretty broken up when Ciara left and took up with his best friend back home in Ireland. Well, you know about that so I won’t go on…’

      ‘Yes, Jack has told me about the relationship breaking down, and how hard it was for him. I can’t imagine how betrayed he must have felt … with it being his best friend and fiancée.’

      ‘Yes it was a difficult time for him. But you’ve sure brought the spark back into his eyes and it would be very wonderful if there were wedding bells soon.’

      ‘Oh Rita … you old romantic,’ I say politely, still pondering.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Well, I’m already married, even if my husband isn’t here … marriage is a mindset, and even though I’m in love with Jack now, it’s true that I do still feel committed to Ted…’ I say quietly, thinking of him and instinctively looking out to sea where we scattered his ashes over the old shipwreck. ‘And Jack and I are happy as we are.’ I stand up and clap my hands together to change the mood, not wanting to contemplate Rita having got it all wrong and Jack up to something and not in a good way. ‘I have everything I ever dreamed of, family, friends, my dream bakery and this beautiful seaside home.’

      Rita is about to say more when my phone rings.

      ‘Oh, it’s my mum,’ I say, looking at the screen.

      ‘Talk to her, love, I’m going to sit here and enjoy some peace and quiet for a bit.’

      ‘Bridget, darling, how are you? How are the children? How’s that handsome man of yours?’ Patty pops into view on FaceTime, a lurid pink frothy cocktail in one hand and a selfie stick in the other and she’s lying on a sun lounger in a bikini beside her kidney-shaped swimming pool. Derek leans across so he is on the screen too, grinning and waving.

      ‘Hi you two, I’m good, and the children—’ I start, but Patty jumps in.

      ‘Now, sweetheart, are you sitting down because you won’t like this, but before we tell you I want you to know that if it comes to it then Derek will get his people, you know, the professionals … lawyers on to it and they will scupper their plan, won’t you Derek?’ and she pats the side of his face before giving him a big kiss on the mouth. Derek nods like an obedient, lovestruck puppy.

      ‘Mum, what are you talking about?’ I ask warily.

      ‘Developers! The ones that’ll be circling like greedy sharks around your beautiful bakery. It’s here in black and white, well … on the screen. On Derek’s property portfolio portal thingamajig. On the iPad. Where is it, Derek?’ Patty puts the cocktail glass down on a nearby wicker coffee table and takes an iPad from Derek’s proffered hand. ‘Here it is.’ She taps the screen of the iPad before turning it to show me a list that’s headed Potential Property Purchase Opportunities and sure enough, there it is, the old bakery building in the charming seaside town of Mulberry-On-Sea! I inhale, but then swiftly gather myself.

      ‘Mum, it’s fine! It says right next to it “owner unknown”,’ I tell her, shielding my eyes from the glare of the sun so I can peer at her iPad on my phone screen. ‘And I already know about this. That’s why the council are letting me lease the building. It’s been empty for donkey’s years so likely to stay that way they said, so … if the owner was known then surely they would have come forward long before now.’

      ‘Yes, love, but what if these developers get the bounty hunters on to it?’

      ‘What do you mean, bounty hunters?’ I glance at Rita who raises her eyebrows. I lift my eyes upwards and shake my head as if to let her know that my mother really is the ultimate drama queen.

      ‘Bounty hunters! Bridget, the developers pay them to find long-lost relatives. They target empty properties and then get the bounty hunters to track down someone, anyone with a plausible link to the original owner, could be an umpteenth cousin a trillion times removed or whatever, it doesn’t matter … and the distant relative could be on the other side of the world and never even have known the person who owned the building. I’ve seen it on that heir hunters programme on the telly. And then the developers swoop! They offer the long-lost relative a cash payment, usually a fraction of the price for what the building is really worth, but still a tempting windfall for them, and then the developers knock it all down and turn it into luxury flats.’

      ‘Mum, please … I can’t think about this right now. I’m about to open the bakery, we are having a big party. Plus, I have a six-month lease so nothing could happen before the end of that anyway. And besides, I have thought about all this and know the risk I’m taking in the unlikely event of a long-lost owner coming forward. I have a plan to persuade them to let me carry on leasing the building if they don’t want to sell it to me,’ I say, thinking of my intention to rally the community and lobby the local councillor again if I have to, to save my bakery business and community space.

      ‘That’s my girl!’ Patty instantly changes tack. ‘I knew you wouldn’t be fazed … didn’t I say so, Derek? Didn’t I say that my Bridget is made of very strong stuff? And this listing is from 2003 … so as you said, it was donkey’s years ago.’ I stare at the screen, flabbergasted and baffled as I wonder why on earth she called just to tell me about something from years ago! Sighing, I force a smile on my face as I politely listen to her telling me again that Derek will get his people – the property specialist lawyer and accountant – on to it if it ever did come to it. After thanking Derek for this reassurance, I say goodbye and end the call.

      ‘Everything OK?’ Rita asks as I join her back on the groyne.

      ‘Yes, I hope so … it’s this issue with not knowing who owns the bakery building … and my mum is saying something about bounty hunters looking for the owner.’

      ‘Ah, yes … try not to worry, love. The rumours have been doing the rounds for years – daftest one I heard was something about there not being a will because Jilly didn’t die. When she retired she went to live off-grid on a remote paradise island where they don’t have phones or satellite signals or whatever so nobody could contact her! Never mind that she’s been buried in a lovely plot in a sunny spot next to her dear friend, Dorothy – Mack’s late wife – at Our Lady Star of the Sea Church for over a decade now.’

      ‘Oh, I didn’t realise there was that much speculation about the place,’ I say, trying to quell the knot of worry that’s now making a very unwelcome reappearance.

      ‘Bridget, I honestly don’t think you have anything to worry about. Just focus on making a proper go of it and know that we are all behind you, cheering you on. Mulberry-On-Sea really needs this bakery and community space. Then in the unlikely event of bounty hunters or whatever coming along they won’t know what’s hit ’em. We are a close-knit sturdy community and we won’t let them take our lovely Bridget’s Bicycle Bakery away from us. Even developers have to get permission to change a building’s use, so we just won’t give it!’ Rita finishes, sounding very strident indeed. I put an arm around her shoulders and smile, hoping she’s right … or, to be more precise, that it never comes down to it and I don’t ever have to find out just how close-knit and sturdy the community is…
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      Saturday, the day of the party and I’ve had a word with myself, well, several words in fact. I’ve spoken to Lorna many times and she said pretty much the same as Rita, to focus on making the bakery a success and also to enjoy what I’ve worked so hard to achieve. And so that’s exactly what I’m going to do. I’m standing outside on the cobbles and beaming as I shield my eyes to take another look up at the signage across the top of the front windows. Bridget’s Bicycle Bakery in lovely swirly gold lettering studded onto the cream-painted brickwork that took Vicar Joe and the local Sea Scouts troop two whole days to paint in return for a steady supply of hot sausage rolls, tea, milkshakes, and giant doughnuts. Olly and Oscar found a rusty old bicycle in one of the junk shops over in Tindledale and have cleaned it up and painted it pastel pink. It’s now standing outside with two baskets hanging from the handlebars brimming with a rainbow of pretty pink, purple and white geraniums.

      ‘Mum, there you are!’ Olly appears, with Oscar close behind, and Freya skipping alongside next to Henry who is doing his cock-a-hoop walk with his tail up in the air and wafting side to side.

      ‘Hello, my loves, I’m just taking a moment for myself to admire the view,’ I say, giving Freya a hug as she leans into me.

      ‘It looks amazing, Mummy,’ she says, grinning up at me and pointing to the bakery.

      ‘Thanks to all of you.’ I look at Oscar and Olly. ‘The bike propped up there really is the cherry on the cake … boom boom!’ I laugh. Freya does too, but the boys kind of freeze in their tracks.

      ‘Ah, nice one Mum – see what you did there with the cake thing,’ Oscar eventually says, nudging Olly, and both boys laugh like they’ve never actually heard me be properly witty.

      ‘Well, I am actually a very funny person sometimes,’ I say, and instantly cringe when they exchange looks again before shaking their heads in a kindly ‘ah, she means no harm’ sort of way. Aghhhh! Guess I’ll never be sick or rad or dope or whatever the definition of cool is these days in their eyes. And then I suppose I don’t need to be, I’m their mum, not their teenage bestie, and so I give each of them a big kiss just to embarrass them a bit more.

      ‘Sure you are,’ Oscar says, wiping his cheek, closely followed by Olly who adds, ‘Seriously though, we are really proud of you, Mum. And Dad would have been too.’ For a moment, I’m stunned. It takes my breath away how every now and again I catch a glimpse of the lovely, kind, compassionate men my teenage sons will become one day … just like Ted was.

      ‘Thank you,’ I mouth over the top of Freya’s head as I ruffle her hair. ‘Now, we’ve got a party to go to. Come on.’ I beam and walk back inside the bakery where everyone is inside or milling around outside, chatting and sipping refreshing elderflower spritzers or enjoying cake tasters, sausage rolls, fluffy candy floss on sticks or traditional sugary hot doughnuts that I’ve served in white paper bags for a full-on nostalgic treat.

      ‘Mum, we’ll see you in there,’ Olly says.

      ‘Oh, sure … where are you off to?’ I look at him and then at Oscar. Freya, who has left my side, is now standing squarely in front of me with her arms folded and a very serious look etched on her little face.

      ‘Henry pinched my cake right off my plate!’ she announces, the look of injustice on her face near comical as she glares at Henry. Ah, no wonder he’s strutting all cock-a-hoop, he’s riding a sugar high, again. I try not to smile as she quickly adds, ‘He gulped it down without even chewing it and he didn’t choke.’

      ‘Oh dear,’ I say mindfully. ‘What a naughty doggy he is.’

      ‘Yes, so now we are taking him to the pub where he can take time out from the party and think about what he’s done.’

      ‘Good idea,’ I agree, catching the boys’ eyes as one of them clips Henry’s lead onto his collar. ‘I think it’s for the best, Freya. You know, Henry can’t really be in the bakery, darling. I’ll see you inside when you come back to the party. Maybe you can see when Jack is coming over to join us when you get to the pub?’ I ask, suddenly realising that I haven’t seen Jack and I’m sure he said he would be coming to the party when it started which was over half an hour ago now. I’ve been so busy doing the rounds with plates of sandwiches and cakes and filling the big tea urn that it hadn’t registered him not being here.

      ‘OK, Mummy, we will,’ Freya says, taking Henry by the lead, and solemnly does the walk of shame over to the pub. Olly and Oscar follow behind them.

      Smiling to myself, I wander over to the bakery and decide to head round the back to the beach hut café to see if the older guests who are all seated there in the shade would like a top-up of their cups of coffee or tea. There are groups of people gathered together chatting all the way down the path, so I go the long way round and through the little alleyway that runs in between the buildings a few doors along to get to the seafront and then walk through the rows of beach huts. I’m almost there when I see Jack up ahead and looking at his phone. I go to wave, to beckon him to join me but he doesn’t look up and so doesn’t see me. My arm freezes in mid-air momentarily before I let it drop back down by my side. A very glamorous-looking woman I’ve never seen before suddenly appears from behind another beach hut further along and Jack smiles, puts his phone in his back pocket, and walks towards her. Something about the clandestine way she looks around, as if checking the coast is clear before indicating for him to follow her down the side of the beach hut from where she appeared, makes me feel dizzy and I stop walking. Moving out of the hot sun, I lean against the coolness of the wooden slats of a nearby beach hut not far from where Jack and the mystery woman are now talking in the row behind me. I don’t know what to do. If I carry on walking I’m going to bump right into them from behind their beach hut and it’ll look like I’ve been following them, but if I stay here and they wander along this way then they will wonder why I’m loitering just a few metres away from them. Oh, God. And that old adage of ‘if you don’t know what to do then don’t do anything’ springs to mind and so I stay still and hope they pass on by without seeing me or just go another way far from here. But I can hear voices now; Jack’s voice and it’s getting closer. I hold my breath.

      ‘I can’t do it now,’ he says, his voice sounding hushed and conspiratorial as if not wanting to be overheard. ‘She’s got so much on with the new bakery – it’s just not the right time. But I will do it … as soon as it feels right.’

      The sound of my own blood pumps in my ears as a panicky feeling circles my heart making my pulse race and my breathing ragged. What does he mean, right time? Right time for what? I put a hand over my mouth.

      ‘I understand … but don’t leave it too long or you might lose your nerve,’ the mystery woman says, doing a weird-sounding laugh, and through the gap in the rows of beach huts, I can just about see them and my eyes are drawn to her hand that is now resting, almost tenderly, on Jack’s arm. Tears smart at the corners of my eyes. I need to get away from here. My feeling of insecurity recently is founded after all – Jack looking at his watch, checking his phone, having to rush off, not seeming as interested in the bakery as he originally was and now going AWOL from the opening party … and now I know why. Jack is having an affair! Right there in front of my own eyes. Rita was right too … he was and still is up to something. And just waiting for the ‘right’ time to tell me. Well, there isn’t a right time. There never will be. I’m in love with him, but I feel like the biggest fool in the world right now for thinking I could ever have a second chance at a happy ever after.

      Swallowing hard, I bite my lip and do all the cliché things that people do when they’re confronted with the hurtful truth; I smooth down my dress, fold my arms tight around my body and rub my hands up and down in a desperate attempt to comfort myself, but it’s no use, I’m devastated. I was a fool for thinking I could have it all. I want to run away, take off and never come back. But I have to carry on. I’ve got a bakery full of people to look after, not to mention my three children who are counting on me to make a success of it … so I take several deep breaths, in for four, out for four, over and over until I can feel my heart slowing back to a normalish rhythm. I brush the tears from my eyes, practise putting a smile on my face until I’ve perfected it like a mask to hide the heartbreak I’m feeling inside and walk slowly back to the party.

      Moments later I arrive and Jack is standing by the beach hut café.

      ‘There you are. Where did you get to?’ he says easily.

      ‘Oh … um, I just went outside to take a look at the signage,’ I reply in a breezy voice, knowing this isn’t the right time to ask him about his mystery woman. ‘How about you?’

      ‘I got held up,’ he says. I wait for him to elaborate, hoping there’s been some silly misunderstanding, but instead he says, ‘Yes, a delivery from the brewery I had to deal with,’ before looking away, and my heart sinks at the implication of his omission of the truth … a meet-up with his secret lover. He leans in to give me a kiss, but Freya appears and bounds in between us.

      ‘Jack, come and see the cookie pies. They are massive, and I’ve saved one for you,’ she says, full of excitement, and so as if on autopilot and with the smile still fixed firmly in place, I gesture for him to go with her. In a daze, I move through the crowd, one of the guests asks about my recipe for the sausage rolls because they taste so good … just like old Jilly’s. I thank them and move on, saying hello here and there and going through the motions of being the hostess with the mostest and having a good time at my own party until I wander through to the front door of the bakery and see my best friend, Lorna, arriving. She takes one look at me and knows instantly that something is amiss. Plonking down the big bouquet of flowers and bottle of prosecco she has in her arms for me, she simultaneously asks her boyfriend, Liam, to pop the cork and pour me a large drink.

      ‘There you go.’ Lorna takes the mug, full to the brim with prosecco, and hands it to me. Liam makes a beeline for the mountain of sausage rolls on the end of the counter, instinctively knowing to make himself scarce. ‘Right, what is going on?’ she asks.

      ‘Oh Lorna, it’s terrible,’ I manage to say in a whisper voice as I put my free arm around her and pull her in for a big, comforting hug. ‘I’m so pleased you’re here. I can’t talk now, but later, after the party … I’ll tell you all about it.’
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      ‘He’s what?’ Lorna leans forward, her eyes wide and her jaw dropping in disbelief. Finally, the party is over, and we are sitting in the little old wooden sailboat the boys painted and repurposed as a seating area next to the fire pit in the sand dunes surrounding our beach house.

      ‘Jack is having an affair!’ I tell her for a second time, leaning forward and whispering the ugly, unfamiliar words.

      ‘But are you absolutely sure, Bridge?’ She shakes her head and lets out a long sigh. ‘He just doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy to do that, he’s a cinnamon roll, remember … and I thought he adored you, and you him.’

      ‘That’s what I thought too, but yes, I saw it with my own eyes and I’m heartbroken. I can’t believe he’d do something like this … not after the betrayal he’s experienced in the past; he knows what it feels like.’ I shake my head.

      I managed to make it through the party, buoyed by Vicar Joe’s wonderful speech and the local councillor too, who very kindly cut the pink ribbon I put across the door to officially declare Bridget’s Bicycle Bakery and community space properly open. I also had a lovely conversation with Mack, thanked him for coming to the party and for giving me Jilly’s secret sausage roll recipe a few days ago so I was able to recreate them for the party. Mack found the recipe written on a piece of paper tucked inside the pages of one of Dotty’s old diaries. He had been reading through to reminisce and remembered how fond she was of Jilly – we made a little toast together, chinking our glasses to Dotty, and to Jilly too, wondering what she’d make of the revamped bakery.

      ‘So, what are you going to do?’ Lorna asks, reaching across to pat the top of my knee.

      ‘I don’t know. Talk to him, I guess … and then end things before he finds “the right time” to tell me he’s seeing someone else,’ I shrug, remembering the words I overheard.

      ‘I’m so sorry … I can see you’re devastated.’

      ‘I am … and it’s made me see just how much I love Jack. I had even started thinking about our future after that chat I had with Rita on the beach and she told me he might be up to something … a proposal. I had let myself wonder about that and how I would feel about being married to him instead of Ted and you know, I wanted it… How wrong was I?’

      ‘Oh Bridge, darling—’ Lorna rubs my arm.

      ‘Please don’t … or I might cry on you again,’ I smile wryly and squeeze her hand.

      ‘OK. Let’s send bad thoughts to him instead, of a trillion spiders in his bed or scattered cress seeds on the carpet in his car and sprinkled with water,’ she squeezes my hand back and I manage a small laugh remembering how we used to do this before she met Liam and went on a string of disastrous dates with some very shady men who totally deserved all these consequences and more.

      We sit in silence listening to the soothing sound of the waves in the distance with the tide far out. The sun is dipping down in the sky now, the evening air still warm, although I’m shivering and guess it must be from the shock and sheer enormity of the day.

      ‘You’ll be OK, you know,’ Lorna breaks the silence. ‘I’m not going to say there’s plenty more fish in the sea, because yes, technically, there are, but not all of them are worth catching…’ She pulls a face. ‘But Bridge, I honestly think you should give him a chance to explain. Yes, what you saw and overheard sounds highly dodgy, but the woman could just be a friend, or … I don’t know, a relative popped over from Ireland perhaps.’ She gives me a hopeful look.

      ‘True,’ I jump in, ‘but then why would he lie and say he was late to the party because of a delivery? Surely he would have said if she was a friend or a relative from Ireland, she could have come along to the party.’

      ‘Hmm. Yes, I agree.’ We sit together again in silence for a few seconds, both mulling things over as we sip from our mugs of cheap red wine … it was all I had in the kitchen for cooking purposes, but we declared this situation an emergency and so cracked open the bottle anyway. ‘Oh my God, he’s here!’ Lorna suddenly says, her eyes widening as she looks over my shoulder.

      ‘What? Why? He said he was working tonight when he left the party earlier.’ I daren’t look. ‘I’m not ready to talk to him.’ I down the cheap wine, the bitter taste making me shudder.

      ‘He’s riding across the sand on his black stallion and looks intense. Brooding even. It’s hard to see his face clearly with the sun dazzling on the wet sand. He looks really hot though … galloping on his horse, like something out of a romance novel, he’s even got the classic white shirt on and it’s billowing behind him in the warm, salty sea air,’ she says, getting carried away like she’s actually narrating the romance novel she’s imagining inside her head, and then pauses on seeing my face. ‘Um, sorry. Look, I’ll go and find Liam … I think he’s watching a Disney film with Freya.’ Lorna gives me a quick hug before standing up. ‘Remember, let Jack talk … before you do or say anything. I’ll be right here inside the house so just holler if you want me to come and give him a slap.’ She smiles wryly, then adds, ‘Joke. I won’t actually slap him … but I will tell him what a fool he is to mess you around and end up losing you!’

      Moments later, Jack has swung his legs down from Fergus, his horse, and secured the reins to the wooden gate post and is now standing in front of me with his back to the sun so its rays are creating a shimmery, hazy halo around him. I have to look away as Jack sweeps a hand through his dark curls, as despite everything, my heart still leaps, and Lorna was a hundred per cent right … he does look very, very hot in his white shirt over a fitted T-shirt with black jeans and riding boots splashed with wet sand.

      ‘Can I join you?’ he says, stepping over the side of the boat and sitting down beside me.

      ‘Looks like you already have,’ I mutter and go to take a fortifying mouthful of wine before realising my mug is empty.

      ‘Top up?’ Jack lifts the bottle of red wine from where it is propped up on the sand.

      ‘No thanks.’ I quickly put my hand over the top of the mug and turn away. I can’t even look at him.

      ‘Oh, err … OK,’ he says slowly. I see in my periphery that his forehead is creased in concern as he turns towards me to place the bottle back on the sand. ‘Are you all right, Bridget?’

      ‘Mmm, not really,’ I mumble, wishing I could just come out with it, but something holds me back, fear perhaps, fear of him telling me the truth and making it real and it will hurt. There’ll be no coming back from it.

      ‘What’s up?’

      ‘You tell me,’ I say, instantly cringing at the sound of my own sulkiness.

      ‘I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking.’ He moves position so he’s sitting squarely opposite me on the other side of the boat, resting his elbows on his knees and leaning forward slightly to give me his full attention.

      ‘I thought you were working this evening,’ I say as a deflection to buy some time before the inevitable comes out.

      ‘I was, but it’s quiet in the pub and Rita said she can hold the fort so I could come and see you … I didn’t get to talk to you much at the party, and well, Bridge, I’m worried, to be honest with you.’ Now it’s his turn to look away.

      ‘Worried?’

      ‘Yes, you seemed off with me at the party, like you were avoiding me … and then Lorna totally blanked me. So that’s why I’m here … to make sure we are OK, because I love you and if we have a problem then surely it’s best to talk it out.’

      ‘I love you too,’ I say softly, on autopilot, but I can’t hold it in any longer and decide to put myself out of my own misery. ‘But I agree … it is best to talk about it—’

      ‘So, there is a problem?’ He takes my left hand in his, and I don’t pull away.

      ‘I overheard you Jack … saying you would tell me ... dump me or whatever as soon as it’s the right time.’

      ‘Dump you?’ he says, the volume of his voice louder now. ‘Why on earth would I do that?’ He takes the empty mug from me and puts it on the sand so he can hold both my hands in his.

      ‘Jack, please, just tell me the truth. I saw you with your other woman. I heard it all, so yes … let’s talk it out and get it over with.’

      ‘Other woman?’ He lets go of my hands and stands up, so I do too, standing inside the hull of the small sailboat as he steps over the side and paces around on the sand with his head in his hands like he’s trying to figure out what to say next.

      ‘Yes, Jack,’ I say, stepping over the side of the boat too so I’m now standing near him as he carries on pacing, seemingly deep in thought. ‘And you didn’t mention her when you got to the party … you said you got held up with a delivery at the pub and—’

      Jack stops pacing and lifts his arms out wide as if he’s suddenly had some kind of eureka moment and remembered what he was up to just before arriving at the party. He places his hands on his hips and laughs.

      He’s actually bending over now and laughing really hard, like what I’ve said is the funniest thing he’s ever heard in his whole life. I don’t know what to do. The audacity of him. I open my mouth and close it again and then open it again and repeat the routine all over again. I take a deep breath and let out a long puff of air. I am literally lost for words.

      ‘Well, I’m glad you think it’s so funny,’ I eventually say, choking back the tears that are threatening now.

      ‘Oh Bridge, I’m not laughing at you.’ He stands up straight. ‘It’s sheer utter relief that’s making me laugh, a bit of nerves too, probably. But I promise you there is no other woman. What you saw was me talking to Hannah—’

      ‘Hannah?’ I manage to croak.

      ‘Yes. Hannah is a jeweller. She designs and makes really great bespoke jewellery. Like your bracelet.’ He gently lifts my wrist. ‘She made it, the little charms too. And … look, please, just give me a moment. Stay there.’ He gestures to my feet on the sand. ‘I’ll be right back.’ And after placing both his hands on my shoulders he plants a quick kiss on my lips and then dashes over to Fergus. I stare open-mouthed and stunned as he paces around with his back to me. What’s he doing? He’s bending over again now, and it looks as if he’s rummaging around inside a sock having taken off one of his riding boots. I look over at the beach house as something catches my eye at the window – it’s Lorna and she’s shrugging with her palms facing upwards as if also wondering what he’s doing. I lift my shoulders and shake my head.

      Moments later, Jack is back. He takes both of my hands in his again.

      ‘Bridget, I love you. I’m sorry you saw me with Hannah and heard whatever you heard, but I promise you with all my heart, there is no other woman. We met up so she could deliver something to me that we’ve been working on together.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Yes, it was meant to be a surprise, which is why I didn’t tell you. The party wasn’t the right time … I didn’t want to steal your thunder when everyone was there to celebrate your success in opening the bakery. It was your moment … your dream come true.’

      ‘Hmm,’ I say, wondering where he’s going with this.

      ‘Bridget, I want us to be together forever. I love you and…’ He pauses and pulls something from the back pocket of his jodhpurs.

      A small box.

      And OH MY GOD.

      There’s a ring inside.

      An exquisite Art Deco style square diamond ring with lots of little sparkly diamonds around the edges and it’s beautiful, and I love it, and … ‘What are you doing?’ tumbles out of my mouth as my brain tries to catch up with what my eyes are seeing as I’m still processing everything else he’s just told me. Hannah is a jeweller. Yes, she’s an actual jeweller. A wonderful, brilliant jeweller and she made my bracelet and she obviously wanted to be discreet so as not to ruin the surprise and I’ve got the wrong end of the stick, and I’m an idiot and how on earth could I have ever doubted him? Jack. My second happy ever after. I press my hands up to my cheeks that are now flaming like a pair of plum tomatoes for the fool I’ve been.

      ‘Bridge, I know I shouldn’t have said there was a delivery, but it was the first thing that popped into my head, and it wasn’t a complete lie. There was a delivery at the pub which made me late to meet Hannah with this delivery too, which then made me late to the party.’

      Silence follows.

      ‘Oh Jack, I’m so, so sorry for doubting you … really I am.’

      ‘Come here,’ he says softly, moving a little closer. ‘Maybe I should have just gone for it at the party, but I really didn’t want to steal your thunder. That was your moment to celebrate the new bakery, all your hard work coming to fruition, your long-held dream. I wanted it to be special. Just us.’ He pauses and swallows. ‘Bridget, will you marry me?’ He moves in closer still.

      So, this is what he was talking about. The right time. And this so is the right time. The perfect time. With the hazy, golden glow of the sun’s rays setting on the sea that’s sweeping gently back and forth over the sand making a shushing noise as if calming me. I open my mouth and catch my breath. But then, ‘Mummy! Mummy. Look what I found.’ Freya is running towards us. I gasp and turn back to look straight into Jack’s eyes. He holds my gaze. He smiles, closes his momentarily and whispers something that I don’t hear as I’m so discombobulated by it all, but the ring box is back in his pocket now. There’s an urgency in Freya’s voice, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t ignore her and just ask Jack to carry on. I can’t pretend she’s not here or tell her to go away. ‘It’s OK,’ he says, as Freya darts between us flapping a piece of paper around.

      ‘Aunty Lorna said it’s very important. And that you would want to see it right away and it would make you very happy, but she said not now, but I want you to be very happy so here it is. Bye.’ Beaming, with a tinge of subterfuge on her face, Freya thrusts the piece of paper at me and dashes back towards the beach house as fast as her little feet will carry her. Jack and I both turn to see Lorna coming down the short flight of wooden steps looking panicked, mouthing ‘sorry’ and shaking her head as she ushers Freya back inside. I turn to Jack, and he’s smiling, his head tilted to one side with an amused look on his face.

      ‘Jack, I’m really sorry,’ I say, touching his arm.

      ‘Ah, don’t be. There’s no need,’ he says gently. ‘I’ve got this and I will find the right time.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Three months later …

      

      Of course, I said yes! Jack found another right time the following week when Freya was at school and it was just me and him and a secluded sand dune with the hot sun sprinkling the sea in shimmery sparkles. He even went down on one knee the second time around and moments before I stumbled on a grassy tuft in the sand and nearly landed on top of him. He spectacularly saved me by turning the tumble into a very romantic and hot embrace as we lay in each other’s arms and kissed passionately.

      I’m in the beach hut café at the back of the bakery now and feeling on top of the world with everyone here – Jack’s family from Ireland, my mum and Derek, Olly, Oscar and Freya. Friends too – Mack, who’s brought Glynis with him, Rita, Vicar Joe, Lorna and Liam, even Hannah, the jeweller, has popped in as we’ve become friends after I asked her to size the engagement ring. They are all here for a private engagement party and a cake taster for the wedding. I might have gone a bit overboard with the selection of samples as nearly every table here in the beach hut café is piled high with individual boxes each containing 2x2 inch chunks of cake to try. Jack, aka my fiancé, is standing next to me, and I squeeze his hand before tapping the side of my glass with a teaspoon to get everyone’s attention. The early evening summer sun cascades through the open doors and catches on the engagement ring, making the diamonds dazzle and my heart tingle.

      ‘Thank you so much everyone for coming to celebrate and eat cake with us today. I’d like to say a few words before we box up all the left-over cake samples and load them into panniers and the basket on the front of my bike. I’m going to cycle round and see if any of my elderly and housebound customers would like to sample them too and tell me their top three favourites on the tick lists here.’ I pause to pick up one of the sheets from a nearby table. Olly created it as a fun way to whittle down the decision for the wedding cake as Jack and I couldn’t decide. So far we have several front runners: red velvet cookie pies, lemon drizzle cupcakes, a classic three-tiered Victoria sponge, fruit cake and a vegan chocolate brownie which I’ve surreptitiously crossed off on account of me not having perfected the recipe and it being so dry you could use it to line Snuggle and Chewy, Freya’s guinea pigs’, hutch. ‘I feel so incredibly lucky to be having this second chance at a happy ever after. As you all know, I thought I had my happy ever after once before, but it wasn’t to be…’ I pause to catch Lorna’s eye and she smiles before slipping her arm around Freya’s shoulder and giving her a cuddle because she knows what’s coming. ‘So my first thanks is to my first husband, Ted, for always believing in me and my baking dreams.’

      ‘To Ted,’ everyone says, raising a glass. I glance at the picture on the wall, of me in my apron with a mixing bowl in the crook of my arm, that Ted sketched and then Jack helped Olly, Oscar and Freya get it framed for me as a Christmas present.

      ‘Be happy, B. All you knead is love and baked treats. That’s what Ted wrote,’ I point to the picture. ‘And he was right, and I feel incredibly lucky to have all that I need… I found love again with this wonderful, patient and very, very hot man, Jack.’ There’s a ripple of goodhearted laughter followed by a round of ahhhhhs as Jack pulls me in for a cuddle and I give him a lingering kiss on the lips, drawing in his familiar sea salt and citrus scent, before breaking away to carry on. ‘So, my next thank you is to you, Jack, I so knead … k-n-e-a-d …’ I laugh. ‘And appreciate your love,’ I add more seriously. We all raise our glasses again, to Jack this time, who takes a bow before lifting my free hand in his and places a tender kiss across my knuckles, making all our friends and family cheer some more. ‘And lastly, but most definitely not least,’ I say, as soon as the cheering quietens. ‘My heartfelt thanks goes to my dear friend, Mack, over there at his special table.’ I point in his direction and Mack stands up as we all clap.

      ‘Ah, Bridget, like I’ve told you before … it was the best thing to happen when you and your lovely bread moved back here to Mulberry-On-Sea. And … well, I know old Jilly, and my Dotty too – she loved a slice of crusty bread still warm from the oven and slathered in salty butter – and I should think so too.’

      ‘Thank you.’ I beam, smiling at Mack as he uses the leather patch on the elbow of his best jacket to polish the little plaque on the wall by his table. It’s in memory of Jilly and Dotty and their enduring friendship that led to this special bakery first being opened all those years ago. You see, that piece of paper that Freya showed me, when she interrupted Jack’s proposal, was a handwritten letter from Jilly leaving the bakery building to her dear friend Dotty, when she died. So, I gave the letter to Mack, and he said the best thing to do was to get Derek’s people to take a look at it, which they did. Once the letter was authenticated by a handwriting expert who used Jilly’s old recipe book that Freya also found, underneath the counter, it turned out that Mack, as Dotty’s husband, is the freeholder, and now the legal owner of the building and he’s decided that it is to be used only as a bakery in perpetuity. So, my bakery and community space will be here for donkey’s years more.

      ‘So come on everyone,’ Mack says, ‘three cheers to Bridget … and her lovely Bicycle Bakery.’ And we all raise our glasses and cheer again, the rousing, happy sound drifting out of the open doors and across the lovely little seaside town of Mulberry-On-Sea, the place that put me back together again and gave me another very special chance of happiness … my second happy ever after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Really easy Biscoff croissants

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ingredients

      

        

      
        6 croissants.

        6 tablespoons of Lotus Biscoff spread to fill inside the croissants.

        6-8 tablespoons of Lotus Biscoff spread melted for the drizzle.

        10 whole Lotus Biscoff biscuits crushed for sprinkling.

      

      

      

      
        
        Method

      

        

      
        Slice a flap along the length of each croissant.

      

        

      
        Fill inside the flap with Lotus Biscoff spread, close the flap.

      

        

      
        In a small bowl, melt 6-8 tablespoons of Biscoff spread. Roughly 10-20 seconds in the microwave.

      

        

      
        Drizzle the spread all over the croissants.

      

        

      
        Crumble some Biscoff cookies and scatter these over the croissants.

      

        

      
        Then finish off by drizzling more melted Biscoff spread on top.

      

        

      
        Let the croissants dry for 30 minutes and enjoy with a large mug of tea in the sunshine.
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            Thank you for reading…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We hope you enjoyed A Summer Holiday at Bridget’s Bicycle Bakery!

      

        

      
        Do leave a review if so on all your preferred platforms to help spread the word!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Make sure to read the first book in the The Carrington’s Bicycle Bakery series!
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        You will also love the Postcard series, uplifting holiday romances perfect for escaping…
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        And the gorgeous Tindledale stories… a heartwarming series of new beginnings and village charm set in the cosy rural idyll of Tindledale…
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        You can also catch up on the Carrington’s series by just clicking on the covers below!
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        Be sure to follow Alex on Facebook @alexandrabrownauthor, on Twitter @alexbrownbooks and check out her website at www.alexbrownauthor.com for all the updates on her latest work.
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