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  Introduction


Playing Her Heart is written in British English.








  
  One


Sweat dripped down Jess’s face as she pounded the drums. The air was alive with screams as the crowd ate up every second of Emilie’s voice. She sang with everything she had, just as Jess played with everything  she had. It was, after all, the last show. Ever.
Holding her sticks high above her head, Jess watched for Emilie’s signal. The last vestiges of her high note echoed around the arena. Wembley. They were playing the final Emilie Martin concert in Wembley. Jess’s dream had come true.
Jess hammered down on her cymbals as Emilie punched the air, finishing the song. The crowd erupted to the point Jess could feel the floor vibrating.
Her breath came in rushed, shallow inhales. Scanning the stage, she made eye contact with each member of the band. A silent congratulation among friends. The end of an era.
“Thank you, thank you!” Emilie shouted through the mic. “It has been a true honour to sing for you for all this time. We’ve enjoyed every moment of this ride. We love you, and good night!”
The lights cut for the final time. There wouldn’t be a second encore. Jess didn’t think she could play for another second. She’d left everything on the stage tonight.
Slinging her stage towel over her shoulder, she stood from the stool. The stage was dark, but the arena was lit up by tens of thousands of phone lights. The crowd whistled and cheered long after Emilie left the stage.
Jess was the last to step away. Her heart pounded from the adrenaline such a performance elicited. How could she go the rest of her life without it?
Because you’re tired. It’s time.
For over twenty years she’d joined Emilie on stage, playing to adoring crowds. They’d become superstars and indulged in a lifestyle most people could only experience in their dreams. But everything came to an end, right? Especially when the frontwoman decided it was time to settle down and start a family without all the traveling and stress.
Emilie’s announcement last year came as a shock to most people, but not Jess. They were best friends and confided in each other about almost everything life changing. The fact was, Emilie missed her wife, Charlie. They’d been married for three years and had spent the majority of that time apart because of Emilie’s touring schedule.
Jess had devoted many an evening to consoling her friend as she cried, wanting to jack it all in and rush back to Charlie. It was heartbreaking to see.
So when Emilie invited Jess to her cabin one evening, she knew something drastic was about to unfold. Sure enough, Emilie announced her retirement. They’d cried and laughed and eaten too much chocolate.
The beginning of the final tour felt sombre. Every member of the cast and crew were preparing to say goodbye, and as each show ended, the clock ticked down…down to this moment.
“Are you coming for drinks?” Emilie’s voice was quiet. She leaned against Jess’s changing room door.
Wiping her damp forehead with the towel, Jess shook her head. “I’ve said my farewells. I don’t need a raging hangover. I’m heading straight to the cottage, if that’s okay.”
Emilie was flying directly back to Canada, so her cottage in Pickerton was standing empty. She’d offered it up to Jess, knowing she’d need some downtime.
“It’s yours for as long as you need it. You know that.” Emilie smiled, but her eyes were sad. “Do you hate me?”
Jess’s eyes widened. “Why on earth would I hate you?”
A tear escaped down Emilie’s cheek. “Because I’m the one ending all this,” she said, gesturing to the stadium.
Jess sighed, “You’re doing what is best for you, Em. No one blames you. Jesus, it’s because of you we’ve had the privilege to do what we do for so long.”
“I feel selfish,” she sobbed.
Rushing forward, Jess brought Emilie into her arms. Jess was a tad smaller than her friend, so the embrace was a little awkward.
“You’re nothing of the sort.”
Emilie sniffed, “What will you do? Are you going to find another band?”
Jess had thought about it long and hard. Music was her life, but it’d come at a cost too. Like Emilie, Jess missed her family—her chosen family—because her blood relations were the worst. Jealous of her achievements, they only felt it necessary to speak to her when they needed money.
The family she’d chosen lived all over the globe. Many were in Canada, where she and Emilie were based, but there were a few in the UK too. Jess had become close to Charlie, Sam, Kim, Hélène, and Anna over the years. Sam and Anna flitted between Paris and London. She met up with them when possible. It was hard to pin anyone down when city hopping took up most of your life.
So maybe it was time for Jess to stop; stand still for a while and assess her life. No touring, no travelling, just rest. Strangely, she felt the best place for that was in Pickerton. It was a small town nestled in the English countryside. A town where she’d spent her school years learning music. It was where her adventure with Emilie began.
Eventually, Jess wanted her own family to come home to: a wife and maybe a couple of kids. She was closing in on forty-one now. It’s not like she had all the time in the world if she wanted those things. So, in hindsight, Emilie was doing her a favour by retiring.
“I’m going to rest for a while. See what life throws at me.”
Emilie smiled and wiped her eyes. “You know you’re my best friend, right?”
Jess grinned. “Obviously.”
“I couldn’t have done all this without you, Jess. You’ve been my rock for so long. If you need anything, all you have to do is ask.”
Jess hauled her in for another hug. “I know.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Pickerton came into view as Jess drove her Land Rover carefully down the country road. A sense of peace washed over her, which, to be honest, was baffling. Jess liked Pickerton as a kid, but it wasn’t a place she longed to be. The place was too quiet. She’d been more than happy to get the hell out of there at the first opportunity. Yet, as she gazed upon the pristine cottages and manicured lawns, she felt a tug in her chest…like she’d come home.
Weird.
Maybe it was the fatigue talking. Right now, she’d call a dumpster home if she got to rest in it. Even her bones felt weary. 
With every mile that passed, the tightness in her chest eased. Jess had spent some of her best times in Emilie’s cottage. Usually, it was while doing nothing more than floating in the pool or watching trash TV. That was all she’d needed in her downtime; a place to reset, with her best friend.
A small ache lingered. She was so happy for Emilie, but there was a selfish part of her that wished life wasn’t changing so drastically. It was a vulnerable part of her that couldn’t let go of the safety Emilie and the band provided.
It’s time to start making your own way.  
Yes, it was time. If she wanted a new life, she was damn well going to have to look for it. After a week of sleep and junk food, that was.
She’d had the foresight to have the cottage fully stocked before she arrived. With the band in all the headlines, Jess needed to lie low for a while. Paparazzi sucked balls, and she was too tired to play nice. Taking part in scheduled interviews was one thing. Having a sweaty fat man hide in your fucking conifer trees trying to get a snap of something salacious, was another.
Thankfully, Emilie had a massive wall surrounding her entire property, which definitely helped stave off the vultures. Still, one of them usually went to extreme lengths to get a story.
Huh, maybe I should hire some muscle? Maybe get a guard dog.
She’d mull the idea over.
As the metal gate automatically slid open, Jess felt the smile creep across her face. She was home. Finally. 
Emilie had spent a lot of time and money on the cottage. Nestled at the furthest point on the Pickerton Academy’s grounds, Emilie had purchased it and completely revamped the building. No one in the village knew it was owned by a megastar. Well, they didn’t, past tense, because Jess was sure a few of the locals had caught on. If they had, they’d never said anything, though. More importantly, they’d never pointed the press in the cottage’s direction.
For Emilie, the building held significant memories. It was where her love story with Charlie had begun. For Jess, it was where a lifelong friendship had developed, and the start of an amazing career.
The only downside to being here was the proximity to her relatives. The soulless, money-grabbing, good-for-nothings Jess shared DNA with. Hopefully, they wouldn’t find out she was visiting.  
Checking in the rear-view mirror that the gate was securely closed, Jess made her way to the front of the cottage. Roses bloomed everywhere. They were a relatively new feature Emilie had installed. There were colours of every shade. Some of the colours Jess didn’t know even existed in a flower. They were a love letter in the form of flora; Emilie’s dedication to Charlie, who had roses tattooed up both arms and on her back.
Hauling her bag from the passenger seat, Jess let herself inside and took a big lungful of air; no scent of sweat…no noise…nothing but silence and peace.
“Perfect,” she sighed with a smile.
There was a tidy stack of post and leaflets on the kitchen counter. Emilie had a housekeeper stop by every week. She scanned any important mail for Emilie and emailed it over. The rest of it was usually junk mail: information from the local council, and broadband suppliers.
Ready to bin the lot of it, Jess paused when she came across a flyer. Someone had taken over the village bakery. Mrs Danvers had finally retired. Wow, Jess never thought she’d see the day.
The woman had to be pushing ninety. She’d been old when Jess and Emilie were around. The bakery had been award-winning back in the day. Mrs Danvers made the best Cheese Twists Jess had ever savoured. She also baked pastries and bread like a goddess, too.
Whoever had taken over had big shoes to fill.
Jess’s mouth watered at the thought of flaky pastries and succulent cakes. After the buzz surrounding Emilie’s retirement had died down, she’d take a stroll into the village and check out the new bakery.
Until then, though, she was going to take a shower, eat some food in the form of crisps, and then fall into Emilie’s luxurious bed.
It was past 1 a.m. when she finally collapsed. Her body was running on fumes, but her brain was struggling to come down from the high of the concert and the drive to Pickerton. This is why the band went out for a few drinks after each show, and normally, Jess would be there; dancing, singing, and generally letting go.
But knowing it was the last time they’d do that, Jess just couldn’t bring herself to go. She would’ve only brought the mood down, and Emilie would have ended up feeling worse than she already did.
Dragging a hand down her face in frustration, Jess grabbed her phone. She smiled when she saw a waiting message from Emilie. It was a picture of her and Charlie, smiling with pure joy. Emilie held up a plastic stick. It took a second for Jess to realise what she was looking at.
A sob tore from her throat. Oh, my God! Emilie was pregnant. Hitting the video call button, she only had to wait two rings before Emilie answered.
“You’re going to be a mum!” Jess shouted the second it connected.
“I know,” Emile laughed. She had tears streaming down her face. “We didn’t want to take a test until after the tour was done.”
“I’m so fucking happy for you both, Em.”
“Me too,” she sniffed. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you.”
Jess shook her head. “No worries. But the retirement makes more sense now,” she smiled.
Charlie’s head appeared over Emilie’s shoulder. “Hey, Jess. Or should I say, favourite Aunt-to-be.”
“Charlie! All the practice finally paid off, then?”
Jess and Charlie were like squabbling sisters most of the time. Their love language was ribbing each other and inappropriate conversations. As predicted, Emilie went red, but Charlie just laughed.
“I’m persistent,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows.
Jess tittered. “Really, guys. I’m made up for you. I’ll schedule a visit soon, okay?”
Emilie took the proffered tissue from her wife and wiped her nose. “We head back to Canada in the morning. Come over whenever you want. Are you settled?”
Jess nodded. “Yup. I plan to do sweet fuck all for a few weeks and then I’ll re-emerge into the world. I’ll let you know when I’m flying over.”
“Okay, sweetie. We love you!” Emilie blew her a kiss.
Jess smiled widely. “I love you guys, too. Have a good night.”
Her heart pounded as the call cut. Wow, Em was going to be a mum—a fantastic mum, to be sure.
“One day,” Jess muttered to herself. “One day.”






  
  Two


Louise eyed the remaining Gateau Praline. There were three left and at least a dozen customers who would want one. It was only just past midmorning and she was already running low on stock. Not a terrible problem to have. It meant her pâtisserie was doing well. 
When Louise opened the doors to Vasseur’s Pâtisserie, three months ago, it was with a solid dose of anxiety. Louise was on her own, trying to make a gourmet pâtisserie work in a village that was more accustomed to vanilla Victoria sponge than high-end French delicacies.
Mrs Danvers, the retired baker of Pickerton, had insisted Louise would prosper. She’d made a crack about all the “old fogies” needing a kick up the jacksy to embrace change.
The first two weeks after officially opening her doors, Louise wasn’t so sure she should’ve listened to the wise old woman. It seemed the sleepy town was staging some sort of protest. In those fourteen days, she received less than a handful of customers.
Louise had spent every evening questioning her decision to go against her parents’ wishes and make it on her own. If it were up to them, she would have been in Paris, working at the most renowned pâtisserie, under the leadership of a legend in the world of haute cuisine.
But that had never been Louise’s dream. She’d never shared her parents’ need for fame and fortune. Actually, it was more a need for social standing than fame. Either way, Louise didn’t want any of it. Give her a kitchen to create beautiful cakes, and she was happy.
It’d been pure coincidence finding Pickerton and Mrs Danvers when she did. Maybe fate, truth be told. 
Louise had broken down on her way back to London. Her rental car had decided to give up on life, smack bang in the middle of Pickerton.
Usually, Louise would’ve stuck to the motorways, but she’d been feeling whimsical and wanted to soak in some of Britain’s beautiful countryside. It was Mrs Danvers who’d rescued her. She’d let Louise use her phone and then taken her to the bakery to wait for the AA man. Mrs Danvers had given her a nice cup of tea and a piece of chocolate cake. They’d quickly got into a conversation about baking, the differences between British and French food, and how Mrs Danvers was ready to hang up her apron to spend time with her grandkids and great-grandkids.
From that one chance meeting, everything in Louise’s life changed. She took her sizeable trust fund and poured it into her new adventure. She’d bought Mrs Danvers out, not even haggling on the price. A few months had been spent updating the décor and buying new kitchen equipment, all the while she absorbed as much advice from Mrs Danvers as possible.
And then, nobody came. It was a kick to the chest, to be sure. Mrs Danvers was her rock over those couple of weeks. She suggested Louise take some of her beautiful creations to the town meeting, which she did. The attitude change, once half the village had—reluctantly—tried Louise’s cakes, had been astonishing.
Since that night, there had been a steady stream of people lining up every morning, waiting for their morning coffee fix and sweet treat.
Louise catered for everything. She had breakfast pastries at the ready, which were more suited to a bakery than a pâtisserie, but she knew she’d get more customers by providing croissants and pain au chocolat along with her ornate cakes. Her theory worked. Most people bought a little something extra alongside their breakfast. It could be something as small as a macaron, or as large as a full-sized cake. Either way, Louise couldn’t keep up with the demand, as was evidenced by the three remaining Gateau Praline.
Maybe now was the right time to hire some help, especially because she was ready to launch into the next phase of her business: Chocolates. Decadent, opulent chocolates, all made in-house.
“Good morning, my dear,” Mrs Danvers called as she waddled in. Her hair was covered by a headscarf, but Louise could tell she’d not taken out her hair rollers yet. Mrs Danvers wore a large raincoat over wool trousers and a button-up shirt. She was the quintessential country bumpkin, and Louise loved it.
“Bonjour, Mrs D.” Louise always greeted her in French, ever since Mrs Danvers had verbalised how much she loved Louise’s accent.
“Margery. How many times do I have to tell you?”
They had this conversation every day. Louise just felt weird calling her Margery. She felt like it took away from the mountain of respect she held for the woman.
“A few more times, I think,” Louise replied, smiling.
Rolling her eyes, Mrs Danvers unbuttoned her coat and set her handbag on her usual table. There were only four. Mrs Danvers had claimed the one by the window immediately. Everyone in town knew it was her spot and happily honoured her wishes. That was what forty years of serving bread to the town had earned her. Oh, and a plaque on the building. Louise had insisted there was some sort of visible recognition for all the woman had done for the town, and for Louise.
“Usual?” Louise called, already pouring a cup of tea. She’d tried to get Mrs Danvers to try French coffee but was yet to win the battle. Cakes were a different matter, though. Mrs D was happy to be Louise’s guinea pig.
Plating up a slice of her new creation—a Princess Vanilla Coco, which looked like a white snowball of chocolatey goodness—Louise put her own espresso on the tray, too.
They sat like this every morning. Maybe Louise should be embarrassed—her best friend was an octogenarian—but she wasn’t. Mrs Danvers was spritely, funny, supportive, and full of life. She’d taken Louise under her wing and offered a safe place for her to find her feet. Louise’s own family hadn’t even offered that.
“I think I need to hire someone.”
Mrs Danvers took a sip of tea. “Wise. There’s no need to do it all. Work-life balance, my dear. It’s important.”
Louise took on board Mrs Danvers’s advice. She wanted help so she could work more hours, not less. “I want to get the chocolate section set up.”
“I know. But Louise, you’ve only been open a few months. You don’t need everything done at once. Settle in. Enjoy your success before piling more responsibility on yourself.”
Swallowing her espresso in one mouthful, Louise hummed. “I’ll try, but I can’t promise anything. Do you know of anyone who wants some work? Preferably with some experience serving the public.”
“Not off the top of my head, dear. I’ll keep my ears open, though. Maybe post an ad on the door, or in the newspaper?”
Louise still found it incredible Pickerton operated almost as they did fifty years ago. The local Pickerton Press was the village’s source of information. They still ran classified ads. There was even a fully functioning red phone box in the square.
The bell over the door chimed, signalling the end of Louise’s break. Mr Armstrong and his wife shuffled in with their matching walkers. Their youngest granddaughter had customised both frames. They were the coolest walkers in all of Pickerton.
Everyone exchanged good mornings. Mrs Armstrong made a beeline for the cake display. Her eyes roamed the options greedily. “Oh, Roger, we got here just in time. Look, there are only three Pralines left.”
“Two to go?” Louise asked.
“Yes, box them up. But we’ll sit down for a coffee, I think. Maybe with a couple of croissants,” Mr Armstrong said, his wife grinning at him.
Smiling at their excitement for sugar and butter, Louise set about getting their order ready.
“Oh, did you hear there’s someone staying at the cottage?” Mrs Armstrong said to Mrs Danvers. The pâtisserie wasn’t exactly big, and sound travelled.
“No. Do we know who it is?” Mrs Danvers asked, turning her chair so she could talk face to face. Mr and Mrs Armstrong had chosen the table directly behind hers. No doubt they were hoping for some gossip to ensue.
“Not sure. Can’t be Emilie, though. She rushed straight back to Canada.”
Louise might be the new addition to Pickerton, but even she was aware Emilie Martin owned a cottage here.
“Must be Jess then. I’ve only ever seen her there. Well, apart from Charlie and the girls.”
Jess? Charlie? Louise needed to do a better job of keeping up to date with the comings and goings of the village. She guessed that was where the “work-life balance” would come in handy. All her time was either serving, or in the kitchen creating.
“Can’t be Charlie. The others wouldn’t be here if Emilie and Charlie aren’t,” Mrs Armstrong deduced.
Mrs Danvers nodded. “So, Jess is back in town then.”
“Poor girl,” Mrs Armstrong began, “If she’s here, you-know-who will turn up eventually.”
“Who?” Louise found herself asking. Three sets of eyes turned her way.
“The family,” Mrs Danvers said. “Jess’s mother, to be precise. If Jess is here for any length of time, she’ll get a visit from her.”
Louise frowned. “And that’s bad?”
“It’s not great. It’s no secret Jess’s family are money grabbers.”
“You know this Jess well?” Louise asked her friend. It was the first time Louise had heard of Jess.
“I knew her when she went to Pickerton Academy. Knew Emilie too. Lovely girls. Jess’s family were always a bit difficult. They became unbearable when Emile and the band made it into the big leagues. There were several news articles. Gossip rags, to be honest, about Jess’s family trying to earn some money off her name. They sold stories and pictures.”
“That’s awful,” Louise gasped. She thought her own family was bad. This Jess woman had it much worse.
“From what I hear, Jess all but cut them off. A few years ago, she stopped visiting them entirely. I don’t blame the girl.” Mrs Armstrong said, shaking her head. “How family can be like that is beyond me.”
“I’m surprised she’s here. I’d have thought she would’ve followed Emilie. Thick as thieves, still,” Mrs Danvers commented, taking the last bit of her Princess Vanilla Coco. “By the way, Lou, that was outstanding.”
“Oh, what was it?” Mr Armstrong asked.
“A new addition. It will be in the display case tomorrow,” Louise replied. “How long do you think Jess will stay?”
She wasn’t sure why the topic interested her so much. Maybe it was the idea of having someone her age close by. Pickerton wasn’t exactly a hive of youngsters. Not if you took out the kids from the academy, anyway.
Mrs Danvers shrugged, “Who can say? The last time she was here with Emilie, they stayed a couple of months. Charlie and her friends, too.”
Louise wiped down the counter. “Charlie is Emilie’s wife, right?”
Mrs Armstrong gave her a thumbs up, her mouth too full of croissant to reply. Mrs Danvers did the honours and explained who everyone was. There was a woman called Sam, who was Charlie’s best friend. Sam’s wife, Anna, and Anna’s best friend, Kim, who was married to Sam and Charlie’s friend, Hélène. All very complicated.
“I bet you’ll get to meet Jess,” Mr Armstrong began, “She loved Margery’s Cheese Twists. My guess is she’ll come looking for them before she leaves.”
Jess wasn’t going to find Cheese Twists, though. She was going to find Louise and her French cakes.
“I’ll make a batch and take some to the cottage,” Mrs Danvers said. “It would be nice to catch up.”
“Maybe you could give me the recipe,” Louise found herself saying. “I don’t mind adding something to the menu.”
“They’re not exactly French, my dear,” Mrs Danvers replied, eyeing Louise carefully, “but if you want to try your hand at them, I’d be happy to pass the recipe along. Jess would certainly appreciate it.”
Louise shrugged, “I want her to feel welcome.”
Her focus was pulled back to work with the arrival of another customer. Louise tried to understand why she was suddenly feeling off balance; why Jess’s arrival in the village gave her butterflies.
Strange.
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