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[image: ]


‘Have you checked in yet, Millie?’

‘No, not yet, but don’t panic, Jen. I told you that I’d make an extra special effort to arrive at the airport in plenty of time, didn’t I? I’m just grabbing a cappuccino and a glossy magazine before joining the queue – which, I have to tell you, is huge. The French Riviera must be the place to be this month!’

Millie had no intention of admitting to her super-organised sister that the only reason she had arrived at Gatwick with time to spare was because Pippa had insisted on collecting her from her studio flat above Café Étienne that morning at a ridiculously early hour. Her best friend and colleague had then driven them at stomach-churning speed to the airport and had marched her, still stuffing her passport and sunglasses into her hand luggage, to the check-in desk.

Pippa had even suggested she might hang around until Millie made it through security, just to make absolutely sure she didn’t meet with some diversion and miss her flight – not an unknown, or indeed infrequent, occurrence. Millie had rolled her eyes, given her friend a tight hug, and sent her on her way before she got a parking ticket, something she had a habit of collecting.

‘Oh, that’s great news! I was hoping you’d stuck to your usual schedule of taking every deadline down to the wire!’

Millie detected a note of excitement rather than impatience in Jen’s voice.

‘Why? What’s happened?’

‘Well, before you say anything, promise you’ll hear me out?’

‘Jen, what’s going on?’

A coil of panic began to wind its way around her chest, just as it always did whenever arrangements got changed at the last minute. Millie knew her reaction was something she would have to live with for the foreseeable future after what had happened. It was just another item on the lengthy list of newly developed challenges she had Luke to thank for.

‘I know you’re super-excited about spending your break from the café with Mum in Antibes, but the most fabulous opportunity has come up. If I wasn’t booked to do a presentation at the Cornish Living show next weekend, I’d jump at the chance myself.’

‘Jen, please, you’re killing me here.’

‘Sorry. Okay, do you remember Claudia Croft? The celebrity cookery book writer who also runs culinary workshops and classes at her country manor house in the Cotswolds? I helped her to deliver a couple of her very popular Christmas tutorials last year? It was the most fun I’ve had for years!’

Millie allowed herself to relax a little. If her sister was talking about cooking, a passion they both shared, there was no cause for anxiety. She scanned the check-in queue, saw that it was less busy than before, and decided it was time to join the end of the line for her flight to Nice.

‘Of course I remember her. I also remember how envious I was when you got that gig!’

‘Well, now I can make up for it. I’ve just spoken to Claudia. Sadly, she’s broken her leg in a horse-riding accident and she’s currently in hospital waiting for an operation. She was supposed to fly out to St Lucia today to supervise the finishing touches to her brand-new project – the Paradise Cookery School. She needs someone who knows what they’re doing to go in her place, so, after I reluctantly told her I had to turn her offer down, I suggested you. It’s perfect, Millie. You’re more than qualified and a trip to St Lucia is just the opportunity you need to move on and start getting over what happened with Luke.’

‘Jen, you know I’m—’

‘So, as you can imagine, Claudia leapt at the chance to have a Cordon Bleu-trained chef to oversee the renovations. The school is being run at Claudia’s villa in the hills overlooking the bay at Soufrière in the south of St Lucia. Apparently, the builders have almost finished bringing the kitchen up to the professional standard needed to host a luxury cookery school so there won’t be much for you to do except soak up the sunshine and explore the local cuisine. It’ll be fabulous!’

‘But Jen—’

‘It’s all organised. There’s a ticket waiting for you at the British Airways desk – business class, no less! Oh, Millie, I just know you’re going to have the most amazing time out there. This is more like the sort of thing you should be doing instead of working all hours of the day and night at that dingy little café in Hammersmith.’

‘It’s not a “dingy little café”, it’s a high-end French patisserie that supplies—’

‘Mum thinks, and I happen to agree with her, that you just took the first job you were offered so you could get away from Oxford and everything that happened there. But it’s been six months now, darling. I know how painful it was, but it’s time to drag yourself out of the doldrums and start living again. Who knows, you might even have a holiday fling while you’re there!’

‘There is no way I’m going to have a holiday fling!’

‘But it’s a yes to going to St Lucia, though?’

The magazine Millie had been clutching under her arm whilst juggling her phone from ear to ear to improve the signal, clattered onto the marble floor and she sloshed a generous splash of her coffee down the front of her white Capri pants. She groaned, but before she could bend down to retrieve it, a tall, designer-clad guy with mirrored sunglasses scooped it up, gifting her with a flash of his neon-white teeth when he handed it back to her.

‘Erm, thanks.’

The handsome stranger bowed his head in acknowledgement before sauntering off towards the newsstand, glancing over his shoulder in Millie’s direction as he selected a copy of the Financial Times. Heat rose to her cheeks, and she quickly averted her eyes.

‘Millie? Millie, are you still there? Are you listening to me?’

‘Sorry. Just a little coffee mishap. I’m still here. What about Mum, though? I haven’t seen her for ages, and I was really looking forward to spending some time with her. When I spoke to her last week to tell her what flight I’d be on, she reeled off a whole catalogue of things she has planned for us while I’m there.’

‘Don’t worry, I called Mum before I called you. She’s fine about it. And don’t tell me you were looking forward to attending her G&T soirées with the local Salsa club. I swore I wouldn’t tell you, but she’d also booked the two of you in for a session of goat yoga.’

‘What on Earth is goat yoga?’

‘I assume it’s yoga with goats.’

‘Euew!’

‘Exactly, and did she tell you that her friend Solange has had her navel pierced? She’s seventy! I warned Mum that I’d disown her if she followed suit.’

Jen released an impatient sigh at the antics of their youthful, energetic mother – a response Millie had grown familiar with over the years since their father had passed away and Monique had returned to her hometown of Antibes to reinvent herself as a social butterfly.

‘So... is it a yes?’

Millie blew her fringe, the colour of liquid gold, away from her eyelashes. She could almost hear the steamroller’s engine revving up behind her as her sister prepared to press her case even harder, but she allowed herself a wry smile. She was pleased that Jen had confidence in her organisational skills – which was more than the evidence on offer warranted – and a couple of weeks relaxing in the Caribbean sunshine certainly appealed to her.

‘Okay, it’s a yes. What exactly does Claudia want me to do?’

‘The villa is part of an old cocoa plantation which Claudia and her husband Tim renovated a few years ago to use as a holiday retreat from the frazzled lifestyle they lead in London. There’s an estate manager who lives on site to look after the grounds and the buildings, but that’s a full-time job in itself and Claudia feels he’s too busy to make sure the kitchen upgrade will be finished to an ultra-high spec. The first workshop is scheduled for two weeks’ time. It’s a pre-wedding bonding bash, organised and paid for by the bride’s mother for her daughter’s bridesmaids and girlfriends to have fun and to relax before the main event. They’re staying at a five-star hotel nearby, where the wedding ceremony will take place in a pavilion in the grounds – so romantic!’

‘And Claudia is sure she’ll be well enough to fly out to deliver the classes?’

‘Absolutely!’

‘Good, because I don’t know the first thing about running a cookery school.’

‘Claudia told me that the week-long course is called Chocolate & Confetti and will be focusing on all things chocolate-related. Apparently, the plantation used to grow cocoa beans commercially until fairly recently when the business became unviable and the estate was put up for sale. Claudia is planning to produce cocoa from the estate for use in the cookery schools, at some point in the future. And anyway, Millie darling, even if she isn’t fully recovered, you could handle the classes with your eyes closed. A few chocolate soufflés and ganache-covered cupcakes pale into insignificance compared to the Faisan en Croûte with foie gras or the Lapin à la Cocotte you were used to producing before... well, before your change in career direction, don’t you think?’

‘Stop the flattery, Jen. I’m your sister, I can see right through you.’

Jen laughed, the relief evident in her voice. ‘Thanks for doing this, Millie. I owe you one. And will you humour me by keeping an open mind on the possibility of a holiday romance? Even Mum has started dating again. Life goes on. It’s important to respect the past, but not to let it control your future. What Luke did was totally unforgiveable, but not everyone is like him; there are some good guys out there.’

Millie had no intention of straying into the pain-strewn territory of romance, either in her conversation with Jen, or when she arrived on St Lucia. She swallowed down hard on a surprise upswing of emotion as she swivelled on her heels and dragged her wheelie suitcase towards the British Airways desk, thanking her guardian angel that she had at least packed the right clothes for a trip to the Caribbean.

During one of their lengthy telephone calls, her mum had warned her that Provence was experiencing one of the warmest Septembers on record, so she had filled her luggage with floaty sundresses, strappy tee-shirts, and linen shorts. She had also spent a fun afternoon with Pippa picking out several bikinis and flimsy chiffon cover-ups, not to mention the gorgeous jewel-encrusted sandals she hadn’t been able to resist, even though her bank balance didn’t warrant such over-indulgent expenditure.

‘I told you before, Jen, I’m not ready to—’

‘It’s been six months now, Millie. You’ve got to break free from the mist of misery you’ve taken refuge in. So, it hurts, I get that, but it’s just one of the many dips in life’s rollercoaster of ups and downs. Happiness could be just around the corner if you take the chance to explore the many possibilities that are out there for you.’

‘I am exploring...’ Millie murmured. But in truth she knew her love life was like the reverse side of one of her mother’s embroidery projects; knotted and disorganised, waiting for the creator to switch the fabric round to display the beauty of the front.

‘What? As a pastry chef in a tiny café in a drab side street in London?’

‘It’s a patisserie...’ Millie repeated but she knew Jen wasn’t listening.

‘That’s not exploring; that’s punishment after everything you’ve achieved in the culinary arena over the last few years. Hey, Lola, stop that, please! Okay, darling, I’d better go before the girls start bickering. I’ll email you the information Claudia sent through to me, and the photographs – the villa is truly stunning. Oh, and have you got your scrap box with you?’

‘I’ve always got my scrap box with me.’

Millie patted her straw shoulder bag and was comforted by the reassuring presence of the lever-arch box file that never left her sight. It was crammed to bursting with recipes, snippets of foodie articles, glossy photographs of unusual dishes, information on a newly discovered spice and its potential uses. There was no elaborate filing system for Amelia Harper – she’d meant to get one started, but who had the time?

‘Good. Now, go grab your ticket and enjoy the flight. Lucky you! It’s free Champagne and canapés, you know. Text me when you get there. I love you, Millie.’

‘Love you too, Jen.’

I think, she thought.
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‘Why are we stopping?’

‘I’m sorry, madam, but I’ll have to drop you off here. There’s no way my old taxi will make it up the hill to the house in this rain.’

‘But you can’t leave me here! We’re in the middle of a hurricane!’

The elderly taxi driver chuckled at Millie’s exaggeration.

‘This is no hurricane, my dear. It’s merely the St Lucian daily deluge. Look.’ He tapped the face of his incongruously large diver’s watch and treated her to a display of his tobacco-stained teeth. ‘It’s three o’clock. It’ll be over in twenty minutes, and I promised to collect Ella from Soufrière and bring her back to the villa to meet you. So go on, hop out into what we Caribbean natives call the liquid sunshine!’

Millie stared out of the windscreen. It was like being in a car wash. She had never experienced anything like it, even during her visits to see Luke’s parents in Snowdonia. Torrential rain hammered down from a canopy of leaden clouds onto the steep strip of tarmac which led up to Claudia Croft’s plantation house. Multiple rivulets of water chased down the slope and the palm trees lining the access road tilted almost horizontally to the storm’s demands.

She cursed her misplaced optimism that her two-week break in St Lucia would be filled with long, sun-soaked days stretched out in a hammock by the pool, a cocktail in one hand, Kindle in the other, a gentle tropical breeze rippling through the air. After a final glance at the taxi driver – who had introduced himself as Clavie – in the rear-view mirror, just to make sure he wasn’t joking, she gathered her straw shoulder bag and resigned herself to a soaking.

As she cracked opened the taxi door, a volley of raindrops attacked her with such vengeance that within seconds she was drenched through to her underwear. Her strappy scarlet tee-shirt clung uncomfortably to the contours of her body, and her hair was plastered to her cheeks. She had a premonition that whilst this was the first time she had experienced the phenomenon of “liquid sunshine”, it would not be the last.

She twisted her lips at the amusement she saw scrawled across Clavie’s wrinkled face and slammed the door with as much force as she could muster after nine hours of long-haul travel. She noticed that he made no attempt to exit his warm, comfortable, dry seat to extricate her luggage from the boot. So much for chivalry, or customer service, thought Millie as she hooked her stiffened fingers around the handle of her over-stuffed suitcase and heaved it over the lip of the boot before dropping it with a thud onto her toe.

‘Ouch!’

But Clavie simply gave her a brief wave and sped away, the mellifluous tones of a calypso rhythm spilling from his ancient vehicle, which was more rust than bucket. Millie watched the red taillights disappear from view, fighting the urge to sit down amongst the tropical vegetation that framed the edge of the road and indulge in a fit of sobbing.

Not only had she endured a two-hour flight delay at Gatwick, she had also been forced to wait over an hour for her luggage to arrive on the tiny carousel at Hewanorra airport. She could have collected it from the hold quicker herself. Then, the incredibly turbulent ride from the airport to Soufrière in the taxi had just about finished her off. Okay, the scenery had been spectacular, but she felt as though her bones had been shaken to dust.

Why had she agreed to come? 

Was she even capable of supervising the installation of a professional-standard kitchen and making sure everything was ready for the first of the Paradise Cookery School tutorials? She squashed her demons of self-doubt back into their box for later dissection. There was no way she was going to open the cupboard door on all her yesterdays when the only thing she wanted to do was strip off her wet clothes and sleep.

Millie had received the promised email from Jen and had studied the attachments during the flight. It turned out her sister hadn’t told her the full story – nothing new there. Not only did she have to oversee the villa’s kitchen renovations, but it turned out she was also expected to triple-test and finalise the course recipes and menu cards. It was going to be a challenge – it would be years before she could aspire to match the brilliance of Claudia Croft, if ever.

However, to her untold relief, the email had gone on to state that Claudia had arranged for her friend and local Caribbean cook, Ella Johnson, to be an integral part of the testing committee. Despite the course attendees’ desire to indulge in a fun-filled, pre-wedding celebration, Millie knew that the price the bride’s mother had paid for the classes meant they would be a discerning and demanding audience – foodies with an interest in furthering their skills and repertoire to include a cocoa-flavoured twist.

So, a siesta was obviously out of the question.

Ella would be arriving shortly to meet her, and Millie wanted to reassure her new colleague that she was up to the job. She straightened her shoulders, grabbed the handle of her wheelie suitcase, and drew in a lungful of breath. The sweet fragrance of jasmine, mingled with wet soil, tickled her nostrils as she dragged her luggage and her exhausted body up the incline towards the house, which proved to be steeper than she had expected.

She paused briefly to toss her mermaid-esque hair over her shoulder, wishing she had thought to tie it back, and to hoist her bag higher up her shoulder so she could protect her trusty scrap box of recipes with her arm. Unfortunately, her jerky movement dislodged an apple from the top of her bag and it rolled away down the hill, picking up speed until it rounded the corner and disappeared from view.

Millie didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She certainly wasn’t going to chase after it.

The celestial director of meteorology had clearly decided to ratchet up the special effects for her arrival on stage as the daily deluge continued its onslaught with no sign of a let-up. To her surprise, Millie felt tears gather along her lashes. Not only was she drenched, with a throbbing toe and burning lungs from the unfamiliar exertion of tackling the hill, but a juggernaut of tiredness had rammed into her bones.

However, her excursion into self-pity didn’t last long.

As she emerged from a dense grove of banana trees, the welcome sight of the old plantation house erased her lethargy in an instant. Built in the French colonial style, with a white-painted veranda and balustrades and pale blue jalousie shutters, the villa nestled comfortably against the foliage of the lush tropical rainforest. It was so picturesque, Millie could easily see it gracing the cover of the Caribbean version of Architecture Monthly, even though she was too exhausted to fully appreciate its splendour.

She ditched her luggage next to a stack of scarred wooden crates, stuffed to bursting with weird-looking purple-brown pods, loitering on the doorstep like sentries, and trotted around the wooden veranda to the front of the house.

What she saw whipped the breath from her lungs.

A set of smooth white marble steps descended towards the most stunning expanse of aquamarine she had ever seen. The infinity pool’s decking was home to six navy-and-white striped sun-loungers and was bordered by a necklace of lush banana trees, their leaves sporting a glossy sheen from the recent downpour. But she barely noticed this arboreal glory compared to the majesty of the panorama spread out in front of her.

She felt her jaw drop.

To her left, the twin peaks of Gros Piton and Petit Piton reared up from the azure of the Caribbean Sea like two ancient pyramids swathed in a mantle of undulating emerald velvet. At their foot nestled the old French capital of St Lucia, Soufrière, its church spire and telegraph poles jutting from a patchwork of red-roofed homes stitched together by palm trees.

Despite the dribbles of perspiration mingled with raindrops that were scuttling down the back of her neck, Millie couldn’t drag her eyes away from the display of nature’s perfection. This was her idea of paradise and Claudia had certainly picked the most apt name for her new venture – with a view like this the Paradise Cookery School couldn’t fail to be a success. She felt the tension of the last few hours melt from her temples and join the streams of sweat on their journey southwards.

‘Ahh,’ she breathed, momentarily unable to conjure up words sufficient to do justice to the landscape. Even in the pouring rain it was so perfect that it seemed almost unreal; a painting or a movie set created for a Hollywood producer who had demanded a glorious depiction of the Garden of Eden in all its technicoloured splendour.

Millie fished around in her shoulder bag for her phone to check the instructions for locating the key. Much as she would have loved to stay in the villa, she was more than happy to have been allocated a studio in the modern addition to the property – a pristine garage complex at the other side of a courtyard with housing for three vehicles and a small apartment above boasting floor-to-ceiling windows and a cute wrought-iron balcony. The front door and the shutters had been painted blue in keeping with the theme of the main house and a smile of satisfaction curled at the corners of her lips.

She might have arrived in the middle of a monsoon, but this was a little slice of heaven.

She located the key under a large ceramic pot containing a tumble of crimson geraniums and dragged her luggage up the stairs. Abandoning her suitcase in the hallway, she cast her eyes around her temporary home. Compared to her cramped cupboard that masqueraded as a studio flat under the eaves of Café Étienne where she worked, this apartment was a palace. She adored the whitewashed, vaulted ceiling with a lazy fan wafting the air and the voile curtains around the bed. The open-plan living area boasted two over-stuffed white sofas resting on bleached wooden floorboards, and whilst the kitchen wasn’t huge it was still larger than her own. She peeled off her travelling clothes and gathered her hair into the pretty hair tie Pippa had given her as a going-away present.

Pippa!

What would her friend say when she told her that instead of spending two weeks with her dance-obsessed mother in Provence, she had diverted her route to the Caribbean and was staying for a fortnight in the lap of luxury. A sharp spasm of loneliness shot through her chest. How fabulous it would have been to share her good fortune with Pippa, but then, wasn’t she supposed to be in St Lucia to work? She made a promise to herself that when she got back to London, she would make a concerted effort to socialize more, and not just to stop Pippa and Jen from lecturing her.

She strolled to the French doors and looked out to the balcony. Once again, the spectacular view stole her attention until she wrenched her thoughts back to the challenge ahead. Claudia was relying on her to get this right. With over twenty cookery books published, a popular vlog and a YouTube channel with thousands of subscribers, Claudia Croft was well respected in the baking-enthusiast community in the UK and beyond. Plus, she had a proven track record in delivering bespoke culinary courses, having perfected her skills at the Claudia Croft Cotswolds Cookery School over the last ten years. Claudia’s eagerly anticipated debut into gastronomic education in the Caribbean had to go without a hitch and Millie knew there could be no allowances made for her tendency to flirt with calamity. A frisson of trepidation shot down her spine and fizzled out to her fingertips.

She scrolled through her phone until she reached Claudia’s email setting out the details of the renovations:

The precise layout of the kitchen area has been architecturally designed to enhance the available space as well as take full advantage of the view whilst the Paradise Cookery School’s guests prepare their culinary masterpieces. It is imperative that every detail, however insignificant, be adhered to by the builders. It’s your job, Millie, to ensure they do this. It’s as simple as that. As an accomplished chef yourself, I know you’re going to love what I’ve chosen. I’ve sourced the marble countertops from Italy and the cabinets are handmade by a manufacturer in Germany. The crate containing the cabinetry and the kitchen appliances should have already arrived at Soufrière. The delivery company have assured me that the incline is not an issue.

Millie did not share their optimism. If her taxi driver’s reticence was anything to go by, she hoped the kitchen delivery men would at least avoid the “daily deluge” time slot.

The carpenters, electrician and plumber will all begin work first thing on Monday morning. There’s a clause in the contract that says the work must be finalized to my specification by the following Friday, but I’m sure we won’t need to refer to this. The men come highly recommended, and I have every faith in them finishing in time for the wedding party to start their Chocolate & Confetti tutorials on the Monday morning.

A sharp nip of anxiety pierced Millie’s chest. Two weeks to fit any kitchen was pushing it, never mind one as high-spec as Claudia wanted.

Now for the most important part. All the recipes that are being featured on the course have been drafted, but they still need to be triple-tested on site before I authorise their inclusion. That’s where you come in, Millie. I know the kitchen in the studio is tiny, but it should be okay for what you need to do, and I’ve arranged for the cupboards to be stocked with everything you need. I have also engaged the services of Ella Johnson, a highly respected St Lucian chef, to assist you as I want every recipe to be as authentic as possible. Ella has many years of experience cooking with the spices produced on the island and has access to recipes that have been passed down through generations of St Lucian cooks. I just know the two of you will get on like a house on fire.

Millie’s stomach lurched to her toes and back. Claudia made it sound like they were rehearsing for roles in a theatrical show – certainly the final performance would be in front of an audience, so maybe that was exactly what it was like. Still, there was a lot to achieve in just two weeks. With difficulty, she tore her eyes away from the view and trotted down the stairs to see if the taxi driver had managed to negotiate the hill and deliver Ella to the villa. 

She couldn’t wait to meet her.
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The monsoon was still baring its teeth, refusing to slacken its ferocity, and within seconds she was drenched to the skin again. She jogged across the courtyard and was about to take the path towards the pool terrace when, despite the downpour, she stopped in her tracks.

Was that a dog barking?

She squinted into the foliage to her right and thought her eyes must be playing tricks on her. What looked like a dark silhouette loitered on the periphery of the tangled trees. As the shadow grew closer, it took on the shape of a grizzly bear. Did they have bears in St Lucia? Her heart thudded – a bass drumbeat to accompany the symphony of pounding rain and her sporadic breathing.

At the same time as the figure emerged from its forest camouflage, a loud woof rang through the air and a cannonball of fur launched itself at her. For the briefest of moments, she had a vision that she was about to be mauled to death, one limb at a time, by a rabid Caribbean beast and the howl of objection that erupted from her lips could have matched the intensity of any horror-movie wolf.

She continued to scream, her lungs ablaze with the fire of fear, her throat hoarse and dry. Her mind blurred, then stalled, her internal mutterings making no sense. Her legs seemed to have frozen on the spot, their control disconnected from her brain and refusing to respond to her need to engage the
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