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      Eldenbridge Palace, 2nd July 1918

      The steady ticking of the clock echoed in the quiet private chamber of Eldenbridge Palace, amplifying the tension in the room. Henry, Earl of Aberford, stood before the Queen, the weight of his title and lineage pressing heavily on him. Today, he would shed that title for good.

      The Queen, poised and unyielding, sat across from him. She was known for her strength and composure, but today, he caught a flicker of something else in her cool gaze, a trace of disappointment that made his stomach tighten with guilt.

      ‘Henry’—her voice was precise, each syllable layered with authority—‘I trust that you’ve come to your senses. Alexandra has been more than patient and I expected your return from Puffin Island to bring with it a renewed sense of duty. It is about time an announcement was made.’

      Henry swallowed. His time out on Puffin Island had offered a fleeting reprieve, a taste of the life he secretly longed for. In the quiet simplicity of island life, he’d found solace, free from the weight of titles and expectations. But he couldn’t explain that to the Queen. She wouldn’t understand.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ he began, steadying his voice, ‘I’ve made my decision.’

      The Queen’s gaze sharpened, her lips thinning as she took in his words. ‘What decision, Henry?’

      ‘I intend to end my courtship with Alexandra.’ The words hung in the air for a moment before he forced himself to continue. ‘The engagement… I cannot marry her. It would not be right. For myself or Alexandra.’

      Queen Eleanor’s face remained composed, but he saw the faint clenching of her hands. ‘You’ve been seeing the princess for months. What’s changed?’ She paused, her eyes hardening. ‘What happened on that island?’

      Henry tensed, suppressing another pang of guilt. ‘It’s me. I’ve changed. I’m not the man Alexandra deserves and so I cannot go through with this.’

      A heavy silence settled between them. The Queen’s gaze bored into him, sharp and unreadable. ‘You’re making a grave mistake, Henry. Do you fully understand the consequences for the family? This could bring scandal upon us all.’

      ‘I do,’ he murmured, his voice barely above a whisper.

      She studied him, her tone cooling even further as she continued. ‘Then why? What could you possibly want that this life, this family, cannot give you?’

      Henry’s heart clenched, but he kept his voice even. He knew exactly what this life could not give him, but he couldn’t tell Her Majesty the truth. There was too much at risk. ‘I want a different life, ma’am. A life of my own choosing, away from all this.’

      For a moment, her expression softened, then her face steeled again. ‘And Alexandra? You think you can simply discard her after all this time? She’s been good to you, loyal. She deserves more.’

      ‘I’ll take full responsibility and ensure it’s clear that she is at no fault for this change in circumstances,’ he said, his voice firm. ‘And…’ He hesitated. ‘I think it’s best if I quietly disappear so Alexandra can get on with her life. If that means walking away from my title, then so be it. I have cousins who can inherit it.’

      ‘And where will you disappear to?’

      He didn’t answer; he didn’t need to. They both already knew the answer.

      The Queen regarded him in silence for some time, and he felt the finality of her gaze. ‘I’m sorry to tell you, Henry, but it is not possible for you to relinquish your hereditary title.’

      ‘Then what do you suggest?’

      ‘If you are hellbent on going through with this then I propose that you set your title aside and leave it for your heirs, should you have any, to take up the mantle in time. Move into the next stage of your life as simply Henry Aberford.’

      Henry thought about it for a moment and nodded.

      ‘You’ve made your choice, Henry, but understand this: when you walk away from this titled world, you leave it for ever.’

      He nodded again, accepting the terms he had expected. ‘I understand.’

      He turned to leave, the burden of his choice still settling on his shoulders, when the Queen’s voice, now soft, called after him.

      ‘Henry,’ she murmured, her tone carrying a trace of a motherly warmth he’d rarely received from his own mother. ‘It is my firm belief that you are making a mistake, but I will not stand in your way for your new life. I have always been very fond of you, and though it may not be the done thing, once in a while…’

      He nodded, grateful for her kindness.

      And with that he left, the life he had always known fading behind him. Ahead lay the freedom he craved. His heart might be weighed down with both relief and an aching regret, but there was no turning back now.
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      Present Day

      Clemmie Rose had just placed the finishing touches on a gloriously fluffy Victoria sponge when she turned her back for a second. The Café on the Coast, her pride and joy, was due to open for business in a little over an hour and with the door open to let in the morning sun, chaos waddled straight into the café.

      A squawk pierced the air.

      Clemmie spun around just in time to see it. A puffin, bold as brass, was teetering precariously on the counter. Its beady eyes gleamed with mischief as it surveyed the room, its gaze locking onto the sponge like a pirate spotting treasure.

      ‘Don’t you dare!’ Clemmie shrieked, waving a spatula in the air like a sword.

      The puffin cocked its head as if to say, ‘Try me’, and then plunged its orange beak directly into the centre of the cake.

      ‘Noooo!’ Clemmie lunged forward, but it was too late. The bird emerged triumphant, crumbs and cream smeared across its smug little face. She shooed it away as it gave an indignant squawk before flapping its wings and landing on the end of the counter, sending a fine mist of powdered sugar into the air.

      ‘Granny! There’s a bloody puffin in the cake,’ Clemmie bellowed, her voice echoing through the cosy café. ‘Granny! We have a situation!’

      From the back of the café came the shuffling of slippers and the sound of a teacup rattling on its saucer. Betty appeared in the doorway, still wearing her floral housecoat, a bemused expression on her face.

      ‘What on earth are you hollering about?’ she asked, squinting over her spectacles. ‘You sound like someone set fire to the scones.’

      Clemmie pointed at the puffin, who was now strutting by the door as if it owned the place. ‘That feathery demon just destroyed my Victoria sponge!’

      Betty leaned against the doorframe, taking a leisurely sip of her tea. ‘Well, that’s what you get for leaving it unattended. Puffins are opportunists, you know.’

      ‘I turned my back for five seconds!’ Clemmie protested, grabbing a tea towel and attempting to shoo the bird away up the path. The puffin hopped onto a nearby chair, leaving a trail of crumbs in its wake. ‘It’s a health hazard.’

      Betty chuckled, setting her cup down. ‘He’s got good taste. That sponge looked divine.’

      ‘It was divine,’ Clemmie grumbled, swiping at the counter with a damp cloth. ‘It was for an order this afternoon and now I have to start over again and I won’t have time to practise for The Royal Baking Competition. I was going to try out the café’s layered mousse-cake tower, as I’ve not baked it for a while.’

      Betty ambled over, her slippered feet shuffling against the tiles. She reached out a wrinkled hand, and to Clemmie’s astonishment, the puffin hopped right onto her arm like an obedient parrot.

      ‘Well, aren’t you a handsome fellow?’ Betty cooed, stroking the bird’s head. The puffin squawked appreciatively, nuzzling her with its beak.

      ‘What do you mean, he’s a handsome fellow? All puffins look the same! Why does he like you so much?’ Clemmie demanded, throwing her arms in the air. ‘I’m the one who bakes the cakes!’

      Betty smirked. ‘You’re also the one who shouts and waves spatulas around. Puffins appreciate a calm demeanour.’

      Clemmie muttered to herself about traitorous birds and grandmothers who should be retiring, as she stared at the wreckage of her sponge cake, its once perfect layers now a battlefield of cream and jam.

      ‘Right,’ she said, tying her apron tighter. ‘If that puffin thinks it’s beaten me, it’s got another think coming. I’ll bake a new cake, and it’ll be even better. Fluffier, taller, more … victorious!’

      ‘That’s the spirit,’ Betty said, carrying the puffin to the door and putting it outside. ‘But maybe keep the door shut this time, hmm?’

      Clemmie glared at her. ‘I don’t need advice from someone who lets puffins sit on their arm like a pirate.’

      Betty gave her a wink and was just about to shuffle back into the kitchen when she said, ‘I’ve been thinking…’

      ‘You do know it’s dangerous when you think…’ teased Clemmie.

      ‘I think you should reconsider baking the layered mousse-cake tower.’

      ‘Why?’ Clemmie asked, feeling a little surprised. ‘It’s going to look sensational, and I need to stand out from the crowd. There’s a lot at stake for the winner. They get their own cookbook published and let’s not forget the invitation to the royal garden party. Can you imagine? It would put our café on the coast firmly on the map!’

      ‘Oh, I can imagine,’ Betty replied with a knowing smile, ‘and that’s exactly why I’m suggesting you bake something with real meaning to this place, something tied to its history. Everyone loves a good backstory.’ Betty picked up the invitation from where Clemmie had placed it behind the clock on the shelf and took it out of its royal crested envelope. She read it out loud.
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        Her Royal Highness cordially invites Clemmie Rose to take part in the prestigious Royal Baking Competition, an exclusive event celebrating heritage, tradition and the art of fine baking.

        This esteemed competition will take place aboard The Royal Yacht, which shall be docked at Blue Harbour Bay, Puffin Island, on the 1st of August.

        As one of only ten exceptional bakers, each nominated by esteemed figures in the industry, you are invited to present a cherished family recipe, steeped in heritage and uniquely your own. Your creation will be a testament to your roots, history and passion for the craft.

        Your presence would be an honour, and we eagerly anticipate witnessing the culinary story you choose to share.

        Kindly confirm your attendance at your earliest convenience.

      

      
        With regal regards,

        The Royal Baking Committee

      

      

      ‘I think your great-great-grandmother’s story deserves to be shouted from the rooftops,’ Betty said with conviction. ‘It would be such an honour for her because if it weren’t for Beatrice Rose, we wouldn’t have our beloved Café on the Coast.’

      Clemmie smiled wistfully as her thoughts drifted back to the remarkable tale of her great-great-grandmother.

      ‘Go on, you tell it,’ Betty said as though reading her mind. She nudged Clemmie’s elbow.

      ‘Oh no, you start,’ Clemmie replied with a grin. ‘You always do, after all.’

      Betty rolled her eyes affectionately but launched in without hesitation. ‘All right, then. Beatrice Rose – your great-great-grandmother – wasn’t just any woman. She had grit, heart and a stubborn streak wide enough to stretch across the entire island.’

      Clemmie nodded. ‘She needed it. Because when the war came, Puffin Island wasn’t spared. The bombs fell, and…’

      Betty picked up the thread seamlessly, her voice lowering. ‘They took everything. Her home. Her parents. Her whole world, in one terrible night.’

      Clemmie exhaled. ‘Anyone else might have crumbled. But not Beatrice. No, she found that old pink cottage down by the shore – falling apart, windows shattered, barely standing – and she saw something the rest of the island didn’t.’

      ‘Possibility,’ Betty said, her eyes bright with pride. ‘She rolled up her sleeves, and the whole community joined her. They rebuilt it, brick by brick, board by board, turning it into more than just a café. It became a refuge. A place to gather, to grieve, to heal.’

      Clemmie smiled. ‘And to eat.’

      Betty chuckled. ‘Oh, did they ever eat! And every Christmas, she’d host a feast, filling every plate and every heart with warmth. That’s when she first made the torte. Her famous clementine torte.’

      Clemmie leaned back, crossing her arms. ‘And you know what they say…’

      Betty lifted a brow at Clemmie’s deviation from the usual spiel. ‘What do they say?’

      ‘That it wouldn’t be Christmas on Puffin Island without a slice of Beatrice’s torte.’

      Betty rested a hand over Clemmie’s. ‘So, don’t you see? It’s not just a recipe. It’s your family’s history. A piece of the island’s heart.’

      Clemmie swallowed, the weight of her granny’s words settling deep.

      Betty stood, brushing flour from her hands. ‘And let’s not forget, your name wasn’t chosen by accident, Clementine. Beatrice always said clementines carried warmth, resilience and a touch of sweetness. Just like her torte. And just like you.’

      Betty gave Clemmie a quick hug and then shuffled out of the room, humming a tune as she went, leaving Clemmie to think about her words.

      With the puffin banished and the café door firmly closed, Clemmie got to work making another Victoria sponge. She measured flour and sugar with a determination that would put to shame a general preparing for battle. The eggs were cracked with precision, the butter whipped into submission, and the batter folded with a vengeance. She was just sliding the new sponge layers into the oven when the bell above the café door jingled. Clemmie groaned. ‘We’re not open yet!’ she called, brushing a strand of flour-dusted hair out of her face.

      The door creaked open anyway, and in walked Amelia, her best friend, the owner of the local bookshop. She was grinning. ‘Just here for my breakfast croissant.’

      Clemmie smiled at her best friend. ‘I’ve already bagged one up for you, freshly baked this morning.’

      ‘Perfect, thank you,’ she said, looking at the counter. ‘What are you baking?’

      ‘Another Victoria sponge, thanks to my early-morning puffin invasion, but it’s given me time to think.’

      ‘About? And what puffin invasion?’ asked Amelia, pulling out a chair after grabbing her croissant from the bag.

      Clemmie explained the saga of the unexpected cake thief, leaving Amelia smiling at the story. ‘And what is it you’re thinking about?’ asked Amelia.

      ‘The Royal Baking Competition. Granny has given me something to think about and I think she could be possibly right.’ Clemmie explained about the traditional torte and the backstory, and asked for Amelia’s opinion.

      ‘I’m with Betty. Just think how wonderful it would be to honour your great-great-grandmother – and the media is going to love the story. Now tell me again the story of how you found out you’d made the cut?’ Amelia asked, leaning forward with a grin.

      Clemmie rolled her eyes playfully. ‘But you’ve heard it a dozen times already!’

      ‘I know, but tell me anyway. It’s nice to see how happy it makes you.’

      ‘So, it was two weeks ago, just another morning at the café,’ Clemmie began in an overly serious tone, which set Amelia off giggling. ‘I was about to unlock the door when I noticed this envelope on the mat – thick, expensive paper, the royal crest embossed on the front. My heart just about stopped. I picked it up, hands shaking, and when I opened it’—she paused for dramatic effect—‘there it was: the official invitation. I’d been chosen as one of this year’s contestants for The Royal Baking Competition.’

      Amelia let out a squeal and asked ‘And then?’, even though she already knew what happened next.

      ‘Granny took one look at the letter and burst into tears. Proper, joyful, full-on crying. I think she might be more excited about it than I am.’ Clemmie chuckled, shaking her head. ‘But honestly, I’m still trying to wrap my head around how it even happened. I had to be nominated by someone, but I have no idea who it could have been. Did someone come into the café and secretly taste my baking? Was it a regular? Or maybe’—she leaned in conspiratorially—‘an undercover judge?’

      Amelia gasped, delighted by the mystery. ‘Ooh, I love that idea. Like a baking detective, scouting out the best of the best!’

      ‘Exactly!’ Clemmie laughed. ‘And now, with the competition being held right here on Puffin Island, the pressure is even higher. The whole town is buzzing about it. I can’t let them down.’

      Amelia reached for Clemmie’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. ‘You won’t. You’re going to make us all proud. Now tell me about the best bit – the prizes!’

      ‘The winner will get an invitation to the royal garden party, where their winning dessert will be baked by the royal kitchen for all the guests, and they’ll also get to publish their very own cookbook.’

      Amelia cheered then added, ‘You’ll be amazing and the island will be out in full force, cheering you every step of the way. Have you had a look at your competition?’

      Clemmie grabbed the latest copy of Knead to Know magazine from the shelf. She tapped the article and spun the magazine towards Amelia. ‘This is Fiona Fairweather – my biggest competition.’

      
        
        Fiona Fairweather: The ‘Queen of Cup Cakes’ Declares Victory Before the First Whisk.

      

      

      
        
        In an exclusive (and gloriously self-assured) interview with Knead to Know, self-proclaimed baking royalty Fiona Fairweather has made her ambitions for the upcoming Royal Baking Competition crystal clear: she’s already won it. Or at least, in her mind.

        Fiona, a full-time baker and Instagram and TikTok personality, is no stranger to controversy or confidence. Her rise to fame began when her meticulously sculpted croquembouche (shaped like the Eiffel Tower, complete with edible sparklers) won The Glorious Bake competition in Chelsea last year. Since then, she’s been running her luxury patisserie in Kensington, churning out cakes with price tags high enough to make even billionaires wince.

      

      

      ‘Yikes! She’s not shy, is she? Full of self-importance,’ exclaimed Amelia.

      Clemmie added, ‘Look at this part: “I’m not worried about the competition at all”, Fiona Fairweather declared during our interview at her shop, Fairweather’s Fancies. “Let’s be honest, darling, how could anyone compete with me?”

      ‘Apparently, she won another competition last year by sculpting a life-sized giraffe out of marzipan. It’s impressive but I’m determined to win. I will not be beaten!’ declared Clemmie.

      ‘You’ll show her!’ Amelia stated, kissing her friend on the cheek. ‘I need to get back to the bookshop but you have a good day. And who wants to eat a marzipan giraffe anyway? The brass neck of that woman!’

      Clemmie laughed as Amelia disappeared through the door. By the time Betty reappeared, the café smelled of victory … or at least of vanilla sponge. Clemmie carefully lifted the new cake layers from the oven, inspecting them with the critical eye of a seasoned baker.

      ‘Perfect,’ she declared, placing them on the counter to cool.

      Betty nodded approvingly. ‘Well done, and not a puffin in sight.’

      ‘Don’t jinx it,’ Clemmie warned, glancing suspiciously at the door.

      As she began assembling the cake, spreading a generous layer of jam and cream between the sponges, Betty pulled up a stool and began flipping through the café’s book of homemade recipes. She sneakily left it open at the page of Clemmie’s great-great-grandmother’s torte before switching on the kettle.

      ‘I know what you’re doing!’ Clemmie chided.

      ‘It’s your choice. Whatever you decide, this café already has its winner.’

      Clemmie smiled. Her granny always had a way of making her feel like she could conquer the world.

      As Clemmie placed the finishing touches on the new Victoria sponge, Betty leaned over and said, ‘You might want to shut the window.’

      Clemmie turned and her heart sank. There, perched on the windowsill, was the puffin, its beady eyes fixed on the cake.

      ‘Oh no you don’t!’ Clemmie shouted, grabbing a rolling pin and racing towards the window.

      The puffin squawked indignantly and flapped away, leaving a single feather behind.

      Betty laughed. ‘You’ve got a nemesis now, Clemmie! The Puffin of Doom!’

      Clemmie groaned, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘If that bird shows up at the competition, I’m quitting baking for ever.’

      But as she looked at the cake – the product of her determination and her love for her craft – she knew she wouldn’t quit. Not for a puffin, Fiona Fairweather or anything else.

      ‘Bring it on,’ she muttered, squaring her shoulders.
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      Clemmie had been curled up on the garden chair all evening. She loved this time of year, the lighter nights, the soft rustle of flowers swaying in the breeze and the soothing sound of the sea murmuring in the distance. On her lap lay the handwritten recipe book from her great-great-grandmother – open at the page of the famous torte – the book’s well-worn edges a testament to its history. In her hand, she held her iPad. For the past ten minutes she had been scrolling through Fiona Fairweather’s TikTok account. Clemmie had never seen anything quite like it. Fiona was a master of promotion, each reel dripping with glamour and carefully curated, a far cry from the quiet, messy charm of Clemmie’s Café on the Coast. The stark contrast made Clemmie’s stomach twist with nervous energy.

      As Fiona’s latest video began to play, the screen filled with her poised smile before her voice purred, ‘For The Royal Baking Competition I’ll be presenting my family’s signature Pearlescent Pistachio Opera Cake, an eight-layer masterpiece that’s not only technically flawless but also artistic enough to belong in a museum. Can any of the other competitors in the baking competition say that about their sponge?’

      Clemmie wondered how easy it would even be to serve an eight-layer cake at the royal garden party. She felt a wave of self-doubt wash over her, but she couldn’t stop watching. Fiona continued, answering a question from an unseen interviewer. ‘The key to winning is not just baking, it’s branding. People eat with their eyes first. My cakes don’t just taste divine; they make people feel important for eating them. It’s a skill, and not everyone has it.’

      The final clip was the most cutting. With a dazzling smile, Fiona offered her competitors a parting comment. ‘Practice makes perfect, but in my case, perfection is innate. Good luck to the rest of the competitors in The Royal Baking Competition. I do hope someone manages to bake a cake that doesn’t look like it came out of a children’s birthday party. I’d hate to win by too large a margin; it would feel unsporting.’

      Clemmie stared at the screen, her mind racing. The self-assured confidence and sharp jabs from Fiona Fairweather were intimidating. Could she compete with someone like that?
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Clemmie woke with a start, her heart racing and her thoughts tumbling over one another in a chaotic whirl. The early-morning light filtered through her bedroom curtains, but instead of feeling the usual calm that accompanied the golden glow, she felt worried. The memories of Fiona Fairweather’s TikTok from the night before looped in her mind like an unwanted reel, each dismissive comment and smug smile chipping away at her confidence.

      ‘An eight-layer masterpiece that belongs in a museum,’ Fiona’s voice echoed. ‘Can any of the other competitors in the baking competition say that about their sponge?’

      Feeling disheartened, Clemmie started to spiral. What was she thinking, accepting her invitation to compete in a competition like this? She wasn’t some celebrity baker with a high-profile following or a line-up of glamorous cakes on display in a Kensington patisserie. She was just Clemmie, with a cosy café by the coast.

      This was a high-stakes competition so she needed to put her best foot forward. To that end, Clemmie had been thinking about what her granny had said. She agreed with her that the torte was the best option; a recipe close to her heart and one that was a firm favourite with the café’s customers.

      She threw on her dressing gown and padded downstairs into the kitchen, where Betty was already bustling around, humming to herself as she prepared breakfast. The smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the air, but even that comforting aroma couldn’t soothe Clemmie’s nerves.

      ‘What’s the matter with you? You look like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders,’ Betty asked, turning to face her with a raised eyebrow.

      Clemmie slumped into a chair at the kitchen table, clutching her mug of coffee like it was a lifeline. ‘Granny, I don’t think I’m good enough.’

      ‘Good enough for what?’ asked Betty.

      ‘The Royal Baking Competition.’

      ‘Don’t be daft, they selected you. Why the sudden doubt?’

      Clemmie sighed. ‘Fiona Fairweather’s presenting a cake with eight layers. Eight! And the way she talks, it’s like she’s already won. I don’t stand a chance against someone like that.’

      Betty swiped the flour from her hands, her expression both firm and kind. ‘Now you listen to me. Someone who has to shout about their achievements from the rooftops is not a winner. A winner is someone who quietly does the work, puts their heart into it and lets their results speak for themselves.’

      ‘But she’s so polished, so confident,’ Clemmie protested.

      Betty shook her head. ‘Confidence isn’t about showing off. It’s about believing in what you do and why you’re doing it. You think your great-great-grandmother had time to boast about her torte when she was baking it for the people who helped rebuild this island after the war? No, she simply baked it quietly with love and gratitude. That’s what made it special and it’s why people still talk about it today.’

      Clemmie bit her lip, her granny’s words tugging at her heart.

      ‘Fiona might have fancy cakes and a silver tongue,’ Betty continued, ‘but you have something she’ll never have: roots. You’ve got a recipe with a story, a café with history, and a community standing behind you. Let her talk all she wants. You focus on baking from the heart, and trust me, that’ll be enough.’

      Clemmie looked up at her granny, the flicker of doubt in her chest slowly giving way to a small, tentative spark of determination. ‘You really think so?’

      ‘I know so,’ Betty replied.

      ‘I’ve decided to go with the torte.’

      ‘I think you’ve made an excellent choice.’ Betty gave Clemmie a hug. ‘Now drink your coffee, and let’s get to work. You’ve got a torte to perfect and I need to get these deliveries out before we open.’

      Clemmie smiled, the panic beginning to loosen its grip. She still had doubts, but her granny’s words settled her. She needed to focus on what mattered most: honouring her great-great-grandmother’s legacy and putting The Café on the Coast on the map.

      An hour later Clemmie heard the roar of an engine. Mid-whisk, her hand hovering over a bowl of rich chocolate ganache, she stared and narrowed her eyes at the deep blue sports car that had parked just outside the café. It was the kind of car that made you think of glossy magazine covers or the hero of a spy film, not a sleepy little island town that had more puffins than people.

      Wiping her hands on her pinny, Clemmie hurried outside. ‘I’m sorry, you can’t park there. There are numerous carparks on the…’ The words died on her lips as she stared, her mouth slightly agape. She now wasn’t sure what was more surprising: the sleek, ridiculously impractical sports car gleaming in the sunlight, or the man stepping out of it.

      Oliver Lockwood.

      For a moment, time seemed to stop. He stood there, a vision of gorgeousness and easy confidence, his dark hair slightly tousled as though styled by a careless breeze. He wore a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up just enough to make her stomach flutter, exuding a casual elegance that looked effortless and yet infuriatingly deliberate. His eyes, that familiar shade of hazel, locked onto hers, and she saw his smile widen.

      ‘Well,’ he said, leaning one arm casually on the car door. ‘If it isn’t Clementine Rose. And this must be the reason you turned me down, The Café on the Coast.’ He glanced over the pink cottage that had been transformed into the café at the bottom of Lighthouse Lane. The corners of his mouth lifted into that grin, the one that used to make her feel like she’d swallowed a whole tray of espresso shots. Now, it made her feel … well, exactly the same, even though she wanted to be annoyed. Definitely annoyed. He hadn’t fought for her. It was all his way or no way.

      Clemmie folded her arms, hoping it would disguise the fact that her heart was pounding. ‘Like I said, you can’t park there,’ she shot back.

      His grin widened. All she could think about was the last time she saw him, three years ago, slipping into a black cab outside her hotel room after their last argument that still echoed in her mind.

      ‘You’d give up the chance to see the world for… what? Puffin Island? A little café on the coast?’ Oliver’s frustration had flared, his voice uncharacteristically sharp.

      ‘It’s not just a café’, Clemmie had countered, her tone equally fiery. ‘It’s my life. My home, and there’s no other place I’d rather be.’

      Oliver, most probably used to getting his own way, had been stunned. For all his sophistication, he couldn’t seem to understand why Clemmie would choose a small island over the vast, thrilling adventure he was offering her. She, meanwhile, couldn’t understand why he couldn’t see the value in staying rooted in the place she loved.

      She’d stood at the window watching him go, the cab disappearing at the bottom of the road into the London night. Her heart ached, the pain sharp and immediate, because she knew the best week of her life had just ended. She wished she had thought about it more, about him, about them, before falling headlong into a whirlwind week of passion.

      But what haunted her more than the loss was the memory of how he had made her feel, as though she were the only woman in the world. That magic was shattered weeks later when a glossy tabloid photo surfaced showing Oliver, dashing as ever, arm-in-arm with a stunning model at a glamorous event. The sight of his familiar smile aimed at someone else had gutted her, leaving her with a bitter truth … she had been unforgettable to him for just one fleeting moment, while he had become unforgettable to her for ever.

      ‘And how are you?’

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Clemmie avoided his question.

      ‘I was passing through and I thought to myself: why don’t I call in on my favourite baker?’

      ‘Three years after you left without a backward glance?’

      ‘It does seem like only yesterday, doesn’t it?’

      Her cheeks flushed as she remembered the raw passion and chemistry between them before he’d smashed her heart into smithereens.

      ‘Is that a Ferrari?’

      Clemmie spun around to see her granny standing a few feet away. Apparently, she’d finished the deliveries.

      ‘It’s an Aston Martin,’ Oliver said smoothly, flashing her a polite smile.

      ‘It’s very shiny,’ she replied. ‘And very impractical for these roads.’

      Clemmie couldn’t help but smirk at that. Oliver, however, looked entirely unfazed.

      ‘Where can I park it, then?’ he asked, turning back to Clemmie.

      ‘Down the lane, near the harbour,’ she replied, gesturing vaguely.

      ‘Perfect,’ he said, climbing back into the car. The engine purred to life, and with a wave, he drove off, leaving Clemmie standing there wondering if she was actually dreaming.

      ‘Isn’t he a sight for sore eyes? He looks like he has everything going for him,’ remarked Betty before turning back into the café.

      ‘He’s a food journalist, in fact more like a food presenter these days,’ replied Clemmie.

      ‘What’s his name?’ asked Betty.

      ‘Oliver Lockwood.’

      Betty straightened, her face lighting up with recognition. ‘Oliver Lockwood? Well, now, I’ve heard that name somewhere recently. That’s him? I wish I’d known. I could have introduced myself.’

      ‘What do you mean, “That’s him”?’

      ‘He’s presenting The Royal Baking Competition special.’

      Clemmie’s stomach dropped. She stared at Betty, dread creeping over her like a tide. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes, it’s all over social media and I was going to ask whether you’d heard of him. By the way, Sam is going to set up a huge screen on the jetty outside The Sea Glass Restaurant so everyone in the village can sit on the beach and watch it live.’

      Clemmie didn’t answer. Her mind was racing. This couldn’t be happening. Oliver Lockwood was going to present The Royal Baking Competition?

      Clemmie’s hands trembled as she pulled her phone from her pocket, her fingers fumbling to unlock it. A few taps and a search later, the headline stared back at her in bold black text:

      
        
        Oliver Lockwood Confirmed as Host for This Year’s Royal Baking Competition, to be held aboard the Royal Yacht at Puffin Island

      

      

      Her heart sank. ‘Shit,’ she muttered, her pulse pounding as she scanned the article until her eye caught on a single sentence that made the whole situation irrevocably worse: Oliver will accompany the winner of The Royal Baking Competition to this year’s Royal Garden Party. Double shit.

      ‘Do you think he’s married? I didn’t see a ring. The looks, the career and the car…’ Betty chuckled softly. ‘You should get in there!’

      Clemmie barely heard her. All she could think about was that the man she had tried so hard to forget was now back in her orbit, and all those long-suppressed feelings were quickly rising to the surface.

      The realisation hit harder than the headline and was an even more unwelcome surprise.
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      The Olde Ship Inn was bustling but Clemmie and Amelia had managed to snag a cosy booth near the window, their table already laden with a plate of fish and chips and two glasses of wine. Clemmie was sipping her Sauvignon Blanc when the door creaked open and she flinched, already bracing herself for the worst.

      Amelia picked up her wine glass, her gaze fixed on Clemmie. ‘Why do you keep jumping every time the door opens?’

      ‘I don’t.’

      ‘You totally do,’ Amelia retorted, her grin widening. ‘Are you avoiding someone? Or has some mysterious stranger swept you off your feet?’ She gasped theatrically. ‘Oh my God, is it the guy from the cheese counter at the market? I knew there was chemistry between you two!’

      Clemmie rolled her eyes, though she couldn’t suppress a laugh. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not the cheese guy.’

      ‘So, it is someone,’ Amelia said, leaning forward eagerly. ‘Go on, I’m listening.’

      Clemmie hesitated, her cheeks flushing. ‘It’s … complicated.’

      ‘Oh, this is going to be good.’

      Clemmie sighed, taking a fortifying sip of wine before muttering, ‘It’s Oliver.’

      ‘Oliver? Oliver who?’

      Clemmie gave her a knowing look.

      ‘Oh my God, as in the Oliver? Tall, dark and devastatingly handsome Oliver? Great sex Oliver? A week of passion Oliver? “He’s the one” Oliver?’

      ‘Okay, let’s not go overboard. But yes, that Oliver,’ Clemmie confirmed, her body erupting in goosebumps at the very thought of being wrapped up in his arms once more.

      ‘Wait, why do you think he’s going to show up tonight? Why on earth would he be here, on Puffin Island?’

      ‘Because it turns out he’s presenting The Royal Baking Competition.’

      Amelia’s eyes widened. ‘No way.’

      ‘Yes way, and I saw him today, driving his Aston Martin down the cobbles of Lighthouse Lane.’

      ‘And did he see you?’

      ‘Oh yes, but he forgot to mention he was presenting the competition and made some quip about how he was just here to see his favourite baker. It’s only taken him three years…’ she grumbled.

      ‘And how do you feel about that?’

      ‘I’m not entirely⁠—’

      The door creaked open, cutting her off. A gust of cool air swept through the pub, along with a man who could have stepped straight out of an expensive cologne ad.

      Oliver Lockwood.

      Amelia’s jaw dropped. ‘That’s him, isn’t it?’

      Clemmie froze. He was there, all six feet of irritating perfection, his dark hair slightly tousled and his crisp shirt casually unbuttoned at the collar. And, of course, he wasn’t alone. Clemmie sank a little lower in her seat, wishing she had a superpower to disappear from the planet. ‘Don’t say anything or bring any attention to ourselves,’ she whispered.

      On his arm was a woman who seemed to embody the very essence of chic. She wore a crisp, tailored tweed coat over a simple yet stylish dress, her silk scarf knotted elegantly at her neck. Her ankle boots were impeccably clean, practical yet stylish, and a leather satchel hung from her shoulder. Her hair was neatly pinned back, framing her face in soft waves, and her delicate pink lipstick added a touch of warmth to her otherwise polished appearance.

      Of course he had a woman on his arm. He was Oliver Lockwood, after all … charming, confident and magnetic, with women falling all over him. Clemmie knew this all too well. She had been one of those women once, for a brief but intense week. She cast her mind back to the food market where they’d met. Their conversation began with shortbread but quickly spiralled into discussions of coffee, culinary travels and life. By the end of the night, they were sitting at a nearby café, sharing stories over wine and pastries. Dinner led to Clemmie’s hotel room, where they gave in to an undeniable chemistry. For Clemmie, it was unlike anything she’d experienced … a whirlwind of passion and connection that left her breathless. It was a fleeting romance that ended as quickly as it had begun, leaving her as little more than just another name in his long list of conquests, a fact she tried hard to bury. Yet seeing him again, looking just as handsome as ever, stirred feelings she had long ago pushed aside.

      ‘Stop staring,’ Clemmie ordered, as she noticed Amelia’s wide-eyed gaze.

      ‘I can’t help it,’ Amelia admitted, unable to look away. ‘He’s absolutely stunning.’

      Clemmie rolled her eyes. ‘You are not helping.’

      Amelia nudged her, still watching Oliver with awe. ‘I can’t believe your Oliver Lockwood is in our pub.’

      Clemmie’s voice grew sharper. ‘He was only ever mine for a week. He didn’t want me. Never chose me.’

      Amelia raised an eyebrow, an unspoken challenge in her gaze. ‘But you can say the same about you, right? You never chose him either. He asked you to travel the world and you turned him down.’

      Clemmie glared at her friend, her emotions flickering between frustration and lingering hurt. ‘Whose side are you on? And he’s obviously with someone else now,’ she muttered, her eyes flicking to the woman on Oliver’s arm. ‘Oh, blooming hell. Could my night get any worse?’

      ‘Has the guy from the cheese counter walked in?’ Amelia teased, looking towards the door.

      ‘It’s her,’ Clemmie said in a hushed whisper.

      ‘It’s who?’

      ‘Fiona Fairweather – the competition! The woman in the article I showed you, who thinks she’s already won The Royal Baking Competition and her cookbook will be flying off the shelves in no time…’

      ‘Not in my bookshop they won’t.’

      Clemmie smiled. ‘And you can just picture her at the garden party swanning about like she herself is royalty.’

      ‘You don’t feel intimidated, do you?’ Amelia raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I did until Granny gave me a good talking to.’

      ‘In my opinion, she’s all tweed and tarts and you … you are the icing on the cake.’

      ‘And that’s why you are my friend.’

      ‘Do you think they’re actually together?’ asked Amelia.

      Clemmie shrugged. They watched Oliver and Fiona glide towards the bar, turning more than a few heads in the process.

      Clemmie focused hard on her wine, willing herself not to look. But Oliver’s laugh, a low, familiar rumble, drifted across the room, making her stomach flip.

      ‘Okay, I hate to say it,’ Amelia said, leaning in, ‘but he’s ridiculously hot. Like, unfairly hot. Why the hell didn’t you travel the world with him?’

      Clemmie shot her a glare. ‘Because I have a business, and family is more important. And if he’d really cared about me, he would’ve come to find me long before now. He’s only here now because of his job. I hope he doesn’t see me.’ Clemmie’s eyes drifted back towards the bar. Oliver was leaning casually against it, sharing something that made Fiona laugh. As he looked around the pub, Clemmie looked away, making sure she didn’t make eye contact. Her stomach sank. Of course, it wasn’t enough that Oliver had shown up out of nowhere with someone new. No, he had to bring her … a woman whose entire brand revolved around being infuriatingly perfect.

      ‘Out of everyone in the competition I guess he was bound to know her. They both live in Kensington so probably occupy the same circles.’

      ‘I suppose we should have realised that she was going to be coming to the island at some point. After all, the baking competition is happening here.’

      ‘It never crossed my mind that Oliver could be covering the event. I thought he’d still be swanning around on the other side of the world.’

      ‘So you admit you’ve thought about him then?’ teased Amelia, with a smirk on her face.

      ‘Possibly, from time to time… Okay, more than I’d like to admit.’

      Three years ago she’d stalked his social media on a daily basis but as soon as she saw a photo of him with another woman she willed herself to be strong and stop looking. Still, there was no denying that he had flashed through her mind from time to time … and still did. At that moment, Oliver and Fiona moved away from the bar, their drinks in hand, and made their way to a table near the centre of the room, close enough for Clemmie to see them but far enough to make eavesdropping impossible.

      Clemmie kept her eyes firmly on her glass, whilst Amelia gave her a running commentary. ‘He’s now leaning back in his chair, looking maddeningly at ease. Fiona is scrolling through her phone, seemingly oblivious to anything beyond her Instagram feed.’

      ‘She’s probably posting something about how rustic and charming this place is, while secretly wishing for a Michelin-starred soufflé.’

      Clemmie stole one last glance at Oliver, who was now leaning forward, his expression thoughtful as Fiona gestured animatedly. For a moment, Clemmie felt a pang of something she didn’t want to name.

      Jealousy? Regret?

      She pushed the thought aside, determined not to let him affect her. What did it matter that he was here? She’d managed just fine without him for over three years, so surely she could put up with his presence for a few days.

      ‘Come on,’ she said, standing abruptly. ‘Let’s get out of here. We can grab a hot chocolate from the Cosy Kettle.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan.’

      As they turned to walk out Clemmie could feel Oliver’s eyes on her, so she turned and stared him down. The intensity in his hazel gaze made her stomach do unwelcome flips – which became worse when he winked at her.

      Outside, she erupted. ‘He had the audacity to wink at me! The cheek!’

      ‘What if he actually agreed to present this competition because he knew you were a competitor and it gave him the opportunity to come to Puffin Island?’ wondered Amelia.

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Clemmie brushed off the suggestion, annoyed that Oliver Lockwood was already firmly under her skin when he’d been back in her life for less than a day.
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      The sun had barely peeked over the horizon when Clemmie unlocked the door to The Café on the Coast. The little bell above the door jingled in the quiet morning air as she stepped inside. The café wasn’t due to open for another couple of hours but with the baking competition fast approaching, Clemmie wanted to start practising. As soon as she walked into the kitchen, she turned on the oven, tied her pinny around her waist and tucked her hair into a loose bun. She took her great-great-grandmother’s recipe book down from the shelf and lay it on the counter. The handwritten book with illustrations was essentially the café’s recipe bible, holding secret recipes that had been passed down through the family’s generations, each one sprinkled with love. Clemmie carefully turned the flour-smudged pages.

      The torte recipe was circled in faded ink, with little notes scrawled in the margins.

      Add a touch of vanilla here!

      Be gentle when folding; no overmixing, no matter how tempting!

      Clemmie smiled. It was magical knowing that her great-great-grandmother had taken the time to document everything that she’d once baked in The Café on the Coast, and being able to see the notes in Beatrice’s very own handwriting.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Clemmie murmured to herself, rolling up her sleeves while staring at the list of ingredients. ‘No mistakes. No disasters.’

      She switched on the radio before rummaging through the cupboards, pulling out the flour, sugar, eggs and chocolate. It was all going to plan until she noticed the pesky puffin was back eyeing up the ingredients through the open window. She quickly leaned forward to shut the window and knocked the bag of flour that was teetering on the edge of the counter. She lunged, hands outstretched, but it was too late.

      The bag tipped over, spilling an avalanche of flour.

      ‘Damn.’ Clemmie blinked through a cloud of white powder. Two minutes ago, her kitchen was spotless, and now it looked like a snowstorm had passed through. She stood there for a moment, locking eyes with the puffin as it stared back at her, unblinking. With a sharp clap of her hands, the puffin startled and took off, its wings flapping noisily. ‘Clemmie, one; Puffin, one,’ she muttered, thinking back to the little thief’s audacious dive straight into her Victoria sponge. She shook her head. ‘Brilliant start, Clemmie,’ she said dryly, brushing flour from her face, only to leave streaks of white across her cheeks. ‘Let’s try that again.’

      Brightening the moment, one of her favourite tunes came on the radio. Clemmie grabbed a wooden spoon from the counter. ‘You’re just too good to be true…’ she sang into the spoon, enthusiastically. She began to twirl around the kitchen, ignoring the flour on the floor as she shimmied to the music and belted out the chorus. ‘Can’t take my eyes off of you!’

      Her hips swayed, and she threw in a few dramatic spins, nearly colliding with the open fridge door. Laughing at her own antics, Clemmie grabbed a mixing bowl and used it as a makeshift drum, tapping out the rhythm to the beat. She was mid-twirl, the wooden spoon held up to her mouth, when she spun around – and froze.

      Oliver Lockwood was leaning against the kitchen doorway, his arms crossed, a wickedly amused grin plastered across his face. ‘Can’t take your eyes off me, huh?’

      Clemmie’s heart jumped into her throat. ‘What the⁠—?’

      She stared.

      ‘Don’t stop now,’ he said with a laugh. ‘You’re not a bad singer or dancer.’

      She felt a blush rise in her cheeks. ‘What are you doing here? How did you even get in? We don’t open for another couple of hours.’

      ‘The door was unlocked,’ he said with a casual shrug, his grin never wavering. ‘I knocked, but apparently you were too busy channelling your inner pop star to notice.’

      ‘You could’ve announced yourself or, oh, I don’t know, waited outside like a normal person until we opened?’

      ‘But then where would the fun have been in that? I’d have missed the performance,’ Oliver said, his eyes sparkling with mischief. ‘Seriously, Clem, that was a showstopper.’

      Her pulsed raced at the way he said ‘Clem’, but she glared at him, determined not to back down. ‘If you’ve finished mocking me, I’ve got a torte to bake.’

      ‘Is that what you’re baking for the competition?’ He tried to peer over her shoulder towards the counter.

      ‘I’m not divulging that to you, as no doubt you’ll run straight back to the opposition, your girlfriend, and share the information.’ Damn, she couldn’t believe that had slipped right out of her mouth.

      Oliver cocked an eyebrow. ‘I’m sensing a little bit of jealousy.’

      ‘I’m absolutely not jealous,’ she protested, but she wasn’t even convincing herself.

      ‘And for your information, Fiona’s not a girlfriend, just a long-standing family friend.’

      ‘Who you’ve probably been intimate with at some point.’

      Oliver remained silent.

      ‘I rest my case.’

      He was watching her closely. ‘I did miss you, you know, after our week of⁠—’

      ‘Great sex.’ Double damn, more words slipped out that were not intended. She could kick herself.

      He grinned. ‘Well, I was going to say “exploring London”, but I like your version better.’

      ‘You’re insufferable,’ she muttered.

      ‘And yet, here I am,’ he quipped, stepping closer. ‘You know, that week wasn’t just about sightseeing or, apparently, great sex. I actually liked spending time with you.’

      Clemmie bit her tongue for a moment. She knew women were drawn to him. His confidence, sharp intellect and magnetic presence made him irresistible. But for all his allure, Oliver was a man married to his work. His relationships were fleeting, his love affairs whirlwind, and he liked it that way … uncomplicated, with the world as his playground.

      Her pulse was racing but thankfully her
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