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      ‘Before I say anything, you have to promise not to get annoyed.’

      That’s never a good way to start a conversation, is it? And accompanied by the guilty expression that was currently occupying Nathan’s face, it was doubly concerning. DCI Nathan Withers, lifetime holder of the ‘Cornwall’s Dishiest Detective’ title, stood on my doorstep, holding an envelope in one hand.

      I stood back to let him in. ‘Oh no, that’s not going to work. I’m not promising anything until I know what you’ve been up to…’

      Nathan looked up as, behind me, my daughter Daisy came bounding down the stairs.

      ‘Hi, Nath—’ she began, then stopped. I turned round just in time to see the two of them share a conspiratorial look. I wasn’t sure at first if I was imagining it, but a guilty expression crossed her face too before she could wipe it off. She looked at the envelope in Nathan’s hand. ‘Is that…? I was just – I’d better—’ She turned back up the stairs to make her escape.

      ‘Oh no you don’t,’ he said. ‘This is on you, too.’

      ‘What on earth is going on?’ I said, beginning to get seriously irritated.

      ‘It was all Daisy’s idea,’ said Nathan quickly. She snorted.

      ‘Oh thanks, Nathan. I knew I could rely on you not to crack under pressure…’

      Mum came out of the living room, Germaine the dog yapping at her heels. ‘What’s going on? Oooh, is that…?’

      ‘OH MY GOD!’ I snapped. Germaine plopped herself down on my foot and looked up at me, but I ignored her. ‘WHAT IS GOING ON? Why has my hallway suddenly turned into Clapham Junction? Somebody had better tell me what this is all about within the next thirty seconds or else I swear to God⁠—’

      ‘We entered you for the Best of British Baking Roadshow,’ blurted Nathan. He held out the envelope – addressed to me but at his cottage, and already opened – and I took it from him. ‘We got you a spot. You’re going to be on the telly.’
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      ‘I still haven’t forgiven you. Any of you.’

      Mum carried on studying the menu, looking completely unconcerned, as Daisy snorted and rolled her eyes; no guilty consciences there. At least Nathan tried to look contrite, gazing at me beseechingly across the table. Under it my faithful canine companion whined pitifully. I laughed.

      ‘Oh my God, your puppy dog eyes are worse than Germaine’s,’ I said. ‘All right, I forgive you, but I’m still not sure this was a good idea. I keep telling everyone, I’m a chef, not a baker.’

      It was just under a year since I’d moved back to Penstowan, the small Cornish town I’d grown up in, with Daisy in tow. We’d left the noise, pollution and dangers of my career in the Metropolitan Police in London for a safer, more peaceful life, with none of the risks my previous line of work had made my daughter worry about. It had definitely been a move for the better; I’d swapped a life of trying to avoid my useless, unfaithful ex to one of genuine love, affection and respect with Nathan, and my catering business, after a few (murderous) hiccups, had slowly picked up. But it was a good job there were no wolves in Cornwall, as it still wasn’t earning me enough to keep them permanently from my door…

      We were sitting in the Cavalier, a rather nice country pub with bistro pretensions near Canworthy Water. Nathan and the rest of the family had come to pick me up after my first day of filming (I’d been too het up to drive myself that morning) and had suggested we stop for dinner on the way home. The pub sign – a furry-faced Cavalier King Charles spaniel, in a Three Musketeers-style hat with a floppy feather in it – reassured me that all five of us would be welcome inside.

      ‘It’ll be really good publicity for Banquets and Bakes—’ started Nathan.

      ‘Yeah, if I don’t go out in the first elimination round,’ I said. Mum huffed and put down the menu.

      ‘Oh for goodness’ sake! Your cakes are always proper tasty, even if they do look like something the dog’s dug up.’

      ‘Not helping, Nana,’ muttered Daisy under her breath.

      ‘And you are a trained chef,’ Nathan pointed out, reasonably enough. ‘I was surprised when they let you in. You must have an advantage over the other contestants.’

      ‘Exactly!’ Mum was looking around impatiently for a waiter. ‘It’s not like you’re competing against Fanny Craddock or someone. More like a bunch of housewives and accountants. Are we ordering or what?’ She always got a bit stroppy when she was hungry.

      I found out what Mum and Daisy wanted, then Nathan and I headed to the bar to order. Before we got there he pulled me into a quiet corner, and into his arms.

      ‘You do forgive me, don’t you?’ he said, gazing into my eyes in a way that meant I would have forgiven him anything — stinky armpits, farting during sexual intercourse (I hasten to add he never did either). Anything, in fact, except maybe eating the last of the Christmas chocolate without me, which a) he knew better than to do, and b) there was rarely any chocolate left past 27th December anyway, so he would probably never get the chance.

      ‘I’m not letting you off that easily,’ I said, although I totally was. He laughed and leaned down to kiss me.

      ‘You’ll thank me for it. Eventually.’

      ‘Yeah… No, I do thank you for it, but you know what my cake-decorating is like. When I left the Force I did think about setting myself up to make people’s wedding cakes and that, but I was so useless at all the fancy stuff I gave up on the idea. I’m just worried I’ll look like a right muppet.’

      ‘Of course you won’t!’ said Nathan, giving me a squeeze. ‘No more so than usual, anyway.’

      ‘Oh, ha ha.’

      We ordered at the bar, and very soon we were tucking into some seriously good food: a spicy chicken burger for Daisy, with a ridiculous amount of crispy, golden chips; lasagne for Mum (who had said she wanted ‘something light’ and then gone for a massive plate of meat, pasta and bubbling cheesy topping – with garlic bread); a chicken pot pie for Nathan, which looked so amazing that I immediately wished I’d ordered it; and a Thai chicken salad for me, which was very tasty, but compared to the other meals it was decidedly lacking in chips, molten cheese and flaky pastry. I sat and ate my lettuce and tried to convince myself that I was feeling smug and virtuous for having chosen such a healthy option instead of one of the grease-laden, calorific and fattening dishes my companions were shovelling in with great gusto (and better table manners than that suggests).

      It didn’t really work.

      ‘So come on then,’ said Nathan. ‘Tell us about your day.’

      

      The Best of British Baking Roadshow had only been going for about six years, but it was already something of an institution, as much a part of the British springtime as complaining about Easter being early/late this year, unpredictable heatwaves and equally unexpected snow storms, and daffodils.

      The roadshow did exactly what the title suggested. It travelled around Britain, stopping in every county (or most of them, anyway; some of the smaller ones were combined with their larger neighbours) and choosing five of the best local cooks to compete against each other, whittling them down to each county’s top baker. In the finale, the last cooks standing would compete against each other for the title of Best of British Baker. The nation would be united every Sunday night during Roadshow season, glued to their screens to see if Dave from Doncaster would manage to get his croquembouche to stand up straight, or if Bella from Brighton had bitten off more than anyone could chew with her Earl Grey-infused sponge and lemon cream frosting. But it wasn’t just about the baking, it was about the camaraderie of the bakers, the way they all supported each other and played fair, despite wanting to win. It was somehow very British, very ‘spirit of the (baking) blitz’.

      The roadshow had rolled into Cornwall and set up camp in the grounds of Boskern House, a beautiful fifteenth-century manor house just outside Launceston. A big marquee took up most of the striped lawn in front of the house, filled with a mobile but better-equipped (and prettier) kitchen than my one at home. Long work benches in pastel colours, with ovens underneath; all sorts of mixers and blenders, bowls, whisks, scales, every kind of utensil you could think of and probably several you couldn’t. There was everything a baker could want.

      Every week, five new bakers were given a series of five challenges, usually with five to six hours to work on each one. They could be anything. Complicated technical bakes, with lots of different steps in the process, any one of which could trip you up; delicate, time-consuming decorative techniques, which would rely on your artistry as much as your baking know-how; and recipe challenges which tested your knowledge of which flavours, textures and ingredients worked together, with an emphasis on not sticking to the traditional. The assorted cakes, breads and pastries were given the once-over by judges Pete Banks and Esme Davies.

      Banks had been one of the first celebrity bakers, if not the first. He’d begun baking for the rich and famous in the late nineties/early noughties, including a cake for Mick Jagger’s sixtieth birthday bash in 2003. That had catapulted him into the public eye, with celebrities clamouring for a ‘Banks’ for their own birthday, wedding, album launch, end of tour party, whatever. He’d become a legend, even making a cake buffet for Elton John’s engagement party in 2013.

      But the rockstar lifestyle took its toll. His marriage failed. His chain of patisseries, launched at the height of his success, went to the wall. After Elton chose someone else to make his wedding cake in 2014, Pete had hung up his piping bag and semi-retired. But you can’t keep a good baker down, and soon he’d scored a publishing deal for a series of cookbooks. The first couple were basically food porn, recreating some of his most famous (and intricate) bakes; not the sort of thing a home cook could ever achieve. His later books, however, had been more accessible and, as a result, more successful. He was back!

      Esme Davis was a contemporary of Delia Smith. They’d begun their respective careers in similar ways, both writing cookery columns for newspapers and appearing on TV magazine shows before each being offered their own series. It being the seventies, much was made of both women’s appearance, and it wasn’t long before the tabloid newspapers were heralding ‘the battle of the baking beauties’. Because up to this point, the only female chef on TV had been Fanny Craddock, who was frankly a bit scary both in looks and temperament. Rumours circulated of a ferocious rivalry between the two young women, a bitter animosity as they competed for ratings glory. Because as far as the press were concerned, much like in the movie Highlander, there could be only one.

      Someone high up in the BBC even went so far as to suggest their very own bake off, before bake offs were even a thing in the UK. Esme and Delia would both appear (beautifully made up, hair coiffed, and dressed up to the nines no doubt) and be judged not just on their cooking skills, which were undeniable, but also on their poise, elegance and confidence in front of the camera… It would be like the Miss World of the TV cookery industry.

      Delia had never commented publicly on this proposed TV special, but Esme had. Boy, had she. She had loudly denounced the BBC for their sexism and had quit in spectacular fashion, right in the middle of being interviewed on Michael Parkinson’s prime-time TV show. There had never been any rivalry; she and Delia had been friends, and had seen themselves as pioneers, both attempting to blaze a trail for other women on TV. But no more. Esme had stepped away from the cameras and, like Pete, began to write cookery books. She was also given a weekly cookery slot on Radio 4, who had carefully positioned themselves above the terribly crass commercialism of BBC 1.

      Esme sank slowly into obscurity, apart from amongst keen cooks; her books were looked upon with the kind of reverence normally reserved for religious works. And in obscurity was where she had stayed, until ten years ago when Channel Four had commissioned a bunch of students to make a cookery show. Esme, by this point, was approaching seventy years old, and the students had thought it would be funny to have an older, grandmother substitute helping them out. They had probably expected to make her the butt of their jokes, but the joke had been on them. Esme had blown everyone away with her sense of humour and her still very strong sense of justice. She released a new book, Cake Is a Feminist Issue, off the back of the TV show, and suddenly everyone wanted to know her again. When the idea for the roadshow came up, there was only one person they absolutely had to have on board: Esme Davies.

      She and Pete were joined for the final judging each time by a trio of guests: celebrities with links to the county, or a local bigwig or two. The bakers’ whole stressful (but fun) week of baking would be condensed down into just one ninety-minute episode. And then the roadshow would move on to the next region.

      The show was hosted by the softly spoken comedian Russell Lang, or, more accurately, by his alter ego Barbara Strident, a mouthy Essex karaoke queen who told us she was using the show as an audition piece for Real Housewives of Clacton-on-Sea. Barbara was so different from Russell that it was difficult to think of them as the same person; but he was still there, hidden under layers of make-up, wigs that would have made Dolly Parton green with envy, and the kind of wardrobe that would have had Elton John sacking his costume designer and poaching Barbara’s instead. She was also hilarious, in a slightly-bitchy-but-not-enough-to-really-offend-you kind of way.

      At least, that’s what I thought. Not all of my fellow bakers found Barbara quite that funny…

      ‘So what was the challenge today?’ asked Nathan, swallowing a chunk of chicken pie and dabbing gravy off his chin. ‘I know it was a celebration cake, but they always throw in something unexpected, don’t they?’

      ‘Yes. Good job it was a non-elimination round, just to settle everyone in,’ I said. ‘You know how they got us to write out a step-by-step plan of what we were going to bake today, and how we were going to decorate?’

      ‘To help you get it all done within the time, yeah,’ said Mum. I shook my head.

      ‘They lied…’

      

      It had all started so well. My fellow bakers and I had been working for about an hour, long enough to get cakes in ovens and relax slightly. We’d exchanged a few words before the contest (and filming) had started, but not enough to get to know each other or psych each other out. But with the first stage over, we all had a few moments to breathe and chat to the bakers nearest us.

      On the next bench along was Elaine, a smiley, friendly woman in her thirties from Redruth. She had hummed a little tune under her breath as she whisked up her cake batter, which could have been annoying but was actually quite nice; it was certainly better than the awkward, nervous silence that would have pervaded the tent at times otherwise. She giggled self-consciously when she realised that she was doing it, which made me laugh as well, and we’d shared a grin. She’d made an effort to keep quiet after that, but it had only been a couple of minutes before the humming returned. Elaine had a gorgeous, glossy mop of curly auburn hair, tied back in a high pony-tail, which made me feel quite envious. My own hair was scraped away from my face under a wide sweatband like a tennis player, as my unruly mane had a habit of escaping from hairbands, and my pony-tail always ended up sinking lower and lower as the day went on, with less and less hair caught in it. The last thing I wanted was for Esme Davies to bite into my sponge and choke on a hairball. She was a National Treasure, and I probably would have been deported.

      The bench in front of me was occupied by Ravi, a young Indian guy who had taken leave from his job as an anaesthetist at Truro Hospital in order to show off his baking skills to the country. He was making gajar ka halwa – an Indian-style carrot cake – which was already fragrant with spices and smelling fabulous. He had measured everything out very precisely, with host Barbara standing over him all the time, flirting, making jokes and trying to make him spill his ingredients; he was well-groomed and nice-looking, and she obviously had a bit of a soft spot for him. He had taken it in his stride and laughed all the way through. I had a soft spot for him, too.

      One person I did NOT have a soft spot for was the bloke at the back of the tent. Martin was also a chef (but not a baker), who worked in a café in Bodmin. He looked to be in his forties, but he was one of those people who could have been much older or even much younger than he appeared. He wore a tie-dye T-shirt and had a crystal pendant on a leather thong around his neck. He was bald at the front, but rather than admit to it and shave off the rest of his hair (much the best way to deal with it, to my mind), he had steadfastly continued to grow what was left, so at the back of his head he had a long, straggly blond pony-tail. Basically, if you Googled ‘Humourless New Age Hippy’, a picture of Martin would be top of the results. It didn’t suit him, but then it wouldn’t have suited anyone. But his looks weren’t the problem (I’m not that shallow); his attitude was. He was far too serious. He was obviously nervous, we all were; but the rest of us weren’t looking around furtively at what everyone else was doing (we were openly being nosey and talking to each other). He was super-serious, even bringing in his own set of utensils – nothing fancy, just the usual measuring spoons and whisks and so on. He’d not cracked a smile at any of Barbara’s jokes, or even really acknowledged the other people in the room. Maybe I was being mean. Maybe he was just really nervous.

      But whatever the reason, he was forced to abruptly snap out of it, along with the rest of us, when Barbara called a halt to proceedings after an hour.

      ‘OK, my lovely lads —’ accompanied by a lascivious glance at Ravi which made us all giggle — ‘and lassies! Please stop what you’re doing and move over to the work bench to your rear.’ Another bawdy wink at Ravi. ‘Don’t ya know where your rear is, Ravi babes? I’ll help you find it…’ We all laughed again as Ravi jokingly put up his hands to ward our amorous hostess off and practically ran to the next bench.

      We all moved along, murmuring to each other, wondering what was going on. All of us, that is, except Martin, who obviously didn’t want to move. I stood in front of him and smiled.

      ‘I’m assuming you’ll have to go to the one down the front,’ I said, pleasantly enough. He frowned.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      Barbara did a massive, over-the-top eye roll (it was on a par with one of Daisy’s most stroppy teenage gestures). She clicked her fingers in the air impatiently.

      ‘Come on! Come on! Get yer under-crackers in gear, Martin! Down the front here with me, babes!’ Martin reluctantly abandoned his cake and headed down to the work bench recently vacated by the fifth contestant, Lynda from St Ives.

      Pete Banks stepped forward. ‘Now I expect you’re all wondering what’s going on,’ he said, with a friendly smile that seemed to me to be actually bordering on evil.

      ‘You could say that,’ said Elaine, and we all nodded in agreement.

      ‘On the worktop in front of you, you should all have the instructions your fellow contestants have written out,’ he continued. ‘The challenge is to complete your rivals’ cakes, following their instructions.’

      A loud groan rang out around the tent. The judges and Barbara all smiled. They were enjoying our suffering.

      ‘Now, this isn’t an elimination challenge,’ said Esme. Lovely Esme, everyone’s favourite granny. Not any more she wasn’t. ‘But there will be points for the best cake, which will get carried over to tomorrow. The points will be awarded to the baker whose cake it was originally, NOT to the baker completing it.’ There were more groans. Pete grinned and looked at each one of us meaningfully.

      ‘So you have a choice,’ he said. ‘You can either do your best, follow the instructions in front of you and complete it to the best of your ability, gaining points for your opponent, or⁠—’

      ‘Or you can sabotage it,’ finished Esme. ‘So the question is: do you nobble the opposition, or do you play fair and risk being sabotaged yourself?’

      ‘Oh that is EVIL,’ I murmured. Barbara nodded.

      ‘Yeah, babes, it is,’ she said. ‘All’s fair in love and cake, innit.’

      

      Mum, Nathan and Daisy were all staring at me, open-mouthed. I laughed.

      ‘Your faces! You all look as outraged as we were.’

      Nathan pulled himself together. ‘I bet that went down well. Who got your cake?’

      ‘Ravi,’ I said. ‘He’s good. He did a better job of it than I would have done.’

      ‘And you got that Rent-A-Hippy wazzock’s cake?’ said Mum. Nathan had just taken a sip of his drink and coughed with laughter.

      ‘Shirley, I can’t believe you never made Poet Laureate.’

      ‘I didn’t like the hours,’ she said, which made him laugh even more.

      ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Proper complicated it was and all.’

      ‘Did you sabotage him?’ asked Daisy, eagerly. She looked disappointed when I shook my head.

      ‘No, but I blooming wish I had done…’ I remembered the look on Martin’s face when he’d seen the finished cake. It’s not like I hadn’t tried; it was obvious that I hadn’t mucked it up on purpose. Or maybe I was kidding myself; maybe my best efforts really were that crap. Either way, he had been furious. He had looked like he was going to explode, but he remembered just in time that the cameras were filming our reactions and held himself back, his face turning bright red.

      The judges had come round and inspected each cake, judging it not just on presentation and taste, but against the written instructions. Mine, thanks to Ravi’s extremely precise decorating techniques (the way he cut out sugar paste stars and flowers made me think that he should have been a surgeon, not an anaesthetist), and my ability to knock up a really good moist, fudgy, chocolate cake, meant I got much higher marks than I was expecting. Elaine had taken over Ravi’s, and her decorating was next-level stuff; but sadly, the carrot cake itself was a bit of a let-down, which surprised me. Lynda had taken over Elaine’s Victoria sponge, and even from this distance I could see that I wasn’t the worst decorator in the tent… Luckily the sponge itself was declared one of the best Esme had ever tasted, and Pete even stuck up his hand to high-five Elaine, which hardly ever happened. Martin had done a perfunctory job on Lynda’s cake; he was obviously extremely skilled, though, so even his poorest effort was better than most. The cake inside was not declared a hit, unfortunately, and I thought it was a good job that today was not an elimination round, otherwise she would have been heading back down the A303 to St Ives.

      And then they got to Martin’s cake. Like I said, I had tried. It wasn’t a bad attempt; but his instructions had not been very clear – like the rest of us, he’d not expected anyone else to even see them, let alone try to follow them – and I’d had a hard time working out what he wanted it to look like at the end. So I’d gone with what I was good at. Which, according to Martin, wasn’t cake-decorating.

      The judges had taken one look at his cake and laughed, albeit sympathetically after reading his complex instructions. He hadn’t been happy. But Barbara had made things ten times worse.

      ‘Ooh, you’ve made a Disney cake!’ she cried. Martin looked confused. Barbara laughed and her voice dropped several octaves and she put on a slightly random Scottish accent. She sounded more like a Glaswegian football supporter than a heavily made up housewife disco diva. ‘It disnae look very good, ya know what I mean, pal?’

      Martin had stared at her with murder in his eyes. His expression was so hostile that Barbara had been momentarily discombobulated, which I couldn’t imagine happened very often. But then Esme had tasted his cake — a layered lemon, raspberry and pistachio sponge — and had moaned almost orgasmically at the taste. Which thankfully (if slightly inappropriately — she was no spring chicken) shattered the icy atmosphere.

      ‘So he’s a bit of a dick, then?’ said Daisy, and we all laughed and then told her off for using the D word (she seemed to forget sometimes that she was only thirteen). But she was right. He was.

      

      We finished our meal and headed for the door, stopping for a moment to let Mum go and ‘use the facilities’, as she euphemistically put it in front of Nathan. As we waited, Daisy nudged me and nodded over to a couple of guys sitting in a corner booth.

      ‘Mum, isn’t that Russell Lang?’ she whispered. I squinted, trying to get a good look while remaining discreet, just in case it wasn’t him.

      ‘I think so… He’s difficult to recognise without the wig and the fake boobs,’ I said.

      ‘Can we go and say hello?’ Daisy would have been halfway there if Nathan hadn’t put out his arm to stop her.

      ‘I wouldn’t,’ he said. ‘It looks like they’re having an argument.’ And now that I looked more closely, it was obvious they were. Russell’s companion reached out a hand to touch his arm, trying to plead with him, but Russell shrugged him off angrily.

      ‘What we looking at?’ said Mum, joining us. ‘Ooh, a lover’s tiff. Can we go home now? Me underwire’s killing me and I can’t wait to get me bra off.’
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      The next day I was up and about early. I took Germaine out for her early morning constitutional, my cute, fluffy, harmless baby snarling in what she obviously intended to be a vicious manner at the fat old Labrador in our neighbour’s garden, who had looked at her hopefully, tongue lolling, tail wagging, as we passed his gate.

      ‘He just wants to be friends,’ I said, but Germaine was having none of it. This was her manor.

      Back home, dog bladder duly drained, I got Daisy out of bed and made sure Mum took all her pills. Daisy bustled about, moaning in a good-natured way about having to go to school while I had all the fun at the baking roadshow. I was half tempted to let her come with me (I’m a great believer in school not being the only educator; experience is too, and the more varied experiences I could give Daisy, the better), but the schools would be breaking up for Easter soon, so I couldn’t really.

      Nathan hadn’t stayed the night before. He did stay over now a couple of times a week, and it was starting to become obvious that the current situation, with him shelling out rent on his own cottage, was getting a bit daft, but neither of us had dared broach the subject of him moving in permanently. I’d been cautious about him staying over at first, because it wasn’t like I had the house to myself, but Mum and (more to the point) Daisy had both really taken to him, and they seemed to like having him around almost as much as I did. But he’d had an early start this morning — paperwork to catch up on, best done when the station was quiet — so I would have to drive myself to Boskern House today.

      I packed Daisy off to her friend Jade’s house, a few doors down. The girls usually walked to and from school together, unless the weather was bad, and Jade’s mum Nancy and I had a reciprocal agreement about after school; if one of us was caught up with work or whatever, the other would take both girls in and feed them if it was near a meal time. It had proved very handy for both of us in the past, and it would prove so again today, because I had no idea what time filming would end.

      It was only after Daisy was gone and I was about to leave that I realised that Mum was not her usual chirpy (slightly barmy and irritating) self. She was sitting at the kitchen table, staring off into space.

      ‘Mum?’ I asked, and she jumped slightly, as if she’d been miles away. ‘You okay? What you doing today?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said vaguely. ‘Brenda and Malcolm invited me to theirs, but I don’t know if I feel like it…’

      Brenda and Malcolm Penhaligon had been close to my mum and dad for years. Brenda had been convinced that one day we’d actually end up related (by marriage); and that their son Tony, my oldest friend in the world, and I would get married. We had gone out for two weeks in 1994, and then not kissed again until just last October, when I’d thought Nathan had been planning to go back to Liverpool; and despite the fact that Tony was actually a lot more attractive now than he had been in 1994, it had been weird, and we’d decided that we would remain very close but completely platonic friends.

      I wondered why Mum would turn down an invite from the Penhaligons. Had they fallen out? And then I looked at her and, with a sudden rush of guilty comprehension, I realised what day it was.

      ‘Oh Mum!’ I said, sitting down next to her and putting my arm around her. ‘I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I forgot.’

      ‘Don’t be daft,’ she said, sniffing slightly. ‘Dad wouldn’t expect you to mark the day every year. It’s not like you’ve forgotten him. You’re busy, you’ve got Daisy, and Nathan, and now this baking malarkey…’

      ‘Even so,’ I said, feeling like the worst daughter in the world. It was the anniversary of the crash that had taken my dad’s life, eight years ago. He’d been following a couple of stupid teenagers in a stolen car, sedately enough to start, but it had grown into a car chase and ended with a bang on a blind corner on the A39. I had made sure to come down and spend the day with my mum in the years that followed, not necessarily doing anything, but just remembering my dad, talking about him, going to his favourite cafe in Penstowan. And this year I was already here, on the spot, and I’d forgotten.

      ‘It’s fine,’ said Mum, and although she smiled, I still felt guilty. There was no way I could leave her home alone.

      
      ‘It’s fine,’ said Camilla. The director was in her late thirties and terribly well spoken. She had the sort of voice that made me visualise her in a twin set and pearls, even when she wasn’t wearing them, like today. Or yesterday, for that matter. She may have been achingly posh, but she was nice. When I’d rolled up (late) with Mum in tow, and had taken her off to explain the situation, leaving Mum sitting on a stool at the back of the tent, she’d nodded her head and made soothing noises.

      ‘It’s fine,’ she said again. ‘It might get a bit boring for her, but at least she won’t be on her own. Let me see if I can find something more comfortable for her to sit on.’

      Camilla gestured to one of the production assistants, a guy who looked to be around twenty-eight to thirty, short dark hair, about five foot eight… An automatic throwback to my police officer days is taking note of people’s appearance, in case I ever need to bring it up in a witness statement. I hadn’t needed to so far, but it was nice to feel that my mind and my instincts were still fresh.

      ‘Harry, be a love and find that lady somewhere to sit off-camera,’ she said. Harry looked me up and down, then did the same to my mum across the tent. I wasn’t sure I liked being under his close, almost mocking scrutiny. It was fine for me to do it — it wasn’t like I was passing judgement, just committing identifying marks and features to memory — but there was something about this Harry that immediately got my back up. And then he smiled, and I told myself I was being daft.

      ‘Sure,’ he said, and went off to find a better chair for a seventy-one-year-old to sit on. I just hoped it wouldn’t be so comfy she’d fall asleep. Her snoring put me in mind of a rhinoceros with sinus trouble (or possibly one wielding a chainsaw), and it would be sure to disrupt filming. At least I’d found someone to look after Germaine, as I could hardly take a dog to a cooking contest. My friend Debbie had spent the last three months trying to persuade her husband, Callum, to get a dog, and she had agreed to take Germaine in the hope that she would melt his heart. He didn’t know it yet, but when he got home from work that night my fur baby would be relaxing on their sofa, no doubt being spoilt rotten by their kids Matilda and George, who were firmly on their mum’s side. The poor bugger had no chance. I confidently predicted they’d be visiting the RSPCA branch in Bideford at the weekend.

      I left Mum in the production crew’s capable hands for five minutes and headed for the contestants’ toilets. Goodness knows, I’d been in more terrifying situations in the past than having to ice a cake on national TV, but my tummy wasn’t in agreement this morning; I would almost rather be facing an angry mob than a camera crew. The toilets weren’t exactly plush – a row of Portaloos in the car park – and I hoped my nervous tummy would settle down once we got further into the contest, as the facilities didn’t feel very private or soundproof. I was proved right in that assumption, when (as I sat contemplating the day ahead) I heard the sound of raised voices, one female with a hint of a South West accent, one male and more posh Surrey. Russell was arguing with someone.

      I strained on the toilet (my ears, that is), trying to hear what they were arguing about, but I couldn’t make out the words. I could just hear that she was very, VERY annoyed with him. I stood, pulling up my jeans; should I flush? I mean, I hadn’t actually managed to – you know – despite my tummy hurting (it was definitely just nerves). I normally wouldn’t question it in someone else’s lav, but if I did, would the arguers realise that there was someone nearby, eavesdropping?

      I wrestled with my conscience and then decided I would follow the old water-saving adage – if it’s yellow, let it mellow, if it’s brown, flush it down – and crept out of the toilet, promising whatever gods were looking down at me (probably frowning) that I would come back and flush it in a minute but, you know, I didn’t want Russell and whoever he was arguing with to know that I was there in case it embarrassed them. In case it scares them off before you’ve found out what’s going on, more like, said a little voice in my head, but I ignored it. I crept around to the edge of the Portaloos, where a row of wheelie bins offered me some shelter, and peered around the corner.

      Russell – or half Russell, half Barbara as he was at that point, being dressed in Barbara’s clothes but sans wig – stood behind the toilets with a blonde-haired woman who looked so furious that for a minute I thought she might do a Rumpelstiltskin and stamp her foot so hard she tore herself in two.

      ‘It wasn’t like that!’ cried Russell, looking quite distraught. ‘It was your choice⁠—’

      ‘Might have known I’d find you lurking out here,’ said a familiar voice behind me. Russell and his companion looked over in my direction, but I was well camouflaged behind the bins. I quickly took a step backwards and whirled around.

      ‘Tony! What the bloody hell are you doing here?’ I gasped, my heart beating. I’d been so intent on my nosiness – I mean my observations – that I hadn’t heard my old friend come up behind me.

      ‘I could ask you the same thing,’ he said, grinning. ‘You’re supposed to be baking, not spying.’

      ‘Shh!!’ I pushed him away from the edge of the toilets and back towards the tent. The last thing I wanted was for Russell to know that I’d been eavesdropping on his conversation. ‘I just had an attack of last-minute nerves. Come on, I was already late this morning, I don’t want to hold them up.’

      We headed back to the tent.

      ‘Anyway, what are you doing here?’ I asked Tony. ‘You’re not baking, are you? The hospitals down here are full enough as it is.’

      He laughed. ‘Yeah, I ain’t the best at cooking. Although I do a mean spag bol.’

      I rolled my eyes. ‘Tone, everyone does a mean spag bol, it’s meat and pasta, it’s not rocket science.’

      ‘Cheek! But nah, I’m not baking, it’s my day off and I just thought I’d pop in and have a look. I’m going to be one of the guest judges at the end.’

      ‘Really?’ I was surprised, but pleased. Tony had always been a fan of my saffron buns (not a euphemism) and he was a sucker for a lemon drizzle cake, so suddenly my chances of winning were looking better. Not that I would ever condone nepotism or the judges playing favourites or anything, but … it was probably the only way I’d beat Martin.

      Indira, a young production assistant who I’d spoken to the day before, rushed over to us.

      ‘There you are!’ she said. ‘We need you in the tent. Are you ready?’ I apologised for taking so long – although of course I didn’t say why – and we left Tony to have a mooch around.

      I quickly scooted behind my counter as Russell (now fully Barbara’d up in a big blonde wig), Pete and Esme entered the tent, chatting to each other. At least, the two cookery experts were chatting to each other, looking happy and relaxed, but Barbara seemed tense; nervy and on edge. Then she looked up and saw that all eyes were on her, and immediately flashed up a big smile. Of course the whole point about Barbara was that she wasn’t real, she was a larger-than-life character with larger-than-life emotions and reactions, but that smile looked really, really strained to me. It looked like the man underneath the make-up was having a hard time hiding himself today, and Barbara was struggling to assert herself. The wig hadn’t been enough for Barbara to shake off the argument Russell had just been having, defending himself against the angry woman outside. My mind flashed back to the scene in the pub the night before; what with his lovers’ tiff, he obviously wasn’t having a great time of it lately.

      The three presenters stood at the front of the tent while the crew miked them up. Harry was there, struggling to clip the battery pack for Barbara’s mike onto the back of her dress. I saw her scowl and grab it from him as he jabbed it into her, reaching around and clipping it on herself. That was very different to the Barbara of yesterday, who had had a smile and a joke for every member of the crew, no matter how lowly. Not that it seemed to bother Harry, who just turned away, a smirk crossing his face before he hurriedly wiped it off.

      Filming began. Barbara made a few jokes, which were hilarious (as usual), but her delivery just felt a bit flat, like she was going through the motions. It seemed to me like Barbara just wanted to rush through the day so she could get back to being Russell and go and hide somewhere. I felt a rush of sympathy for her. And him.

      The other two presenters announced the challenge, and day two
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