

  

    

  



  Alice and the Grump
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  I’m the guy who has everything… except her.




  At 47, I’ve built a restaurant empire and a TV career on discipline and sharp edges. Love? Never had the time, and certainly never had the patience. But a business expansion drags me to Teddington… and straight into her café.




  Alice is too young, too sweet, and entirely too tempting. With curves that could bring a man to his knees, her presence makes me forget why I was scowling in the first place. Before I know it, I’m returning for yet another cappuccino.




  But her business is about to close its doors, and it’s all because of me.




  Now I have two choices: walk away like I always do… or fight for something worth keeping.




  This curvy girl/dad bod romance sees the return of everyone's favorite barista, Alice, who immediately wins over the broody silver fox of her dreams. Watch out, don't burn yourself on the heat that develops between these two! Because true love isn’t served on a silver platter—sometimes it’s meticulously brewed up in Teddington’s favorite coffee spot.
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  Chapter One




  Before you start: Can't get enough of them dad bod heroes? Me neither, that's why I keep writing about them! Click here to grab another Dad Bod Romance, completely FREE!





  * Alice *




  It’s bright and early when I head down to my little coffee shop right on Teddington High Street. Although the morning is still young when I open the shutter and unlock the front entrance, I can already tell it's going to be unseasonably warm for September.




  It’s just going to be me for a while, in my quiet little corner in West London. Until Amber and Richard come in to start working on his next novel, that is. Ever since Amber moved out of my flat once the two of them became an item, they’ve been taking their own sweet time getting ready in the morning. Not like before, when she’d walk down with me, and he’d show up minutes after opening.




  I can’t blame them. They’re in love. They’re happy.




  I wish I had that. Over the span of this calendar year, every single one of my friends has found love, and as a result, pulled away. Amber is the only one I even see anymore on the regular, whereas we all used to meet every single Saturday before. How on earth am I the last one left waiting on the sidelines while cheering everyone on? Oh, the irony…




  But I do enjoy having a moment to myself every morning while setting things up for the day to come. I inhale deeply and enjoy the familiar aroma of coffee beans and cinnamon that permanently seems to cling to the place. My own little refuge from the real world. Well, for all intents and purposes, it’s mine. I might technically just work here, but as the coffee shop’s one and only permanent employee, I still get to be my own boss.




  I take a moment to appreciate the little haven I've created here. The boss has always been hands-off and absent. He just pays the bills, including my salary, and leaves the rest of the day-to-day affairs to me. As a result, everything you see—from the decor to the menu—has been my doing. Coffee to the Rescue, indeed, I tell myself while switching on the espresso machine and preparing the day’s first brew.




  I’m just lifting the cup to my lips, while scanning the quirky yet cozy interior of the cafe for any outstanding jobs that need doing this morning, when the door chime sounds behind me.




  “You guys are up early today!” I turn around with a wide smile on my face, only to pause when I spot a stranger at the door. Tall and husky, with salt & pepper hair, and handsome enough to have just walked off the set of a TV show. He looks strangely familiar, even if I can’t place him just yet.




  “Sorry?” he asks.




  “Oh, excuse me, I thought—Never mind. What can I get you on this fine Monday morning?”




  He looks up at me with one raised eyebrow, clearly not in the mood for small talk. "Cappuccino," he replies in a gruff voice.




  I suppress a smile. Okay then, Mr. Grumpy Pants. "Well, you've come to the right place for that.” I do take my coffee very seriously, though maybe not as seriously as he seems to take himself.




  He grunts in response, but I refuse to let his moodiness get to me. I recognize the type. He’s probably just not a morning person. Or he’s got some important meeting lined up at work, which he’s stressing about. In any case, I’m not taking it personally.




  “Takeaway or having it here?” I ask.




  “Takeaway.”




  I don’t bother to ask for the size or if he wants any flavors or add-ons. He doesn’t seem the type to appreciate more questions. As I make his drink, I catch myself stealing glances at him while he’s inspecting the cafe’s interior. What’s his story? He’s in his forties, maybe even nearing fifty. And he has an air about him that suggests he’s used to being in charge. He’s solid and built for strength as well as comfort, the way he fills out that white button down shirt with the sleeves rolled up halfway up those thick forearms… Here’s a guy who could absolutely dominate me without breaking a sweat. Swoon. The only thing gentle about him is the pale green of his eyes and the fullness of his lips.




  Who the hell is he? I’ve seen this face somewhere and I’m pretty sure it wasn’t here. I never forget a customer.




  When I hand him his coffee, he pays for it without saying a word. But before he walks out the door, he turns to me and says, "I’m sorry, I'm not much of a morning person."




  "Well, that’s why it’s called Coffee to the Rescue."




  “Sorry, what?”




  “The name of the shop. Coffee to the Rescue.” I point at the cursive lettering on the wall behind me. He really doesn’t have a sense of humor, which tickles me even more for some reason. Still, I do my best to suppress the wide grin that’s itching to appear on my face.




  “Ah.” He pauses for a moment, then surprises me with the briefest of smiles, revealing a row of perfectly white teeth to match the rest of his well polished appearance. And that’s enough to nearly knock the wind out of me.




  “That’s clever.”




  “Thanks,” I mumble, still rattled by how much his smile affected me.




  He nods and raises his cup at me before walking out the door. I think I spot a twinkle in his eye as he does so, which gets my heart racing some more. Well, that was weird. And where have I seen this hunky wardrobe of a man before? I finally take a sip of my now lukewarm coffee to calm my nerves.




  That’s when the door chimes again, and Amber and Richard appear.




  “Alice, was that who I thought it was, leaving the shop just now?” Amber asks me, wide-eyed and out of breath.




  “Huh?”




  Richard smiles warmly at me. “Good morning, Alice.”




  “Morning,” I mumble. “I’m sorry, was that who?”




  “Jack Cleary, the famous chef?!” Amber urges. “You know, from that cooking competition. The one who tends to make the contestants cry when they screw up?”




  I turn to look out the glass front of the shop, but he’s long gone by now. Jack-effing-Cleary. Holy crap. That’s why I thought I’d seen him before! I have, except it was on TV!




  “You know what? I think it might have been, yes,” I say, while coolly taking a sip from my cup.




  “That’s crazy! Isn’t that just crazy? The people you meet in a coffee shop, eh?” Amber gently bumps her elbow into Richard, who smiles at her before putting his arm around her shoulder.




  “You meet the best people in coffee shops,” he says.




  They’re so cute together, I kind of hate it. Because it’s exactly what I want for myself. But I always end up being the cheerleader of everyone else’s relationship, instead of finding one for myself… Bleh, jealousy is such a dirty emotion. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, picturing Jack Cleary’s face when he finally smiled at me. Jesus, that was something else, wasn’t it? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile on TV. He’s always so strict, almost scary. I guess that isn’t just a persona; he’s quite the grump, even in real life. Except for that one little crack in his veneer. And the way he looked at me when he was leaving. As if there are hidden depths to be discovered in him.




  I must be losing my damn mind.




  Amber and Richard take a seat at their regular tables and start unpacking their laptops. I make their regular drinks almost on autopilot. Once I’m done with that, the delivery from the local bakery arrives. And then, the mail.




  I’m about done stocking up the display case, when an envelope with old-fashioned cursive handwriting catches my eye. It’s mixed in with the regular bills and things, but addressed to me personally, which is unusual. Most mail that arrives tends to be in the name of the coffee shop, or the illustrious owner of this place. Curiosity gets the better of me and I open it immediately.




  As soon as I start reading, my heart sinks.




  * Jack *




  It’s perfect, just as I knew it would be. The location on the High Street, the London suburb of Teddington itself… Once I knock through the dividing wall and combine both the shops back into one, it’s going to be just the right size, while still leaving plenty of room for a substantial kitchen and storage area in the back. My plans to branch out into casual eateries are finally taking shape.




  The only problem—Well, it’s not really a problem. The landlord promised to get the coffee shop as well as the art gallery next door vacated, and then I’ll be able to get possession shortly after. The three months of notice period will allow me time to finalize my plans with my architect.




  But, if it’s all so perfect, then why do I feel like there’s disaster looming around the corner? Since leaving Coffee to the Rescue, which admittedly is a rather fitting name for the place, I’m finding it difficult to stay on track. As it is, optimism isn’t one of my strong suits, but this exact level of dread is a new low, even for me.




  That girl, Alice—as per her name tag—clearly has no idea what’s about to happen, or she wouldn’t have been anywhere near as cheerful. I do feel for her. It’s not easy having to relocate an established business. A lot of work and expense, neither of which she would have budgeted for.




  But, such is life. And this isn’t personal. I’ve been looking for a suitable location in this area—close enough to my home in Kingston, yet far enough from my flagship fine dining restaurant to not cannibalize its business—and the young man who owns the building is looking to raise the rents in line with market rates. It’s completely above board. Just business as usual.




  If I wasn’t interested in renting the place, someone else surely would. It’s in a prime location in a sought-after area. If the cafe is profitable enough, she should easily be able to move just around the corner and keep most of her regular clientèle at a cheaper rate than what she must be paying right now. And if not, then she probably wouldn’t stay in business in the long term anyway…




  Still… All the justifications in the world can’t make me shake this feeling. I’m not even sure what it is exactly. Unease. Restlessness. Guilt?




  This is why I don’t socialize much, outside of a very small circle of associates. Why I like to keep myself focused on business only. A kitchen, I know how to handle. It’s easy, with clear systems in place. People, and the emotional entanglements they inspire, are much harder to navigate. I'm not cut out for that sort of thing.




  I put on some dark sunglasses as I turn the corner away from the High Street and head towards a nearby green area. It’s become a habit to try and maintain some privacy, something that I’ve become accustomed to doing whenever I’m out and about. But unlike Central London, or even my hometown of Kingston upon Thames, Teddington is so quiet at this time of day, I hardly pass anyone on my way who could possibly recognize me.




  It’s nice, mostly because I know the solitude I’m observing right now is deceptive. Come evening, when everyone is back from work, this High Street will be a bustling hub of activity. I already counted a number of well established bars, pubs, and restaurants along my way. All of them must be doing good business, or they wouldn’t have survived this long.




  And on the weekends, this area with its parks and greenery will attract young families from surrounding areas as well. There will be plenty of footfall. My other restaurants around the city are formal and strictly reservation-only, but here I plan to do something new. Something more accessible. Once word gets out, I’ll certainly get bookings too, but I finally want to be able to cater to walk-ins as well… I want to bring quality food to the masses, rather than only the affluent few.




  I make my way through the gates of Bushy Park and take a deep breath of fresh morning air. It’s still pleasantly cool, even though the weather forecast predicted it's going to be quite warm for late summer. It’ll be nice to come here more often, whenever I drive down to oversee the construction work at the new location.




  Maybe I’ll see that girl, Alice, again whenever I’m here. Then I’ll be able to figure out if she and her quirky coffee shop have landed on their feet. Because that cappuccino was so good, it’d be a tragedy if she had to close her doors forever.




  Chapter Two




  * Alice *




  It takes me multiple tries to be able to understand what I’m reading. The letter, which is printed on some fancy-sounding law firm’s letterhead, is professional and to the point, but my brain is having trouble processing it.




  “You guys?” I call out and surprise myself with how shrill my voice sounds.




  “Alice, what’s wrong?” Amber asks, rushing over.




  Richard also gets up and joins us at the counter.




  “This just came… Am I reading it correctly?” I hand the letter over to Amber and Richard, who start to study it together. “My boss has suddenly passed away and his heir wants to close the coffee shop?”




  “Well that’s not good,” Richard remarks under his breath.




  “Right,” I mumble.




  “You’re joking!” Amber complains.




  I watch as the two of them read in silence.




  “I guess you were right, huh?” I remark, finally.




  “About?” Amber looks up.




  “Didn’t you question whether this place was profitable only a couple of months back?” I ask. “And I told you I wasn’t worried, because my boss owns the building—well, I mean, owned the building, apparently; poor guy. I should have listened to you. I guess the figures must look really bad, or I wouldn’t be getting shut down now.”




  “We started working on the marketing right away though, didn’t we? Your profits should be up considerably since April,” Amber tells me.




  All the work she’s done for me, promoting this place on social media and such, it did bear fruit. Business is up. But I have no concept of how much money I should be earning. I don’t even know what the usual rents are like around here.




  I’m not an entrepreneur; I’m just someone who fell into this job randomly and stuck around because I liked playing coffee shop owner. So far, I’ve had all the decision making power and none of the risks. My regular paycheck, plus the occasional tips, meant that profits, losses, and the bottom line were never anything I had to worry about personally.




  I’m going to have to get a new job. Somewhere other than here, which has become my home of sorts… Ugh, I’m really going to miss this place! It’s become a part of me, my identity. If I’m not Alice from the coffee shop, then who even am I?




  “You could draw up a business plan and apply for a loan, and then find a new location nearby,” Richard suggests.




  “I can do that?” I ask.




  “You could get some private investors as well,” Amber chimes in.




  “As if I know people with money like that!” I argue.




  Amber turns her head to stare at Richard with her eyebrows raised in expectation. “Maybe we do?”




  Richard looks lost in thought, with his brow furrowed and lips pursed slightly. “The bank is a good first option. Angel investors are more likely to bet on a business that already has some formal funding. I can help you draw something up.”




  “Would you?” My heart is still racing and my palms are sweating. “I don’t want to be a bother, but I know exactly nothing about writing a business plan.”




  “Don’t worry about it,” Richard tells me, his face softening into a smile. “It’s the least I can do.”




  “And I’ll help with the marketing part,” Amber adds.




  I press my lips together and look at her, then at him, then back at her. Tears are prickling in my eyes and my palms have grown cold and clammy. “Thank you so much! This means a lot to me.” I try to wipe my hands on my apron, but it doesn’t help.




  “Aw, don’t be ridiculous,” Amber says. “Of course we’ll help you. In fact, I should get a FundMe campaign going for the coffee shop. Just to give you some starting capital to show to the bank.”




  “How much time do we have?” Richard asks, scanning the letter again.




  “It says I have three months.”




  He mutters something under his breath, but I can’t quite understand him. My head feels light and my knees are weak, so I steady myself against the counter and take a few deep breaths. What a fucking morning.




  “You guys, I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I breathe.




  “Relax. We’ll figure something out,” Amber tells me, rubbing my shoulder.




  Richard smiles briefly and nods at me.




  “Remember not too long ago, when I was going through a crisis of my own?" Amber asks. "You were telling me something about being open to new opportunities.”




  I frown. That does sound like something I’d say, but I’m not quite seeing the relevance.




  “It worked out great for me.” She nods at Richard to make her point. “So, why shouldn’t it turn out well for you too?”




  I open my mouth to say something, but can’t think of anything, so I just keep staring at her. Who are you and what have you done to the real Amber?




  “We’ll do our best to help you figure this out,” Richard agrees.




  If he says so. I focus on steadying my breath, then force myself back into action. A few remaining pastries still have to be loaded into the display case, the counter wiped down, the espresso machine emptied out. So much to do, so little time. To think that only a short while ago my biggest concern was my lack of a love life. And already the universe has thrown a challenge at me that is so big, I won’t have time to even think about dating.




  * Jack *




  A long walk to try and clear my head, and several phone calls to my architect and my PA later, and it’s almost noon. I’m still finding myself roaming around Teddington.




  Just checking out the local area, I tell myself. That’s not really it, though it’s a charming part of Greater London.




  Sure, I am observing the shops on the High Street open up, watching the cars go by, and the mothers pushing their prams across the pavement on the way to the supermarket. And I’m wondering if I could get permission for some outdoor seating in the summers. There certainly is enough room for it.




  But I’m not really as focused on these things as I would like to be. And most of them don’t really matter, anyway. Any restaurant of mine is going to attract attention, no matter what. Such are the perks of getting to be on TV fairly regularly.




  That same odd sense of heaviness that has followed me around all morning still lingers. And it’s distracting me.




  I could kill for a good cup of coffee… And the one that I had this morning was exquisite. I should find out what machine she’s using. And what beans. I would put money on the fact that both were imported from Italy.




  With renewed purpose in my step, and a fresh list of justifying excuses in my head, I make my way back to the same location. Coffee to the Rescue.It’s certainly going to rescue me from this brain fog.




  And maybe if I talk to the girl, Alice, a little bit, I might assuage these inconvenient feelings I’ve been having as well.




  Even the door chime sounds oddly comforting when I enter. I hadn’t noticed how it had a slightly different tune from almost every other shop I’ve been to: warmer, somehow. More welcoming.




  This time, a few of the tables inside the cafe are occupied. Alice is in the process of serving one of her customers towards the rear of the shop, before turning around, tray in hand, to greet me.




  “Welcome back!” she says, a wide smile appearing on her face.




  I clear my throat and mumble a greeting.




  “Cappuccino, takeaway? Or something else this time?” she asks.




  She remembers my order, which is good. But then again, it was hardly a complicated choice.




  “Yes to the cappuccino, but maybe I’ll have it here…” I scan the display case beside the cash counter. These sandwiches and baked goods weren’t here yet this morning. That means they’re fresh. Perfect.
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