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​New Beginnings
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Tuesday, August 11th, 1987

A tall, slim young woman in a large-brimmed straw hat, jeans and a silk shirt said, ‘When does it open?’ 

Fawn and I were outside our cafe admiring the new pink signwriting on a grey background – Scone but Not Forgotten.

‘Next Monday,’ I said proudly.

‘Will there be an opening party?’

I was about to say no when Fawn said, ‘Yes – this Saturday evening – the 15th. Give us your address, and we’ll send the details.’

We hadn’t planned a party, but it now seemed a great idea. 

The woman laughed. ‘You don’t recognise me?’

‘You remind me of Princess Diana,’ I ventured nervously.

The lookalike gurgled with laughter. ‘I am she, and I’ll rustle up a few friends to attend.’

I wanted to ask if she would grace us with her presence but was unsure how to address her, but Fawn had no such scruples and said, ‘Will you come too, Di?’

Golly – that was rather forward. I had visions of Fawn dragged to the Tower of London and unceremoniously beheaded until Princess Diana said, ‘How delightful to be referred to in such a casual fashion. So refreshing. I have obligations that evening, but my distant cousin, Lady Elvira, might attend. Looks like me, but has long dark hair, brown eyes, and wears funkier clothes.’

From under the floppy hat brim, she winked a blue eye and strolled away.

Fawn snapped her fingers and said, ‘I knew it.’

‘Knew what?’

‘Don’t you read the gossip columns?’

‘No.’ Any spare time I had was spent with my nose in a romance or murder mystery. I was currently devouring a Marion Chesney Regency series – unusual, as I usually read contemporary stuff. But when I’d nipped into Waterstones to buy the latest Sue Grafton, I spotted the Regency display and couldn’t resist the adorable covers depicting swooning heroines and dastardly dukes. 

However, Fawn pulled me to the present when she said, ‘Lady Elvira is the latest it-girl, sprung up from nowhere. Rumour has it she’s Princess Diana in disguise.’

‘Gosh – how exciting. Will we be ready for this Saturday?’

‘We’d better be. We might have royalty attending.’

I wanted to pinch myself, as I couldn’t believe how quickly my life had changed from drab to fab.

Earlier in 1987, I got divorced after twenty uneventful, dreary years. I’d worked in Feet First, a shoe shop in Liverpool, and life plodded along.

The day the decree-absolute arrived, I also inherited a London flat and a wad of money from Prill, a recently deceased old boss. When her ghost visited me, we discovered she hadn’t lost her magical powers. Unbeknownst to me, she’d been a witch when alive.

With Fawn’s help, along with the assistance of a 200-year-old talking cat (the bane of my life, much as I love her), I solved Prill’s murder. And I inherited a gorgeous boyfriend, Prill’s son, who had an antique shop in Piddleton-on-Sea near Brighton, which he inherited from his mum, along with a nearby home. Because of something clever Prill’s husband did with her will, Robbie thought I inherited my flat and fortune from a grateful customer from my shoe-shop days.

Confused? Try being me!

––––––––
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‘Shall we test the coffee machine again?’ said Fawn.

I laughed. ‘It only arrived yesterday, and we’ve tested it so much it needs a service.’

‘I want to perfect the cappuccino foam – it’s not fluffy enough.’

‘Okay, but just one, as my brain is racing from caffeine.’

Fawn was the coffee expert and worked magic with the massive, shiny red coffee machine which had the power of a Jumbo Jet – and sounded like one.

My efforts never equalled hers, probably as I was used to spooning Blandwell instant coffee into a mug and adding boiled water from the kettle.

As Fawn drove the machine, the divine aroma of fresh coffee beans delighted my nostrils as I surveyed our cafe, designed to resemble a yesteryear London with street-scene murals and cobbled-road effect flooring. We even had a row of colourful washing slung across the cafe, and the houses had real windowboxes abundant with colourful silk flowers.

Sat at a small, round cane table in a matching chair made comfy with a red gingham cushion, I heaved a satisfied, slightly smug sigh.

They say pride comes before a fall, and in my newfound state of bliss, I hoped it was a myth, and this was my new nirvanic lifestyle, a reward from the universe for years of boredom.

But I hoped there were no more murders to solve. One was enough.

Over cappuccinos and custard-cream biscuits, Fawn and I chatted about party plans.

‘Let’s keep it simple,’ she suggested. ‘Bucks Fizz, orange juice or water. With masses of vol au vents and sausages on sticks. Cheese and pineapple on sticks for the veggies.’

‘Isn’t that a little downmarket? If Princess Diana keeps her promise, we might have loads of posh people at the party.’

‘We’ll have loads anyway – this is Chelsea. Some might dress casually but be born with silver spoons in their mouths. Besides, the posher they are, the more they love everyday down-to-earth grub. All those highfalutin dinner parties full of grouse, pheasant, caviar and souffle take their toll. Why do you think School Lunches is so popular?’

‘School Lunches?’

‘Yes – a restaurant where businessmen devour nursery-style food – all toad-in-the-hole and spotted dick. Tarquin loves School Lunches, although perhaps it’s the waitresses dressed as schoolgirls which appeal more than the food. Anyway, trust me – simple food is fine if the alcohol flows. And we’ll save money by diluting the champers with orange juice. Or we’ll add peach juice instead and serve Bellinis. We’ll switch to a cheaper fizz as the evening wears on, and if they want single-malt whisky, posh brandy or whatever, they can buy it from the bar.’

‘I suppose so.’ I thought back to various Christmases and New Years with their abundance of rich food and how I was desperate for plain food, like beans on toast, by January.

By the way, Tarquin was Fawn’s wealthy boyfriend, financing Fawn’s part of our new venture – for a cut of the profits. My funds were from the windfall I received from Prill.

Once the cafe opened, we planned a simple everyday menu of soup, sandwiches, cakes and pastries, most of which we would buy pre-made from a wonderful local catering company, Fast but Fabulous. 

However, we’d serve a small shortbread biscuit (cookie if you’re over the pond) with each tea or coffee. We would bake them with a drop of magical essence called Ojalis, which Prill used in her former cafe, Baking and Entering (now Robbie’s antique shop). She’d said, ‘Ojalis temporarily boosts mood and confidence. It wears off but doesn’t have the toxic effect of drugs and alcohol. Regular use of Ojalis trains the mind to be more optimistic, so eventually, it’s unnecessary. That’s one reason my cafe was such a success.’

I hoped Scone but Not Forgotten would be a successful, happy venue.

But why did I feel something bad would happen soon?

​
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​Opening Night
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Saturday, August 15th

After a day of heavy rain, opening night was balmy and pleasant. We threw open the double doors at 7 pm and greeted the small crowd gathered on the wide pavement. Although Fawn and I were welcoming and pleasant to everyone, I worried about the small turnout. Hidden in the kitchen, I hissed to Fawn, ‘Hardly anyone is here.’

‘Nah – don’t worry – most will be fashionably late.’

‘Most passers-by don’t seem interested.’

‘That’s feigned nonchalance – they will be here in their droves over the next few days but are put off by the huge party banners, worried they weren’t invited.’

‘I guess.’ In my panic, I hadn’t thought of that. Deep down, I was still traumatised from the time nobody turned up for my tenth birthday party – until Mum realised that she had written my birthday date on the invites, not the party planned for the week before. 

Nevertheless, I was upset that even my neighbours and zany cleaner, Dolly, hadn’t turned up for the opening party.

Fawn and I lived at 28 Queen Avenue, South Kensington – she in 28b, me in 28c. We’d invited Sebastian, a mid-twenties blonde cherub, from the ground floor and Peter, a mid-thirties opera singer, from the top floor, where he cohabited with a large tank of tropical fish. 

Sebastian, Peter and Dolly were involved in my first murder case, but that’s another story. Literally. 

As I topped up a distinguished middle-aged man’s Bucks Fizz, a black cab pulled up outside, and Peter, Sebastian and Dolly hopped out, followed by Saphira, the talking cat. What was that naughty cat doing here? She’d promised to stay home.

‘How did the cat get in the cab?’ I asked my friends as Saphira glared as if to say, ‘The cat? How dare you!’

‘She must have sneaked in without us noticing,’ said Dolly. ‘The naughty girl.’

I couldn’t ask Saphira in public as I (apart from Prill and her husband) was the only person who knew she could talk – and was magic and 200-years-old. 

As she slinked in, imperious as usual, I glared at her as she put a paw to her lips, then hopped onto the counter as if onto a West End stage and proceeded to be the star of the show.

‘I didn’t know Cats was showing here tonight,’ brayed a woman in a twinset and pearls. ‘Isn’t she adorable?’

From her beauty, it was apparent Saphira was female. I approached her and whispered, ‘Meet me in the kitchen.’

Amazingly she followed me, sprang onto the closed freezer, and said, ‘I’m here on a hunch to observe, as I believe there will be a murder in this vicinity soon.’

Muscles tensed, I said, ‘Don’t tease me, Saphira. One murder was enough. How do you know?’

‘My extra-sensory cat perception.’

‘Yes, I know, I know, honed over two hundred years. Is that all you have to go on?’

Outraged, she said, ‘Is that all? That’s akin to observing the Hanging Gardens of Babylon and saying, “Is that it?” What a cheek.’

With a giggle, I realised how commonplace a 200-year-old talking cat had become. In my recent former life of dullness, it would have amazed me. ‘I’m sorry, your majesty. But so much incredible stuff has happened to me this year; it’s become commonplace.’

She arched her back. ‘Are you calling me common?’

‘Far from it, your majesty. But you must see it my way.’

‘Must I?’

‘Oh, you know what I mean. Recently, I got divorced, inherited a posh flat and a fortune, and my friends include Prill, the ghost of my old friend who is also a witch, not to mention her dead husband – a warlock who still practices law – it’s too much for little old me.’

Saphira narrowed her wise, gorgeous eyes. ‘The universe would not choose you for such riches and responsibilities if you were not up to them.’

I guessed she was right. ‘Thanks, your majesty.’ 

‘Hey, it’s Di, but for tonight and any future visits to your darling cafe, I’m Lady Elvira.’

I turned around to see a tall, dark-haired young woman with brown eyes, dressed in a gorgeous long black floaty number, I suspected by Ghost, brightened by a giant red feather boa at her long, slender neck.

‘Were you just talking to that cat?’ she said.

When I noticed Saphira bristle with indignation at ‘that cat’, I tried not to laugh.

But Saphira looked Lady Elvira in the eyes and said, ‘Don’t blow my cover, and I won’t blow yours,’ then she hopped onto the floor and went to join the merry, noisy crowd in the cafe.

I suspected Lady Elvira would be amazed, but she said, ‘I always wanted to meet a talking cat. How divine.’

What a lovely woman – she had a charming, light-filled aura with a big dollop of mischief.

––––––––
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Lady Elvira held court, surrounded by many admirers, and appeared more royal than the Queen. By 9 pm, the evening was more disco than cafe opening. 

But at 10 pm, a po-faced skinny man in a paisley-pattern silk dressing gown dashed in and barked, ‘Keep the noise down. I’m trying to sleep.’

‘And you are?’ Dolly, clad in purple sequins, looked up as he towered over her five-foot-two height.

‘Mr Creeper from the flat upstairs and the landlord of this establishment.’

‘Would you like to dance?’ said Dolly in a vain attempt to calm this curmudgeon. 

‘I don’t dance – it’s for morons.’

What a charmer.

‘That’s me told,’ said Dolly as she wiggled her hips to ‘Papa Don’t Preach’.

My heart sank. Oh, no. Before then, Fawn and I had dealt with our landlord’s mousy but pleasant wife, but her husband had the charm of Vlad the Impaler. Not that I’d met Vlad, but still. My wariness meter said Mr Creeper was trouble with a capital T.

‘Would you like a glass of Bucks Fizz, sir?’ I asked.

‘I don’t drink,’ he snapped.

‘Orange juice?’

‘Bad for my digestion at this time of night. And turn that hideous music down or, preferably, off.’

‘Papa Don’t Preach’ had morphed into ‘Going Going Gone’ on the cassette tape.

That was no way to talk about Bob Dylan – the man had no taste – Mr Creeper, not Mr Dylan. I've adored Bob since I was a teenager.

Mr Creeper’s parting shot was, ‘I’ll be in at the usual time tomorrow and expect my usual lunch – a spa and a Waldorf.’

‘But the menu has changed since it was Blossoms – we’re more cafe than a restaurant...,’ I began, but he’d walked away.

As I cursed, Fawn appeared and said, ‘Drat. I thought I’d seen the last of that creep. His wife said he’d gone to work in Scotland – the Scots must have thrown him out.’

I knew what a Walford salad was from Fawlty Towers – celery, apple walnuts, grapes, but what the heck was a ‘spa’?

‘What’s a spa when it’s at home?’ I asked Fawn.

‘The silly sod means sparkling water, which he sips as he glares at customers drinking alcohol. He creates a terrible atmosphere, akin to a fire and brimstone preacher.’

‘Should we organise a Waldorf salad for him?’ I said, worried.

‘No – let him choose from the new menu, and we might get rid of him.’

‘Do we offer him a landlord discount?’

‘Oh, yes – a hundred per cent – he never pays – never even leaves a tip, the stingy git. On second thoughts, we’d better add Waldorf salad to the menu as he’s a right trouble maker.’

If I’d hated him before, I now hated him more, and his vile presence had left a sour taste in my mouth.

––––––––
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But the evening was too much fun to worry about misery guts, and Sebastian turned the volume back up. The possible ire of Mr Creeper was at the back of my mind, though, and I worried he’d reappear – a police officer in tow.

When I was chatting with Fawn at about 11 pm, a mousy little woman appeared in a brown sack-like dress that swamped her tiny frame – Mrs Creeper. She smiled meekly and addressed Fawn and me. ‘Did my husband complain about the music earlier?’

‘Yes,’ said Fawn.

‘I thought so – he said he’d only put out the rubbish. Anyway, he won’t spoil your party as I slipped something into his cocoa.’

Strychnine, I hoped

‘What did you slip in?’ said Fawn.

‘One of my sleeping pills.’

‘Are you a light sleeper?’ I said.

‘Oh no, love. I sleep like a well-fed baby but lie to the doctor about bad insomnia. Those pills buy me a little time away from misery guts. And if he drives me mad during the day, I slip a tranquilliser into his tea.’

Not so mousy then.

Why did women (and some men) put up with such unpleasant spouses? I suppose money often comes into it when people get trapped by mortgages and joint possessions. And don’t wish to upset the kids. Okay, my marriage hadn’t been a romantic, passionate dream, but at least Steve was a nice person. And I was happy he’d found happiness with the new wife (a friend of mine) he’d recently married in Las Vegas.

And I adored my new boyfriend. That he lived in Sussex and I lived in London was a bonus as we’d both been trapped with the wrong partners and were enjoying a bit of freedom. 

But whenever we got together, it was sexual dynamite because we were so in tune with one another. I’d waited long enough for it, and it was worth every former passion-free minute. Akin to endlessly waiting for Christmas as a child and Santa’s gifts exceeding all your expectations.

Would my new venture exceed my expectations? 
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​It Begins
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Sunday, August 16th

Despite being tired, I awoke early and, with Saphira’s help, made a massive batch of mini shortbread biscuits infused with magical vanilla essence we’d prepared three days earlier.

Saphira’s help consisted of ordering me about and then incanting spells that sounded nonsensical such as,

When you bite into this shortbread most fab

You’ll find the strength never to be drab

Your life will change

But only for the better

And you’ll have the confidence

To enjoy life helter-skelter

Robbie drove to London, and we had a long, romantic Sunday lunch with all the trimmings in Julie’s Restaurant in Holland Park. Then we went to my flat and spent a languorous afternoon and early evening in bed. At about 9 pm, he dressed, kissed my nose and said, ‘Get an early night – big day tomorrow, and I wish you all the luck in the world.’

When he left, I had a jasmine-scented bubble bath, then lolled on the sofa and watched Crocodile Dundee. Again.

But no way could I wear Linda Kozlowski’s revealing thong swimsuit without people snickering at my bum in all its wobbly glory.

Alone in bed, excited about opening day, I expected not to sleep. But as my head hit the pillow, the radio alarm woke me with ‘Manic Monday’. Appropriate. Who wanted a quiet business launch apart from an earplug company? 

––––––––
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Monday, August 17th 

When Fawn and I arrived at Scone but Not Forgotten, I was surprised and pleased to see nearly everything organised by Lynn, the manager, and two cheerful Australian waitresses.

I’d been reluctant to leave them to it, but Fawn, with her usual wisdom beyond her years (a tad annoying, sometimes), had said, ‘If you don’t show people you trust them, they don’t work as hard, and if you hover over people, it drains their confidence.’

Nothing could drain Lynn’s confidence and I found her a tad overbearing. If I weren’t careful, she would boss me, and I’d had enough of being a doormat. Deciding to start as I meant to go on, let her know who was boss, I said, ‘Shall we sit at this window table and survey our kingdom before we start, Fawn?’

She nodded. ‘Good idea. I’ll order cappuccinos from Evie.’

Evie was a friendly Italian girl and a maestro on the coffee machine. ‘People who love coffee make great coffee, and Evie lives on the stuff,’ Fawn said before we employed her.

After a divine sip of perfect cappuccino topped with flaked chocolate, I said, ‘This is even better than yours, Fawn.’

‘Cheek – but you’re right. In busy times Evie can be at the coffee and tea station permanently. It’s more efficient that way.’

‘Are you sure?’ Evie was too gorgeous to be hidden behind a wall of steam.

‘Yes – trust me.’

Before we started Scone but Not Forgotten, Fawn was the manager of Blossoms Cafe on the same premises. Having no cafe experience, apart from eating in them, I’d bowed down to most of Fawn’s ideas. So we had an entire staff who could run things if neither of us was there. And while we both had designated tasks, it left us free to step in when necessary.

We planned to work four days a week apiece with alternate weekends off, leaving Fawn free to date Tarquin and me to date Robbie in London or Sussex. 

At Fawn’s suggestion, our jobs were to greet customers, sit with them if they asked, have beady eyes out for problems and be ready to step into the breach.

I was a little dubious and worried I’d feel lazy, but Fawn said, ‘You’ll laugh at that notion by the end of today.’

I did. 

Later, when I realised the amount of red tape and paperwork involved, I ate my naïve words. 

––––––––
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When we opened the doors, people flooded in and claimed all the tables within minutes. Poor Evie was hidden behind a wall of steam as she frothed milk, made coffee and brewed tea, and I wished I’d worn running shoes as I sped from table-to-table dispensing egg and bacon sandwiches, croissants, coffees and teas.

Between that, I cleared tables and rushed empty glasses, cups, saucers and plates into the kitchen to be washed by the kitchen porter. 

Despite the fast-paced craziness, the atmosphere was electric, and I’d never been happier at work. 

As we passed each other running in opposite directions, Fawn said, ‘Blossoms was never this busy. Reckon I’ve underestimated staff and food requirements.’

‘A good problem to have,’ I shouted over my shoulder. 

It was so busy that I had to nip to Marks and Spencer in the afternoon to stock up on food and felt idiotic pushing an overloaded trolley along King’s Road.

‘You must be hungry, love,’ shouted a young man with spiky black hair streaked with fluorescent pink.

‘Is that your husband’s lunch?’ quipped a stylish fifty-ish woman. 

‘Yes – he’s a greedy boy,’ I said. 

Life was great fun, with never a dull moment.

What could go wrong?
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​Into the Fray
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Over a cheeky glass of chilled Chablis when we shut the doors, Fawn said, ‘We’ll have to employ a chef as I guesstimated today’s food intake all wrong.’ 

‘It was impossible to know,’ I soothed.

She clapped a hand to her mouth, ‘Oh, God, I was supposed to phone Fast but Fabulous with our food order by 8 pm. And warn the owner we’ll make our own food once we get organised. I’d better do it now.’ 

I was pleased she was human – living up to perfection was exhausting and rather demoralising. 

She raced to the phone behind the bar, dialled, then waited.

After a brief exchange, Fawn returned with a triumphant grin. ‘Sorted.’

‘What’s sorted?’

‘The owner of Fast and Fabulous is taking over our kitchen. She’s struggling for space in her mews-house kitchen and said she’ll give us a huge discount on food if she can work from here. What do you think, Milly? I said I’d call her back after you and I talk?’

We chatted about logistics, but within ten minutes, I said, ‘Call her back and say it’s a big fat yes.’

––––––––
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Tuesday, August 18th

Tuesday was as successful as Monday, maybe a tad less busy and therefore more enjoyable, and I chatted with a few punters. A sixty-ish lady from Georgia was my absolute fave with her wonderful Scarlet O’Hara accent. She favoured floral dresses with frills and ruffles and smelt of vanilla and jasmine with a touch of spice. When I went to her table to deliver a prawn sandwich, she said, ‘Sit with me, sugar, tell me about yourself.’

Enchanted, I barely got a word in as she regaled me with tales of her girlhood in Atlanta.

‘Daddy interviewed my beaux before I could walk out with them...’

‘Not even a kiss unless chaperoned, so what was the point, sugar?’

––––––––
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Wednesday, August 19th

At lunchtime, a portly, florid gentleman, mid-sixties, arrived with a young woman. His daughter? Not unless daughters simper at their daddies and flutter their eyelashes – oh, and thrust their boobs in their direction.

‘I hate these ridiculous small tables,’ he barked. ‘Ask Harrods to deliver a larger one – at my expense, of course. And then reserve it for me between noon and 3 pm each day, whether I arrive or not. Also, keep three bottles of Meursault in the fridge for me at all times.’

Unable to believe the audacity, I was struck dumb.

Possibly mistaking my silence for a crafty negotiation tactic, he said, ‘Don’t worry about the money. Whenever I don’t turn up, I will pay thirty pounds.’

Playing for time, I said, ‘I can’t decide without consulting my partner.’ I gestured at a table. ‘If you’d both like to sit down, I’ll send two glasses of house white over while you wait.’

‘House white? Never! Bring a bottle of Meursault.’

Praying there was one in the fridge, I asked the barman about the Meursault. 

‘You’re in luck,’ he said. ‘I’ll send it over.’

Fawn was in the basement we used as a storeroom for spare table cloths, condiments, wine etc., catching forty winks after a late night with Tarquin, and I’d agreed to cover for her.

I shook her awake and told her about the ‘gentleman’.

‘Oh, that’s Frank, the bane of my life. He went to the States recently, and I prayed he’d never return. No way should we kowtow to his demands, no matter how much money he throws about. Or what’s the point of having our own business?’

Relieved she agreed, I followed in Fawn’s jaunty wake as she went on the warpath, gorgeous in a cerise shirt, bowtie, grey pleat-front trousers and matching waistcoat. She marched towards Frank’s small table, where she put hands to slim hips and said, ‘I’m sorry, Frank, but the table stays. London is full of traditional restaurants, but Milly and I will do things our way. So the small table stays. Nor can you reserve a table; this is a casual space on a first-come, first-served basis.’

He pouted like a toddler. ‘But what if the tables are taken?’

‘Wait in the cocktail lounge downstairs, which we’ll stock with plenty of Meursault. It will open soon.’ Fawn turned, winked and said, ‘Do you agree, Milly?’

It made enormous sense to turn downstairs into a cocktail lounge that could serve as a restaurant overflow. It was a waste to use that ample space for storage only. ‘Absolutely,’ I said.

Frank turned beetroot, and his partner fluttered her lashes so fast I feared she’d take off like a helicopter. Then he began to shake, and I feared for my life until I realised it was silent laughter. Seeing the cue to laugh, his partner tittered as he said, ‘By Jove, at last people stand up to me. Well done, my dears, well done. Let’s see the menu.’

As Frank and the simperer ate prawn and avocado sandwiches on wholemeal bread, Mr Creeper crept in and demanded a table.

‘They are all taken, sir,’ I said.
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