
    
      
        


    


Another Glass of Champagne

Jenny Kane
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Fortysomething Amy is shocked and delighted to discover she’s expecting a baby – not to mention terrified! Amy wants best friend Jack to be godfather, but he hasn’t been heard from in months.

When Jack finally reappears, he’s full of good intentions – but his new business plan could spell disaster for the beloved Pickwicks Coffee Shop, and ruin a number of old friendships... Meanwhile his love life is as complicated as ever – and yet when he swears off men for good, Jack meets someone who makes him rethink his priorities...but is it too late for a fresh start?

Author Kit has problems of her own: just when her career has started to take off, she finds herself unable to write – and there’s a deadline looming, plus two headstrong kids to see through their difficult teenage years...will she be able to cope?

A warm-hearted, contemporary follow-up to the runaway success Another Cup of Coffee by bestselling author Jenny Kane.

To the people behind the characters of Amy, Jack, Rob, Phil, Paul, Kit, and Peggy.

You know who you are.

Thank you.

To all my friends at Jurassic Costa in Devon, for serving me an insane amount of coffee while I wrote this novel.

And to Greg Rees, who has supported me throughout the writing of the entire Another Cup of ... series. Without Greg, Amy, Jack, and Kit would never have made the leap from my imagination to five separate stories.

Jenny x


Prologue

Sticking her head out of the bedroom window, Amy took a huge lungful of fresh air. Even though her morning sickness had passed with merciful speed, the aroma of the paint she and Paul were decorating their spare room with was making her decidedly queasy.

‘I thought this was supposed to be odourless paint?’

‘It is.’ Paul smiled at his wife as he put down the yellow paint-covered roller. ‘Why don’t you take a break? There’s not much left to do now.’

Amy leaned against the windowsill. ‘I’m fine – and anyway, it’s my own fault. I should never have got on my hands and knees to paint the skirting board. Thank you for not saying “I told you so,” by the way.’

Sinking onto the chair Paul had placed in the middle of the decorating chaos, Amy rubbed a palm over her bump in wonder. It seemed to be getting bigger by the hour, never mind by the day. ‘Have Phil and Rob managed to make any contact with Jack yet?’

‘Not a word.’ Paul scraped the remains of the paint from the roller tray onto his brush and dabbed at a patchy place on the wall. ‘Rob hasn’t had any replies to his texts and emails. He reckons Jack is probably somewhere really remote with no Wi-Fi.’

‘Hmmm. Well, I hope he resurfaces soon, or I’ll have had this baby before he even knows I’m expecting one.’

Paul stretched his arms above his head to loosen the muscles cramped from painting. ‘He’ll turn up sooner or later. Jack always does.’

JUNE

In which we catch up with the regulars of Pickwicks Coffee Shop.

There are many changes afoot...


Chapter One

Saturday 4th June

The beep of the low battery warning on Kit’s laptop snapped her out of the daze she had been lost in for the last half an hour.

Grateful that the sound had gone unnoticed by Peggy, who was zipping around the tables of Pickwicks Coffee Shop serving customers, Kit shut down her computer. She didn’t bother pressing the ‘save’ button first, because she hadn’t typed a single word worth saving. 

Kit checked her watch. There were about twenty minutes until Amy was due to arrive for a chat and a cuppa. It would be good to see her friend; Kit just hoped Amy wouldn’t want to talk about her pregnancy too much. She wasn’t sure why, but she couldn’t face baby talk today. It certainly wasn’t because Amy went on and on about her impending motherhood. In fact, now she thought about it, Amy talked about it surprisingly infrequently, especially considering she was coming to parenthood so late in life.

Digging her diary from her copious shoulder bag, Kit flicked through its pages. The deadline for the completion of the novel she was supposed to be working on was drawing ever closer. It was already impossibly close when she factored in that she was four weeks behind her schedule. 

Despite the warmth of the day, she shivered as she wrapped her hands around her mug of coffee. She was never behind schedule. Peggy, Pickwicks’ owner and her good friend, often joked that she was as punctual as a full stop. But recently, her mind seemed to drift off into a world of its own without the slightest provocation, and she didn’t seem to have the power to stop it.

It wasn’t that her ever-fertile imagination had stopped working, or even that her mind was constantly throwing ideas for future books at her – it had always had done that. This was a new, far more disconcerting feeling of a disconnection from the words that always lived in her head. 

If she was honest, this lack of control over her writing frightened the life out of her. Although it hadn’t been that many years since Kit had won her first proper publishing deal – she had since been lucky enough to have a short string of novels published – she sometimes felt life had been very much easier when she’d been a struggling writer of erotica. All she’d had to do back then was produce a couple of short stories a month for an American website. The ideas had never stopped, and if ever she got stuck over a particular story request, Peggy was always ready with a saucy suggestion. 

Those days were well and truly gone, and suddenly Kit missed their simplicity. 

Only once before had she felt this off-kilter. That had been when Amy first arrived in Richmond, innocently tipping Kit’s relationship with Jack – their mutual friend and mutual ex-boyfriend – into total confusion. Not least because Jack, now happily gay, had never told Kit when they’d been together that he’d once loved another girl. It hadn’t mattered that their own doomed relationship had been years before – Kit had found her always low self-confidence rocked to the extent where she began to doubt everything and everyone in her life.

Still, Kit told herself as she sat a little straighter in her wooden chair, that’s all history now. The situation between herself, Amy, and Jack had felt insurmountable at the time, and yet it had worked out for the best in the end. And so will this. It’s only writer’s block, for goodness’ sake, it happens to every writer at some point! You’re going to be fine.

‘My goodness, woman, you look like the proverbial beached whale!’

Amy grinned at the teasing smile on her former boss’s face. ‘Thanks, Peggy. I know I can rely on you to be ready with a huge compliment!’

‘Huge is the word, and you are more than welcome!’ Taking advantage of a lull in custom, Peggy followed Amy to where Kit was working, and pulled out a chair for her friend before sitting down herself. ‘So how long have you got to go now?’

‘Only two months, which is nothing like as long as I need to get ready, or even get my head around what's happening to me! I have far too much to do before the baby comes, although we’ve almost finished decorating the nursery at last. I haven’t even managed to find anyone to cover my job at Home Hunters yet.’ 

Amy thanked Megan, Pickwicks’ chief waitress, as she delivered a tray of drinks and half a huge carrot cake for the three friends, before asking Kit, ‘I don’t suppose that lovely husband of yours fancies coming back to the business while I’m on maternity leave?’

Kit shook her head. ‘Not a hope. It did cross my mind after Phil gave up running Home Hunters that he might have withdrawal symptoms and want to go back, but he took to running the bookshop like a duck to water. I can’t see him ever going back. And he wouldn’t have the time, to be honest. Did I tell you that they’re so busy now, he and Rob have employed a guy to help them with their new educational courses at Kew?’

Amy beamed. ‘No, you didn’t. That’s fantastic! I bet Jack would be thrilled for them if he was here.’ Suddenly pensive, she picked up her cup, ‘I don’t suppose either of you have heard from Jack?’

Peggy shook her head as Kit said, ‘Not a word. I thought he’d keep in touch with you though, Amy, even if he went quiet on the rest of us.’

‘Paul says he’ll turn up eventually, but I’d rather like to be able to tell Jack about this bundle,’ Amy patted her stomach, ‘before he or she stops being just a bump in my jumper. I might ask him if he wants to be godfather.’

Kit nodded. ‘Jack is godfather to the twins, and although he’s a dreadful role model on the morals front, both Thomas and Helena have always found him great fun, and say that having a gay godfather is, and I quote, “Well cool”.’

Peggy had never understood the loyalty Jack’s two ex-girlfriends felt for him considering how appallingly he’d treated them both. She certainly wouldn’t want anyone who’d stood her up on her wedding day – albeit only in the role of usher – to be a godparent to her child, but she simply asked, ‘How long has he been AWOL for?’

Amy frowned. ‘It must be more or less four years since I last saw him, and about twelve months since I last spoke to him. It’s not so much being AWOL as missing in action. How about you, Kit?’

Peggy and Amy exchanged glances as they saw Kit staring blankly into her soup bowl-sized cup of black coffee. 

‘Kit? You with us?’

‘What? Oh, sorry, guys. I didn’t get much sleep last night, I phased out for a minute. What was the question?’

Peggy had noticed how distracted Kit had been lately, although instinct told her that she shouldn’t ask her friend about it yet. ‘When did you last hear from Jack, honey?’

‘I’m not sure, must be at least a year. That is very Jack though, isn’t it. I bet he’d get a kick out of the fact that we’re all back here wondering where he is and if he’s OK.’

Amy, who’d had similar thoughts herself, grimaced. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised – although I’d like to think that at his age he’s finally grown out of playing those games.’

Kit and Peggy laughed in unison. ‘No chance!’

‘I assume he’s either still travelling around the world – or working in someone’s garden, using that horticultural qualification he got after Paul and I got married.’

‘Sounds possible, and of course,’ Kit let her inner storyteller go in a way she wished she could on paper, ‘if Jack has spent all the inheritance his grandfather left him, he could have got a job in the grounds of some posh house, had a torrid affair with the heir to the manor, and be in the middle of a society scandal.’

Amy smiled as Peggy divided the carrot cake into mountainous slices. ‘That sounds entirely possible, and I sort of hope it’s true! The boyfriend bit, I mean, rather than the scandal bit.’

Pulling her plate closer, Kit shrugged. ‘I’m not sure he’d risk another relationship, not after Toby hurt him like that. I suspect he’s reverted to full-on sleeping around mode.’ Realising she had sounded rather curt, she added, ‘I’d like to be wrong though. If he settled down a bit, he might come home.’

Megan, laden with a tray of used cups and saucers, walked into Pickwicks’ kitchen just in time to see Scott pull open the dishwasher, ready to put in a pile of baking tins. ‘Room for a few more bits and pieces?’

Peggy’s husband winked at her. ‘For you, anything!’

‘Thanks, Scott.’ Megan began to stack the china between the trays.

Leaning his tall frame back against the sink, Scott stretched out his right leg which, ever since he’d been involved in a road accident several years earlier, had a tendency to stiffen up as soon as he stood still. ‘How busy is it out there?’

Megan frowned; Scott suddenly looked unusually serious. ‘Empty customer-wise. It’s just Amy, Kit, and Peggy chatting at the moment. Everything alright?’

‘Wait there a second.’

As Scott disappeared, a sense of foreboding crept over Megan. Did Peggy and Scott have bad news? Were they going to cut her hours? Guilt played around in the back of her mind. Had they worked out that she was considering hunting for a new job? They couldn’t have, she hadn’t told anyone. But if she and Nick were ever going to move in together, let alone save up for a home of their own, then she was going to have to start earning more than she did as a waitress...

Feeling more irrationally disloyal with every tick of the wall clock, Megan was relieved when Scott and Peggy came into the kitchen. 

‘Kit’s keeping an eye on the shop for us.’ Peggy smiled at her waitress. ‘No need to look so worried, honey, we aren’t about to sack you or anything. We’ve come to a decision, and we wanted you to be in the know, as it could affect you directly.’

‘Affect me?’ Megan looked from Scott to Peggy. ‘How?’

Scott dug his wife in the ribs. ‘Don’t freak the girl out by being so mysterious, woman. Explain properly.’

‘Sorry, Megan, but we don’t want anyone else knowing, not yet anyway. This is just between the three of us, OK? Top secret.’

‘Um, yes. Right.’

‘The thing is ... we’re doing well at Pickwicks, and have been for the last few years, and a lot of that is thanks to you and your hard work. We’ve been mulling over the idea of opening another branch for a while now, and we’ve decided to go for it. So, assuming we can find suitable premises, we’d like you to manage the new place. What do you think?’


Chapter Two

Saturday 4th June

Staring out of the train window, Jack exhaled a long, slow breath. Was this how Amy had felt when she had first come to Richmond after her years of self-imposed exile in Scotland? Sort of excited, but absolutely terrified at the same time? 

Jack wondered if, once he’d worked up the courage to go and see her, Amy would notice the parallels between their situations. A smile crossed his face. However she reacted, she would forgive him for not being in touch over the past few years. Amy always forgave him. For everything.

In his mind, he’d left Richmond for a good reason. Although he knew Amy accepted he’d needed to leave, he was less sure she understood why – which was why he’d decided to break off even phone and email contact with her. It was also why he hadn’t told any of his friends where he was; just to see if that helped.

It wasn’t that Jack wasn’t happy for Amy and Paul to be living the fairytale, but the fact that they were together, while he was still alone, was sometimes hard to take – especially when he knew Amy’s love could have been his if only he’d been prepared to risk it all those years ago. This nagging thought – one he accepted was utterly ridiculous, as he knew that he’d never have been able to ignore his sexuality, even for Amy – made him a rather less kind human being than he would have liked. He knew that until he could get past feeling he was missing out on something that all his friends took for granted, they were better off without him and the chip on his shoulder.

Amy would understand, he was sure. Kit, on the other hand, might not be as understanding...

Jack’s smile disappeared. Years ago, back when they were dating, Kit would have forgiven him anything – but since Amy had come back into his life, and both women had become good friends in their own right, Kit had become much stronger. Jack had learnt that Kit had always hated how he could make her doubt her strength and resilience. These days she was so much more equipped to deal with him and his bullshit – and he knew it.

Perhaps he shouldn’t be coming back. After all, he knew he was as emotionally messed-up as ever – but he had to go somewhere, and anyway, whether he wanted to admit it or not, he’d been getting homesick. 

Plus he’d had to get away from Kent...

Opening his eyes, Jack sighed as the train’s sudden slowing announced that they were arriving at St Pancras. Here he was again. Back in London, fleeing from yet another cock-up in his love life, and with nowhere to call home. He wished he hadn’t so rashly sold his place in Mortlake – he’d got far less than it was worth, too, in his haste to make a clean break. 

There were several Tube connections to Richmond Jack could have chosen to see his old friends straight away, but as he stood in the bustling station, he found himself unable to move a step further. 

It wasn’t like him to be assailed by doubt, but this time it was different. Whatever he did, he always managed to upset people. He never meant to; usually he never even saw his offences coming. On this occasion however, he knew that if he was going to go ahead with his latest plan and really make it work, he was going to cause trouble for some of his friends. 

And yet, the more he thought about it, the more he was sure it was the right thing to do.

Heading into the first coffee shop he came to in the station’s sizable shopping corridor, Jack ordered a gigantic latte and much-needed Danish, and forced himself to think sensibly.

He had known that his days as assistant chef at Kennedy’s Bistro were numbered, but over the last few days the tension between him and Gareth, the head chef and owner-manager, had moved far beyond the usual levels of simmering dislike and bad language found in any professional kitchen, and had become unpleasantly personal.

They should never have spent the night together. Angrily, Jack cut his Danish into four pieces, taking his annoyance at his own stupidity out on the soft, sticky pastry.

He hadn’t seen it coming, though. One evening, three weeks ago, after a particularly tough shift in the kitchen when everything that could have gone wrong had gone wrong, the angry banter between and Jack and his boss had taken a step into physical contact, with Gareth slapping him around the face.

They’d been the only two people left in the kitchen, and Jack’s retaliation, grabbing Gareth by the collar of his shirt to tell him in no uncertain terms exactly what he thought of him, had led to them tripping. Before he’d known what was happening, Gareth had been knocked backwards, Jack had fallen on top of him, and they were exchanging hard, angry kisses.

Still shocked by his actions, and astounded that Gareth hadn’t sacked him on the spot but had joined in with the heady episode – which had ended up with them spending a very ill-advised night together – Jack sighed into his glass mug.

The next morning, Gareth had suggested they make their partnership more of a permanent thing. Horrified, Jack had rejected Gareth’s offer of a relationship with no tact whatsoever, and his boss had reverted to his normal state of barely controlled hatred, further fuelled by his hurt pride. Jack had recognised there and then he’d have to leave, and the sooner the better.

Knowing that Gareth would never give him a good reference, Jack had realised he’d have to buy his own place if he wanted to stay working as a chef. As soon as the idea of buying a restaurant had come into his head, he’d known it was precisely the right thing for him to do. He’d loved owning and running the Reading Nature bookshop in Kew. Well, he had until Toby had come along, made Jack fall in love with him, and then screwed him over ... Shaking his head to dispel the image of his ex, who’d run off with another, far richer, man after they’d been together for nearly three years, Jack swallowed hard. At least he knew his old shop was in good hands: his friend Rob, and Kit’s husband Phil, who now owned Reading Nature between them, were making a real go of it.

Jack missed his old friends far more than he’d imagined he would. Over the past few days, he’d regretted cutting himself off from them so completely, even though it had felt like the only thing to do at the time. So, after two days of researching restaurants for sale in London, Jack had made another impulsive decision – but he was determined that this one would last. This was something he would stick with for the rest of his life.

When he’d arrived at work yesterday to tell Gareth that he was giving in his month’s notice, Jack had walked in to the kitchen to overhear the chef bad-mouthing him to one of the waiting staff about something he hadn’t actually done. With one look at Gareth, Jack quit there and then. He turned on his heel, returned to his rented bungalow, and phoned the estate agent responsible for the restaurant he was interested in. 

Taking a gulp of his latte, Jack watched the throng of afternoon travellers. He couldn’t help but speculate about where they were all going, and if any of them had managed to mess up their lives as often as he had. 

This time though, this time, he was going to get it right. 

Knocking back the rest of his coffee and pastry, Jack got up and started talking to himself under his breath. ‘First things first. I will head to the estate agent’s office, then I’ll grab the Tube to Hounslow and book into my hotel, and then tomorrow I’ll go to Richmond and face reality. Tomorrow I will decide which friend to say sorry to first.’

Hope and relief vied for top billing in Megan’s head as she cut a path through her fellow Underground travellers to meet her boyfriend, Nick.

Megan and Nick had been an item ever since they’d met at a charity auction held at Pickwicks. Scott and Peggy had been raising money for the Royal Free Hospital, as the hospital’s Spinal Ward had done so much for Scott after his accident that he and Peggy had wanted to thank them. Megan had been in charge of liaising with the ward administrator – Nick. 

For a while now, Megan had secretly been hoping he’d ask her to live with him. Now he had, though, the fact London was a ridiculously expensive place to live had stolen some of their joy. The need for Megan to earn a higher wage was becoming increasingly urgent if they were ever going to afford the rent on a decent-sized place for two, rather than continuing to live in different communal houses.

Although the thought of moving in with Nick was wonderful, Megan had been plagued by thoughts of disloyalty to Peggy and Scott – how could she leave Pickwicks? She loved the work, the customers, and the friends she worked with. Now, perhaps, she could have the best of both worlds: working for Peggy and Scott, but with more responsibility and higher wages. She hadn’t accepted their offer yet, saying she’d need to talk to Nick first, but she couldn’t imagine saying no. She felt as if a weight was being lifted from her shoulders.

‘Hey, you!’ Nick kissed Megan on the top of her head as she flew into his arms the second he walked out of the hospital reception. ‘You look happy.’

‘I am! You will never guess what Peggy and Scott are planning.’

Brimming with excitement, Megan told Nick all about their offer to make her manager of ‘Pickwicks 2’.

‘I honestly can’t believe that they want me to run the new café! I’ve always fancied having a go at working on something for myself.’

‘Really? You never said. You’re a great artist, why don’t you try and make a go of that on your own?’

‘Thanks, babe, but it isn’t easy to start up a business in London finance-wise. That’s why I didn’t mention it before – I’d far rather we used our money to move in together. Anyway, this new café idea could be the perfect solution all round. Maybe Peggy would even let me put a few of my pictures on the café walls to sell?’

Keeping his girlfriend close as they weaved their way through the crowds thronging the city streets, Nick gave her one of his huge grins. ‘That’s brilliant! It’ll certainly help us save up for a deposit. Would the wages be higher than you’re currently on?’

‘That was the impression I got, although I didn’t like to ask. I mean, I haven’t said I’ll do it yet. I wanted to tell you first.’

‘How long until this goes ahead? I don’t want to rain on your parade or anything, but it could be a while before this all happens. Do they have any premises in mind?’

Megan felt herself deflate a little. ‘Um, not yet. But surely they wouldn’t have told me if they weren’t definitely going to do it?’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to put a downer on things. I just want us to move in together sooner rather than later.’

Reaching up on her tiptoes, Megan kissed her boyfriend on the lips. ‘I know; it’s OK. I do too. How about I explain our situation to Peggy properly? I haven’t told anyone we’re house-hunting, I didn’t want to jinx it. I’ll tell Peggy and Scott I’ll take the job if they have somewhere in mind to open in the next three months, but if they can’t find an appropriate place for new premises soon, I will have to look for work elsewhere.’

Even as she said it, Megan felt bad. ‘You don’t think that sounds too pushy and ungrateful, do you?’


Chapter Three

Saturday 4th June

Desperate to make up for the time she’d wasted at Pickwicks, Kit went straight to her study when she got home, determined to write at least five hundred words before Phil came back from work. 

Getting comfortable in her leather desk chair and booting her computer into life, she watched the document, with the words Chapter Five written on the next new page, open. Kit placed her fingers on the keyboard. 

And nothing happened. 

She’d heard many authors talk about writer’s block, but had been rather dismissive of it, believing it was merely a mood that could be walked off, or a blip that could be solved by taking a quick break. Now she knew different. And although the syndrome certainly manifested itself in different ways for different people, Kit now appreciated precisely how frustrating and debilitating it could be. She could visualise the words in her brain – she could almost touch them – but for some reason they resolutely refused to come out of her fingers, through the keyboard, and onto the screen. 

Her fourth novel was due to her publisher in only three months’ time, and although it was completely plotted out in her head, and she knew exactly what was going to happen, she just couldn’t write it down. 

‘Damn!’ Kit swore at the screen, which was still empty but for the chapter heading, and flicked back to chapter four to re-read the end in the hope it would kick start her brain. She had gone over that paragraph so many times in the past week that she could recite it blindfold. 

‘What the hell is wrong with me?’ 

Leaning back in her seat, Kit closed her eyes and spoke sternly to herself. ‘Come on, what is the matter?’ Employing some of the breathing exercises she’d picked up at the one and only yoga class Peggy had managed to drag her to, she tried to slow her pulse. It seemed to be permanently racing these days, as though she was always anxious – which of course she was – but she wasn’t really sure why. Something had to be behind her word block.

Continuing to talk to the room in general, she tried to rationalise her thoughts. ‘OK, is it Phil spending so much time at the shop that’s getting you down?’

Although Phil had worked long hours at Home Hunters, since he’d taken over the Reading Nature bookshop with Rob it had ruled his life during the weeks and most weekends since. But he was so happy and passionate about what he was doing. Kit knew that she didn’t begrudge Phil a minute of his time at work.

‘No, he’s happy, so I’m happy.’ She mentally crossed marital disharmony off her list. ‘So, is it Jack’s absence?’

Although Kit had missed her best friend like mad when he’d first disappeared to go and travel the world, she knew she hadn’t missed all his drama. Anyway, she’d have had less time to disappear off for random coffee stops with him these days – and when there was time, she had more friends than ever to have coffee with. Now she considered it she realised, with some surprise, that it had been a while before she’d even noticed Jack’s calls and emails had stopped. 

‘Not Jack, then. Not this time!’ She rolled her eyes at her past irrational behaviour concerning her long-ago ex. ‘So what is it? Come on, Kit. Concentrate!’

She addressed a notion that she knew had passed through her head on more than one occasion. ‘Am I worried that this novel won’t sell as many copies as the last one?’

Even as she asked herself the question, she started to laugh. ‘Of course I’m worried about that! I always am. I was worried about the last one, and the one before, and definitely the first one. That sort of worry is normal and healthy. It’s a trademark of being a writer!’

Crossing another issue off her list, Kit murmured to herself, ‘So, is it the children?’

She felt her pulse accelerate slightly, and a flickering of unease crept up her spine. She opened her eyes with a sigh. She’d been fine about the twins leaving home – hadn’t she? Kit had enjoyed going through the UCAS forms with Helena and Thomas, had shared in their excitements and their panics as they’d battled their way through their A levels. 

They’d worked hard, and she was optimistic they’d get the grades they needed to go to their chosen universities. It had been great fun exploring Bath with Helena and Exeter with Thomas while on their respective open days. Kit was bursting with pride for both of them, and had no trouble accepting that they were more than ready to get on with making their own way in the world now they were eighteen.

The tears welled up at the corner of Kit’s eyes. She hadn’t noticed them coming, but now they were washing down her cheeks in a sudden torrent of salty water. ‘Is it as simple as that? Am I sad about the twins leaving?’

She wiped away her tears with the back of her hand, and yelled at her laptop, ‘Well of course I am, it’s normal! But that doesn’t mean I’m not happy for them. Why the hell would that stop me writing?’ 

Lowering her voice, Kit angrily grabbed a handful of tissues from the box on her desk, and tried to rationalise her thoughts further. ‘This situation will allow me to write more. I’ll have so much extra time when I’m not cooking for them, or washing and ironing their clothes and...’ 

Dissolving into a new bucket of tears, and without being able to help it, Kit pulled her feet onto the chair seat, cradling herself against the grief she had no idea she’d been carrying, for the loss of something that hadn’t actually gone yet.

Phil found his wife sat on the sofa watching repeats of Friends on the television, a mountain of screwed-up tissues littering the carpet, and a half-drunk bottle of white wine by her side. 

‘Kit?’ You OK, love?’

‘Oh, hello. Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in. Good day at the shop?’

‘Busy. The tourists are starting to arrive in droves now, which can only be good.’ Phil’s gaze fell on the large empty packet of chocolate buttons. ‘You obviously haven’t had such a satisfying day.’

Sitting next to his wife, he eased her up against his shoulder and wrapped an arm around her. ‘Come on, Kit, what’s up? I can’t remember the last time I saw you in front of the television before seven o’clock at night, and certainly not with wine rather than coffee.’

‘It’s the twins.’

‘What about them? Where is Helena, anyway?’

‘She’s at one of her friends’ houses, I’m not sure. And God knows where Thomas has reached on his travels. And that’s just it, you see.’

‘That’s just what?’ Not for the first time, Kit’s inability to explain herself out loud, when she could express herself so clearly in writing, baffled her husband.

‘I’m never going to know where they are ever again!’ As Kit disappeared into the comfort of Phil’s shoulder, fresh tears soaked through the cotton of his shirt.

‘So what’s brought this on then? You’ve known the twins were going to leave home ever since they decided on their A level choices.’

‘I know – and I don’t know – if that makes sense. The thing is, until a couple of hours ago I didn’t have a clue what was bothering me, I just knew that something wasn’t right. Honestly, I’ve been so excited for the kids. I am excited for them.’

‘But?’

‘But ... it’s going to be so strange without them here, Phil. You’ll miss them too, won’t you?’

‘Of course I will!. But what’s brought this on today? You were fine this morning. Anyway, you’ll have much more time to do things like that Scottish literary festival you did just before Christmas. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?’

‘I thought it was.’ Kit took a sustaining gulp of wine, which joined the liquid already sloshing around inside her; the packet of chocolate buttons was an inadequate buffer. ‘But ... I haven’t been able to write. Not for ages now.’

‘What?’ Phil frowned, ‘How d’you mean? You’re always tucked away with that computer! What have you been doing, then?’

‘Staring blankly into space, mostly.’ Kit hauled herself off the sofa and fetched a glass for Phil before passing him the bottle of wine. ‘I am so behind with my latest book, yet I kept convincing myself it was only a temporary glitch – but the days kept adding up, and now I’m weeks, if not months, behind. Today,’ she blew her nose again, ‘I finally got fed up with being so feeble, so I made myself face up to things. I made a list of possible worries, trying to discover what was blocking me. It hadn’t occurred to me it was premature empty nest syndrome.’

Phil couldn’t help but smile. ‘Typical Kit! Always in a hurry for everything.’

‘Oi!’ Kit poked him playfully. ‘That’s what Jack says about Amy!’ Already feeling a bit better for simply sharing her problem, she added ‘I’ve been looking forward to having some time for just the two of us. That’s what makes this so odd.’

‘Me too. And of course it’ll be strange here for a while, but with Thomas already off backpacking around Europe and Helena more or less living at her friends’, they’ve hardly been here since their exams finished anyway.’

‘I know.’ Kit’s stomach made a weird gurgle. ‘Oh, I’d better have something to eat before I fall over! I’ve not drunk that much wine on an empty stomach for a very long time.’

Phil wrapped his wife in his arms. ‘Come on, Mrs Lambert, I’m taking you out for a curry. Go and wash your face and brush your hair, and you’ll feel much better in no time.’

Staring at her bleary-eyed reflection in the mirror, Kit splashed her face with cold water. Phil was right: getting out and having some food along with a change of scene would do her the world of good.

She felt tired with the relief of having uncovered what was bothering her. 

As long as that is the problem. 

Kit squeezed her eyes closed against the new voice of doubt in the back of her head. ‘Of course that’s it.’ She spoke directly to her reflection as she dried her face, shutting out the insistent voice asking, Or is there something else going on here?

Taking some deep breaths, Kit suddenly found herself thinking about Amy, who’d discovered she was pregnant at forty-three, just when she and Paul had given up on having a family. Kit was delighted for her friend, and very much looked forward to lots of cuddles with a new baby. But as she stared hard at herself in the mirror, Kit had to acknowledge that, just as Amy would be starting her family life, her own would be ending...

‘I think this one has to be our first choice, don’t you?’

Scott passed Peggy one of the two sets of café details he had printed out. ‘It’s far enough away to not take trade from Pickwicks, but not so far away that we’ll be travelling miles between the two.’

Peggy rested her feet on the coffee table in front of the sofa they sat on and flicked her way through the pages she’d read many times before on the computer screen. ‘The rent is about right as well. Shall we?’

Scott put his much longer legs up next to his wife’s. ‘I think we should.’

A mixture of excitement and nerves shot through Peggy. ‘We can make this work – can’t we?’

‘We can. We’ll have to work damn hard though.’

‘That’ll hardly be a change for us then, will it!’ Peggy picked up her mug of hot chocolate and cuddled into Scott’s side. ‘Megan certainly seemed pleased. I know she said she’d have to talk to Nick, but she’ll say yes, won’t she?’

‘I’m sure she will. Megan is a fabulous waitress, but she deserves more of a challenge. It’ll be hard to replace her at Pickwicks, mind.’

‘We said that about Amy though, didn’t we, and we found Megan. I’ve already got my eyes on a couple of the younger regulars for future waiting staff. In the short term, while we’re setting the new place up, I wondered about asking Kit’s daughter if she’d like a part-time job.’

Scott beamed his bright white smile. ‘That’s a fabulous idea! I bet Helena could use the money if she’s saving up for university.’

Leaning forward, Scott scooped up a couple of the tablets he’d had to take every evening to keep his lower muscles moving. Knocking the medicine back with a glass of water, he caught Peggy looking at him. ‘What?’

‘Every now and then I can’t believe we’ve made it his far, not after I nearly lost you.’

Scott pulled his wife up off the sofa, ‘I’m here. We made it. Together, and we’ll do this together as well. We’ll get the new café set up, make an extra income, and then we can kick Plan C into life.’

Peggy hugged Scott tightly. ‘Plan C?’

‘Yes, Plan A was opening Pickwicks, Plan B is Pickwicks 2, or whatever we call it, and Plan C is buying a bungalow we can retire to.’

‘Now that is a plan I like!’

‘A five-year plan, OK? Pickwicks 2 this year, and retirement in five years, in time for your sixtieth birthday, and before my legs decide they really don’t want to do stairs anymore.’

A cloud passed over Peggy’s face, but Scott kissed it away. ‘It’s OK, love, we will do this. Life won’t floor us ever again.’


Chapter Four

Sunday 5th June

Waking in his hotel room bed, Jack’s first thought was that out of all of his friends, it was Amy he should visit first. The appointment to see his potential restaurant wasn’t until the following morning, so he had the whole day to carry an olive branch to Amy and then Kit – not to mention Rob, Phil, and Paul if he had time.

‘But what do I say to her,’ he asked the ceiling, ‘after I’ve bought Amy a black coffee, how do I explain that I left her in the lurch again because I found seeing her happy difficult? That makes me an awful friend.’ 

Punching the over-plump pillow with his fist, Jack threw back the duvet and sat up. ‘You are an awful friend. You’ve proved that over and over again. It would serve you right if Amy called your bluff and told you to sod off.’

It was only eight o’clock in the morning. There was no point in going straight to Amy’s house, she and Paul wouldn’t be up yet and, anyway, he had the sudden need for a proper dose of fresh air. It was time to get his mind straight. 

‘Right, Jack, are you listening? You are going to grab a coffee, get dressed, and go to Kew. If walking around the Gardens doesn’t clear your head, then nothing will.’

Jack’s next thought was that, even though he was in London again, he hadn’t spent the best part of the previous evening in a nightclub, and consequently hadn’t woken up in a stranger’s bed that morning. This was progress. ‘Perhaps I’m growing up at last. Maybe if I told Amy that I haven’t come back and immediately screwed a man a fraction of my age she’d be proud of me.’ 

Even as he said the words he realised what an idiot he was. ‘Enough! Enough of being a fortysomething teenager.’

Having gobbled down his breakfast at a speed that was guaranteed to give him indigestion, Jack made a beeline for Hounslow East Tube station, and headed towards Kew Gardens. Full of determination that this return to London was the move that would see the start of a new life, a better life, Jack looked affectionately along the road at the pub-like sign which hung outside his old bookshop, Reading Nature.

When he’d first purchased the shop with his grandfather’s money, it had never occurred to Jack that he’d want to sell it one day. He’d instantly loved it, with its single bay window, and its Victorian feel. As he walked past now, he could see what a positive effect Phil and Rob were having on the place without him. For a split second Jack felt a twinge of regret, but he knew in his heart that, although it had taken him a long time to find what he wanted to do, he’d been born to be a chef. His head was so full of plans and ideas for his restaurant that he couldn’t imagine working with books now. He was happy for Reading Nature to be in such good hands.

As he strolled past the bookshop Jack’s head, always full of snippets of songs, was suddenly alive with Dionne Warwick’s classic, ‘Walk on By’. Immediately he was cross with himself. He must not do that anymore. He knew his comparison of every situation to a pop lyric made him seem flippant even when he was trying to be sincere. Jack winced as he thought back to how he’d used songs to tell both Kit and Amy he couldn’t be with them before he’d had the courage to admit to his sexuality; even to himself. Although, cutting himself a little slack, he thought, if I hadn’t sent Amy that mixtape then she would never have moved to London in the first place. Still, I really, really must not do that anymore!

The morning after he had slept with Gareth, a whole compilation worth of songs had lined themselves up in his brain, all of which summed up the situation he found himself up in or the way he felt about it. And before common sense had the chance to kick in, Jack was blurting out lines from George Michael’s ‘Fastlove’.

The look Gareth had given him was an equal mix of hurt and anger, and in that moment Jack had finally seen what Kit and Amy had been telling him for years. He couldn’t keep expressing himself without thinking, not saying what he truly meant, or someone was going to punch him, either through rage or out of sheer frustration. 

There and then, Jack had promised himself he wouldn’t do the ‘song thing’, as Kit called it, ever again – but he’d only been back in London a day and he was doing it again. This has to stop. It was high time he started using his own words to explain his emotions; he just had the feeling it was going to be a lot harder than it sounded. 

Turning through the gates of Kew Gardens, Jack headed toward the Terrace Coffee Shop. He stopped and stared at the café for a while before going inside to place his order. This was where he’d first met Amy again, after she’d returned from living in Scotland. 

She’d lived up there for over a decade, having exiled herself largely as a result of the way he’d treated her, and she’d only come back south after he’d sent her a letter explaining why he’d walked out on their relationship – together with, in typical Jack fashion, a tape full of music that summed up his feelings about her. Even now, after so much time had passed, Jack couldn’t believe how well Amy had welcomed him back into her life. She’d always been wonderful, especially considering how thoughtlessly he’d treated her.

Sitting outside in the early morning sunshine with an insanely strong double espresso, Jack’s mind swirled with both regret and practicality. He knew if he was going to build a better life, a new one where he never hurt anyone, or was hurt by anyone, ever again, then he’d have to come to peace with his own guilt over the way he’d treated Amy and Kit. They might have forgiven him, but he hadn’t forgiven himself.

‘So,’ he muttered under his breath as the sun’s rays beat down on his outstretched legs, ‘the new me is going to open a restaurant, be a better friend, take no one for granted, remain single as I am a danger to young men everywhere and,’ he took a deep sigh, ‘probably piss Peggy and Scott off massively in the process, making me no better than the man I was before. Damn! But I can’t see what else to do.’

Putting his empty cup down on the table, Jack looked up in time to see an attractive man talking to a group of eager small children on a patch of grass not too far from the café. Smartly dressed, with a good-quality camera hanging around his neck, the man was crouched on the grass so he was at eye level with the children. He was smiling broadly, and whatever it was he was saying to his young charges, they were obviously finding it hilarious. 

It was unusual to see a man of that age – Jack surmised he was late twenties – in trousers and not jeans, outside of work. Jack found himself looking at the scene more closely, and grinning along with the children. He’d have laid money on the man having received a public school education. The way he held himself, the neat cut of his dark brown hair, and the tone of his voice gave his background away. Guess I could be wrong, but I bet I’m not. Contradicting his decision to keep away from all forms of emotional entanglement, Jack found himself thinking that he’d quite like that, but he wasn’t sure if ‘that’ meant a man who could make him laugh – or a child of his own.

Rupert felt a rush of contentment as he began his solo Sunday lunchtime walk around Kew Gardens. He still couldn’t get over how lucky he’d been to get the job at Reading Nature. It had been pure chance. He had entered the shop one day to buy a book on wildlife photography, and walked straight into a conversation between the owners about needing new staff.

This morning’s lesson, teaching a group of local children about the magic of Kew in the summertime, had been great fun and as satisfying as usual. When Phil and Rob had first explained what sort of assistant they were looking for, Rupert wasn’t sure he’d have the confidence to share his knowledge of nature and photography with the general public. However, teaching small groups about the joy of natural history had quickly become the favourite part of his job. 

Even though it took up every Sunday morning, the enthusiasm of the local children who formed Reading Nature’s Kids Club, and their love of tracking squirrels, learning about trees, and spotting birds was boundless. The sense of reward he felt each time he made a child giggle as he pointed out the difference between different sorts of tits was priceless.

Rupert hadn’t told his family about his new job as the liaison officer between Reading Nature and Kew Gardens. He knew his mother would be pleased for him, but his father, a wealthy City trader, hadn’t forgiven his only son for not following in his footsteps, or at least not finding a profession he could show off about to his associates at the antiquated Gentlemen’s Club he attended.

Since studying Law at university, a degree that he had undertaken at his father’s insistence, Rupert had gone from one minor job to another until he’d finally stood up to his father and said that a career in the legal profession was not for him. The meeting in his father’s study had been short and unpleasant, and Rupert couldn’t see how the rift it had caused between them could ever be healed.

His father – always a father and never a dad – refused to understand how Rupert could be content to have no real ambitions in life. It was true that he hadn’t cared for anything in particular, not until he’d taken a photography course on a whim and fallen in love with the art form.

‘Photography,’ his father had declared, in a voice that was laced with prejudice and would brook no argument, ‘is the province of pointless arty types, eternal students, and time-wasters.’ 

Rupert had always been private about all aspects of his life, and shared very little with anyone, but now he was a virtual recluse outside of working hours. He was almost sure his mother suspected that his lack of ex-girlfriends indicated he was gay, although he’d never told her about his one brief boyfriend, which was an experience he was trying hard to forget. If she did know, his mother would never say anything, for although she loved his father, she was very much in his shadow. Rupert was convinced she’d never be able to handle his reaction to having a homosexual son. She was almost as bad as Rupert himself when it came to not being able to stand up to his father and his antiquated attitudes. No, much better to remain celibate and not put his mother in a position of having to take sides between her husband and her only child. 

Rupert also suspected that Rob and Phil assumed he was gay. He was grateful that they respected his privacy, and hadn’t asked him anything about his sexual preferences.

A slight movement to his right caught Rupert’s attention as he paced softly through the quietest parts of the gardens. A robin was perched on the edge of a branch, almost within touching distance. Moving slowly, in almost total silence, Rupert lifted his camera and hoped that the bird wouldn’t move as he prepared to take a shot. The national photography competition he intended to enter would be closing soon, and he still hadn’t got the dream shot he wanted. Maybe this would be it?


Chapter Five

Monday 6th June

Jack knew he’d taken the coward’s way out the day before. Despite all his good intentions when he’d woken up on Sunday morning, he hadn’t gone to see Amy or Kit.

He had told himself it was because he wanted to view the outside of his potential restaurant and go through the financial proposal he had to present to his accountant. The cold light of Monday morning saw Jack being more honest with himself. He hadn’t gone to see Amy because, as it was the weekend, Paul would probably have been there. For his first meeting with Amy in years, even though he and Paul were pretty good friends in their own right, he wanted to see her alone. And he hadn’t gone to visit Kit because he’d promised himself he’d go and explain himself to Amy first.

As Jack walked toward the Home Hunters office, hoping Amy would be able to spare an hour or so for a coffee stop like they used to in the old days, he practiced what he was going to say in his head.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
]enny Kane

N

?%o@
\yO

f\«m@fc e v
xastsz of

Cbz awv ang

&pzuhmq/ale/oyop& Friendship






