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Introduction


There is something very special about Christmas – the extra levels of hope, love and kindness the season engenders makes it the perfect time in which to set a romantic story. Writing the three seasonal novellas that form part of the Another Cup of… series was tremendous fun.


Another Cup of Christmas was the first sequel to my bestselling debut novel, Another Cup of Coffee. It continues the tale of life at Pickwicks Coffee House in Richmond, London, and its regular customers: ex-waitress Amy, writer Kit, and local bookshop owner Jack.


Café owners Peggy and Scott and their new waitress, Megan, are organising a Christmas fundraising auction for the local hospital. As well as serving copious amounts of coffee to customers like resident writer Kit, Megan is spending most days emailing hospital liaison clerk Nick about the charity event. As the auction draws nearer, Megan becomes more and more curious about meeting Nick in person…


Christmas in the Cotswolds follows on from Another Cup of Christmas. A year has passed, and Megan is now an established face at Pickwicks. However, when an emergency call comes from her friend Izzie, Megan finds herself travelling to the beautiful Cotswold countryside. Can Megan help Izzie pull off the perfect Christmas at her Arts and Crafts Centre, and save the business from the clutches of disaster?


Christmas at the Castle turns its attention to Pickwicks’ writer in residence, Kit Lambert. Invited to appear at her very first literary festival, Kit is suddenly thrust into the role of co-organiser. As if that wasn’t daunting enough, Kit is going to have to face the challenge without the support of her loyal family and her Pickwicks friends – for the festival is to be held in the magnificent grounds of Crathes Castle, in distant Aberdeenshire, Scotland…


All three of these festive novellas can be read by themselves, or in order. And if you love reading them as much as I loved writing them, then why not finish off the series by checking out Another Glass of Champagne? A full-length novel, Another Glass of Champagne completes the friends’ story, one which brings big changes for all of the Pickwicks crowd – especially Jack and Amy…


Happy reading – and a very Happy Christmas!


Jenny






Another
Cup of
Christmas






One


December 4th


Having politely escaped her third ‘So what are you doing for Christmas?’ conversation of the day, Megan Johnson was retreating back to the counter when she spotted Pickwicks’ most regular customer sit up from her work and brush a stray red hair from her eyes.


Knowing it had been at least half an hour since Kit’s caffeine addiction had been attended to, the waitress swiped up the percolator jug and headed in her direction.


Without bothering to ask if it was required, Megan poured the steaming liquid with practised care, before taking advantage of the lull in Christmas shopping trade and sitting down opposite her friend. ‘Going OK?’


Swivelling the laptop round to face Megan, Kit rubbed the back of her neck, ‘I’m sure I’ve missed something. What do you think?’


Pickwicks Festive Fundraiser!
Spoil Yourself With An Afternoon of Pickwicks’
Finest Festive Fare.
In Aid of the Royal Free Hospital’s Spinal Ward.
Saturday 22nd December from 2p.m.
Deluxe Buffet and Festive Fundraising Fun!
Tickets are ONLY £25 per person
Don’t miss out!
Book your place at Pickwicks Coffee Shop,
Richmond – NOW!!


Megan scanned the poster. ‘Oh, that’s fabulous! I thought you were writing your latest novel.’


‘To tell you the truth, that’s exactly what I should be doing, but Peggy asked me to do some publicity for the fundraiser and I thought I’d better get on with it. Time seems to be dissolving. It’ll be the 22nd before we know it.’


‘I know what you mean.’ Megan started to collect the dishes left by a couple who’d just vacated a nearby table. ‘The next three weeks are going to fly by.’


‘Two and a half weeks!’


‘Oh, hell! Really?’


‘That’s why I want to get these done; otherwise everyone will be too booked up with their own celebrations to have time to come.’ Gesturing towards the kitchen, Kit asked, ‘How’s Scott doing out there, or shouldn’t I ask?’


Megan’s permanent smile widened further across her lightly freckled face. ‘He’s amazing. I have no idea how he does it. The temperature in that kitchen is tropical, and yet Scott’s still beaming that massive toothy grin of his. I’m seriously beginning to think he is physically unable to stop cooking! Surely he must have pre-prepared as much as he can for the fundraiser by now?’


Kit nodded. ‘He probably has, but Peggy is getting paranoid there won’t be enough food.’ Glancing around, checking that Megan wasn’t needed by a customer for a moment, Kit pointed to a fresh pile of abandoned cups. ‘If I clear those, will you have a proper read of the poster? I’m sure I’ve missed something obvious but I can’t put my finger on it.’


Kit was already standing up and taking a tray from Megan’s hands before the waitress said, ‘On one condition.’


‘Which is?’


‘I can check my emails? I’m supposed to be liaising with the hospital about this for Peggy, but we’ve been so busy over the last few days I haven’t had time to see if Nick has got back to me about how many of the ward staff are coming.’


‘Nick?’


Megan silently cursed her inability to prevent the involuntary warm pink blush that hit her pale cheeks, ‘Yeah, he’s the admin guy for the ward that cared for Scott after his accident.’


‘Nice, is he?’ Kit gently teased the petite blonde waitress, wondering, not for the first time, why someone as kind and pretty as Megan hadn’t been snapped up years ago.


‘I’ve never met him, but he seems friendly. Well, he does via email and over the phone at least.’


‘You’ve spoken to him then?’


‘There are loads of things to sort out.’ Megan, knowing that the crush she’d developed on Nick’s Irish accent was utterly ridiculous, turned her full attention to the poster on the screen before her.


The tempting aroma of cinnamon and nutmeg wafted over the wooden tables and chairs, and wrapped itself around the tastefully decorated Christmas tree which stood in the old-fashioned bay window. As Kit reached the counter laden with dirty crockery, she could hear Scott humming away to the music in the kitchen, where he was cooking up mini Christmas cakes and puddings, the vast quantity of which could rival the shelves of any supermarket.


Peggy glanced up from where she’d been scribbling at speed onto an order pad as her friend arrived on her side of the counter, ‘Can you check this? Do you think I’ve remembered all the extras for the event?’


Kit listened as the café’s manageress read out her list. ‘After-dinner mints, turkey, ham, pigs in blankets, stuffing balls, crackers, mixed fruit, and champagne.’


‘Champagne? There’s posh!’ Kit grinned, ‘Will we have to curtsey when we serve it?’


Peggy gave a tired smile, ‘Maybe we should! At £25 a ticket folk will expect something special. We have a heap of orange juice to make Buck’s Fizz, soft drinks, wine, and beer already ordered.’ Peggy dropped the pad with a sigh, ‘I’m beginning to think we’re mad. Are enough people going to come to make it worth our while?’


‘Of course they will!’ Kit, who’d been thinking the same thing, added, ‘Who could resist a festive party, with Scott’s fantastic cooking, in the best coffee shop in Richmond? The fact it’s for such a good cause, too, will clinch it for everyone!’


Reading the list, Kit asked, ‘Do you have extra fairy lights to go around the counter for extra sparkle on the day? Oh, and festive tablecloths and candles for the tables?’


‘Yep, all that’s in hand, although I haven’t actually arranged the candles into table decorations yet.’ Peggy flipped over another pad, and Kit saw the world’s longest list of jobs awaiting her attention, to which she now added, ‘Table decs’.


‘Look, Peg, why don’t I do those for you? I can do them at home. I’m sure Phil and the twins will help.’


‘But you’re so busy with your own work. You’re already doing the posters. And call me a cynic, but I can’t imagine two fifteen-year-olds wanting to twist florist’s wire, tinsel, and holly into interesting shapes for the evening, even for a good cause!’


‘You may be right about the twins, but I’d be glad to do it. I want to help as much as I can. And anyway, you know the saying, “Want a job done, give it to a busy person”? It goes double for you and Scott!’


‘You aren’t kidding. Why was I so stupid as to do this at Christmas? It seemed such a good idea at the time.’


Seeing panic start to rise in her normally calm friend’s eyes, Kit reached out a reassuring hand. ‘Peg, this is absolutely the perfect time. It’s the time of year for “thank yous”. Sometimes, when I see Scott dashing around like a lunatic in that kitchen of his, I can’t believe it ever even happened.’


It had been five years ago.


Kit had arrived at the café to drink her daily copious amount of coffee and write her books. Back then she’d been writing erotic short stories, much to Peggy’s salacious delight. But on that day, instead of finding her friend ready and waiting with a cupful of caffeine and a cheeky comment, Kit had found a confused and incoherent Peggy sitting motionless, tears streaming down her face. Scott’s car had been involved in a collision with a van. Mercifully both drivers had been going fairly slowly, or things would have been even worse than they had been.


Scott had been rushed to the Royal Free Hospital for treatment, where he’d spent several gut-wrenchingly awful days in a coma. The nursing staff had been concerned for his brain, not to mention whether or not he’d ever walk again.


But luck had been on Scott’s side and, although his body had sustained massive damage, a great deal of care from the hospital, along with the love and support of his wife and their friends, meant he’d made an almost total recovery. The only sign of anything ever having happened was a slight limp in his left leg.


Adopting her more customary positive attitude, Peggy straightened some of the Christmas cards that stood by the till, ‘Well, at least we’ve had a couple of takers for the tickets from the regulars who’ve heard us talking about it.’


‘Plus myself and Phil. And the hospital’s ward staff. I’m sure at least some of them will come. It’s in their honour, after all.’


‘Of course!’ Peggy squeezed her friend’s hand gratefully. ‘Any idea how Megan’s getting on with finding out what the ward wants us to raise money for? It would be good to know precisely what they’d like, then we could have a target amount of money to aim at and you could add it to the posters.’


Kit looked across to Megan, who was busily tapping away, ‘She’s emailing the hospital now. I tell you what,’ as Kit spoke the door to Pickwicks opened, and a gaggle of shopping-laden women came in, ‘I’ll keep being your waitress while she’s finding out.’


Hi Meg,


Thanks for getting back to me with my ticket number enquiry. (I’m sure the café must be heaving at this time of year. I hope you get the occasional rest!)


To confirm: the ‘Pickwicks Festive Fundraiser’ will take place on 22nd December from 2p.m.


Sister Franklin will definitely be coming, along with her husband (David). She has changed her shift especially. I think she became very fond of Mr and Mrs McIntyre while they were with us.


Mr Granger, the consultant who worked on Mr McIntyre, would also like a ticket reserved for him, please – but he can’t confirm he’s coming until the last minute, as he may be on call that day. I’ll let you know when I can.


You asked what we’d like the money raised to be spent on. The general consensus of opinion here is that a new waiting area for visitors is paramount. The one we have is cramped and in desperate need of a revamp. The place where you have to wait for news of your loved ones at the moment is almost as depressing as the reason for being there – something that does not help anyone!


I’ve done some costings – £1000 would pay for a disused storeroom (that adjoins the current Reception) to be knocked through to increase the space. A further £500 would give it a fresh lick of paint.


If you would like posters put up at the hospital, then feel free to post them to the Royal Free, care of Nick Simons (me!), Admin Room, Ward 15, Floor 5, or simply email them to me, and I’ll print some out this end.


Shout if you need me to do anything else, Meg.
Nick.


As the light fluttering in her chest that had become a regular feature of her physical state when receiving any sort of communication from Nick began, Megan told herself off for being silly.


OK, so he might have added pleasantries to the email about her resting, and offered her extra help, but that didn’t mean a thing. Her imagination was running away with her. She didn’t even know how old he was, or if he was single.


From their conversations on the phone, she’d judged, via the tone of his delicious Irish lilt, that he was in his twenties or thirties, but Megan knew she could be miles off.


And, while he’d given her much of the information she’d requested in their last conversation, Nick hadn’t told her whether he was coming to the fundraiser himself. Which probably meant he wasn’t.


Hi again Nick,


Thanks for your reply. I’ll talk to Peggy and Scott and get back to you about the Reception improvements idea.


Great news about Sister Franklin – that’s fine re Mr Granger.


Better go and serve cake!


I’ll be in touch,


Meg


Proud of herself for resisting putting kisses after her name, she wondered why she’d signed herself Meg, when she had only ever been known as Megan. She’d never liked her name being shortened; but she found she rather liked the way Nick said it. Megan gave a private sigh. She knew she was being pathetic, not like her usual practical self at all.


I can’t possibly have a crush on a man I’ve never met. So I like his voice. So what? That’s all it is. I haven’t had a boyfriend for months, and I’m having withdrawal symptoms. I’ve obviously got some sort of sad attention deficit disorder.


Determined to be less teenage and feeble from that moment on, Megan told herself off again, this time for being selfish. The afternoon she was helping to plan was for Peggy and Scott to raise money for the hospital. It was not an opportunity for her to find a date.


* * *


Nick languidly stretched his arms up in the air before bringing them to rest behind his head. ‘Bit of a brief email.’ He murmured as he ran an eye back over Megan’s response. ‘Still, I guess it means if I haven’t had a fuller reply by tomorrow, I have an excuse to give her a call.’


He was just wondering if Meg and her employers would ask him to the fundraiser, when Nick caught sight of Sister Franklin through the bevelled glass window that separated his office from the ward corridor.


Unfolding his legs, Nick got to his feet, habit making him stoop his six-foot-four frame as he went through the low doorway. Knowing better than to expect the Sister to stop moving when on duty, he called out, ‘I’ve booked two places for you at Pickwicks. The event starts at two on the 22nd.’


‘Thanks, Nick!’ Sister called back, ‘I’m looking forward to a sit down!’






Two


December 4th 


The post-lunch rush had merged into an afternoon tea rush, so it was almost four o’clock before Megan had time report back to Kit with her thoughts about the poster.


Calling to Peggy to join them, Megan pointed to the laptop screen, ‘I think it’s great.’


‘But?’ said Kit.


‘It’s missing something. I mean the event, not the poster.’ Megan looked from her boss, to the writer, and back again. ‘We have the food of course, but why would anyone pay over the odds for that when they could come and sample Scott’s culinary skills anytime? We need something extra. Something special. And whatever that extra is, we need to shout about it on the poster.’


Peggy frowned, ‘But what can we add? Time is so short now. Damn it!’ She shoved her hands deep into her apron pockets, ‘It’s so obvious! Why didn’t I think of that? We’ll never raise much charging for the food and drinks and passing around a donations plate!’


Hastily attempting to pacify her friend, Kit said, ‘You didn’t think of it because you have a hundred and one other things to think about.’


Firing out a few off-the-cuff ideas, Megan suggested, ‘A raffle? A Christmas carol karaoke? Everyone come dressed as a Dickens character to keep in with the Pickwicks theme?’


Peggy didn’t look convinced, ‘A raffle is sensible, and I’d sort of assumed we’d have one, but I’m really not sure about the karaoke idea, not when you consider the average age of our customers. And it’s way too late to expect people to find or hire outfits this close to Christmas. Although that would have been a fab idea, Megan – if I’d had the common sense not to have left this to the last minute.’


Sensing that Peggy was too tired to think straight, Kit said, ‘I tell you what, why don’t we leave the poster for today? A few more hours’ lack of advertising won’t make any difference. This evening we can all have a good think. We can pool our ideas and decide tomorrow what this elusive extra thing will be, then I can add the ‘event’ to the poster first thing in the morning, and Megan can let Nick know so he can spread the word his end.’


The mention of Nick reminded Megan of the rest of her news, and she filled them in on Mr Granger and Sister Franklin’s ticket requirements, before adding, ‘I should have said earlier, the hospital has decided that what they’d like. Sorry, I got sidetracked by teacakes and stuff.’


‘No problem.’ Peggy tapped some figures into the till as she spoke, ‘I’d never have taken in what you were telling me at lunchtime anyway. So, what would they like the money for?’


‘An extended and decorated reception for the visitors of those staying on the ward. They’re quoting in the region of £1500.’


‘Well, that makes sense.’ Kit, who’d often visited Scott while he was in hospital, definitely approved. ‘It is a bit gloomy there.’


‘It certainly is, although,’ Peggy shuddered, the memory of the hours she’d spent there still painful, even after all this time, ‘to be honest, when you’re sat waiting for news, you don’t really notice the decor.’


Putting her arm around her friend’s shoulders, Kit said, ‘Not at first, Peg, but later, when you knew Scott was going to be OK, you must have seen how grey it all is?’


‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Peggy straightened herself up, plastered her habitual smile back on her face and clapped her hands together decisively, ‘Right, ladies, that’s one hell of a lot of money for a little café like this to raise, so we’d better get thinking, hadn’t we.’


December 5th


‘Don’t snap my head off or anything, but I had a thought about our special event.’


Accosted by her friend her the second she walked through the café door the following morning Kit looked suspicious.


Recognising the flash in Peggy’s eyes as the one she used when she was about to talk someone into doing something they probably wouldn’t want to do, Kit said, ‘Go on then – break it to me gently.’


Peggy laughed, ‘Your latest novel is due out any minute now, in time for Christmas and the New Year sales, right?’


‘Right?’ Kit narrowed her eyes, ‘Come on, Peg, spit it out. What is it you want me to do?’


‘How about a book signing?’


‘Peg! People aren’t going to pay for me to sign their books. Not even for a good cause! It’s not like I’m famous or anything. If I was Joanna Trollope or someone maybe, but I’m just your Average Joe author. No one’s ever heard of me!’


‘Rubbish! You’re a local celebrity.’


Kit looked horrified. ‘I am nothing of the sort. I’m a mad middle-aged woman with a caffeine habit, who sits in the corner of a café and mixes words into an interesting and unusual order all day.’


Dumping her laptop onto the table with rather less care than normal Kit added, ‘At a push you could say I was the local eccentric, but I have achieved way too much to be a celebrity. They don’t do anything except wear designer clothes and have opinions on subjects they know very little about.’


Peggy couldn’t help but laugh, ‘I love how agitated you get when you get tagged with the celebrity banner!’ Then, more seriously, she added, ‘But that’s the thing, isn’t it? I want people to pay. Go on, Kit! Honestly, I bet everyone who comes will buy a book.’


Kit sighed and sat back down, ‘I do want to help, you know I do. But it isn’t that simple these days, Peg. Publishers can’t afford to give authors dozens of free copies any more. And while I have no problem with buying a load for you and selling them on during the evening to those folk who feel obliged to make a purchase; to make any sort of profit, we’d have to charge much more than they’re worth – even if I did cover them in my own extra-special brand of graffiti.’


‘Oh.’ Peggy looked deflated. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. I just so badly want to make enough to get that reception redone.’


‘I know you do, and so do I. I can’t see that plan working, though.’ Feeling guilty, Kit added, ‘But I’ll have a think about how we might work something out. I must have a few freebies I don’t want that we could auction or something. You know, the odd vibrator or something left over from when I did the last set of erotica readings in the London sex shops.’


Peggy’s long black ponytail swished around her shoulders, her expression back to its usual optimistic self, ‘That’s it! That is it!’


‘What? What is it?’ Kit spoke cautiously, ‘You don’t want me to sell sex toys at this event, do you? I don’t think Richmond is really the place for…’


Peggy interrupted Kit with a gentle poke in the ribs, ‘No, you muffin! I’ve just worked out what the focus of the afternoon can be. An auction! An auction would be perfect!’


Relieved, Kit suddenly oozed enthusiasm, ‘I certainly have some spare copies of the books I’ve written that I can put in for that. Some erotic, some romantic. And I bet Phil would be happy to donate some of the stock from his bookshop.’ Kit stared down at her poster. ‘I think you’re on to something there! Shall I add, ‘With Auction’ on the poster, or should we think this through a bit more?’


‘Oh, let’s just go for it! Time is getting short. We need to act. Right?’


‘Right!’ Kit grinned, ‘I assume you don’t want the free vibrators though?’


‘I can’t believe you’ve been stockpiling free sex toys!’


‘There are only so many hours in the day; I can’t possibly use them all! I was given a new one every time I did a reading – you could call it a perk of my old job.’


‘I don’t think we’ll put them up for the auction, but I’ll have one!’ Peggy heaved herself off her chair, her twinkling eyes levelling on Kit, ‘Well then, the only thing we need now is an auctioneer…’


‘No way! Not me! Don’t you even think about it, Peggy McIntyre!’


‘Hello? It’s Nick Simons here from the Royal Free, is that Meg?’


Megan sat bolt upright in bed, and clutched her mobile to her ear. ‘Yes, hello, Nick, how are you?’


‘Great, thanks? You OK? You sound a bit groggy.’


Wiping sleep from her bleary green eyes, Megan, feeling a little caught out, spoke quickly, ‘I’m fine honestly. It’s my morning off and I was indulging in a lie in.’ She did not add that her lie in had involved daydream type speculation as to Nick’s height, eye colour, hairstyle, physique, and general bedroom technique. (So far she had him pitched as exactly six foot, fit, with blue eyes and short brown hair: hot in every single department.)


‘I’m so sorry, I thought this was the café number, I didn’t realise it was your personal phone. I didn’t wake you, did I?’ Nick, the office phone clamped to his ear while he typed the day’s admissions list into the computer, tried not to imagine what Megan might be wearing in bed – if anything – and what colour her duvet might be…


‘No, I was just being lazy.’ Megan pulled the duvet up over her thin T-shirt. She felt oddly conscious of how dishevelled she must look, even though he couldn’t possibly see her. ‘I used my own number because the café phone hardly ever stops ringing with Christmas bookings this time of year. Peggy likes to keep the line clear.’


‘Makes sense.’ Megan imagined Nick nodding as he went on, ‘I was thinking about those posters? We have a staff newsletter due out in a few days, and if you could send me the poster today, I could put a copy of it in the letter for you.’


‘Really? Wow, that would be terrific. Thank you, that’s so kind.’


‘I am kind!’ Nick chuckled down the phone; the Irish lilt to his giggle sending a pleasant lurch through Megan’s nervous system.


‘I suppose you have to be kind to work at the hospital.’


‘It helps, but trust me, if you knew some of my colleagues, then you’d know that kindness is not a compulsory job requirement.’


‘How sad.’ Wanting to keep the conversation going, but struggling to think of relevant questions, Megan returned to the topic of the fundraiser. ‘I’m hoping the main event for the afternoon will have been decided by the time I start work at 11.30. Peggy and her friend Kit were determined to have it all sorted by this morning. Shall I send the details through during my afternoon break?’


‘That would be brilliant. The sooner the better. So –’ Nick broke off, and Megan could faintly hear someone asking him directions before he came back. ‘Sorry about that, I was going to ask what Pickwicks was like, but I have to go. I’ll ask next time we chat – if that’s OK?’


‘Yes, yes of course. That would be lovely.’ Megan felt unexpectedly flustered, ‘You’d better go.’


‘Thanks, Meg. Bye!’


Megan cradled the phone for a full three minutes before she put it down on her bedside cabinet. ‘Well,’ she told the battered old teddy bear that sat by her bedside, ‘that was definitely an invitation to talk more. Perhaps I’m not imagining this after all?’ And with that tiny voice of hope spurring her on, Megan headed for the shower.






Three


December 5th


‘An auction. That’s brilliant!’


Megan was grabbing a lungful of the crisp December air outside Pickwicks during her break. Warmed by Nick’s enthusiasm, she thought it only fair to mention that it hadn’t been her idea.


‘Doesn’t matter whose idea it was, it’s fabulous. What sort of lots will you have?’


‘Apart from some signed copies of a local author’s books, and some bundles of Natural History books from the shop over by Kew Gardens where Kit’s husband works, and dinner for two on the day of your choice at Pickwicks … I don’t know yet! But we’re working on it.’


‘The poster attachment has reached me, so I’ll print some off and pin them on as many noticeboards around the hospital as I have time to do. If you give me a call or an email when you have some more lots I’ll update the information.’


Megan’s smile twitched at the corner of her lips, ‘That’s great, Nick, thank you, but do you think you’ll have time to update them?’


‘To be honest, at work I won’t, but I can do it from home.’


‘But we can’t ask you to do that!’ Megan suddenly felt awkward.


‘You use your home mobile for work, don’t you?’


‘Well, yes, but Peggy and Scott are my friends and…’


Nick rescued Megan as her sentence floundered. ‘And it’s a very good cause, and you feel like a friend, and I want to help.’


Flustered by the news that he considered her a friend, Megan mumbled, ‘OK, umm … thanks.’


‘So,’ Nick got up from his desk as he spoke, on a beeline for the nearest noticeboard with a roll of posters under his arm, and a packet of drawing pins rattling in his pocket, ‘how many tickets have been sold so far?’


‘Ten of the thirty-five places I think, although it could be more now the posters are going up. I really hope we’ve sold some more. Peggy and Scott are beginning to look a bit worried.’


Nick’s voice became muffled, as he reassured her, ‘I’m sure you have.’


‘You OK? You sound weird.’


‘Yeah.’ His voice was normal again, ‘I had a mouthful of drawing pins. I’m putting up the posters right now.’ There was a pause as he rattled the box of pins down the receiver as if to prove his point, and then Nick asked, ‘I take it you and your partner will be there?’


Megan’s stomach did a back flip. ‘I’ll be working. Anyway, I don’t have a partner to bring.’


‘You’re kidding me?’


‘I know it’s a buffet, but it’s a posh buffet, and someone will have to make sure all the serving plates are kept full, and that no one runs out of drink.’


‘No, you numpty! I mean, I can’t believe you’re single!’


Megan’s face went so red her freckles blended into the rest of her complexion. ‘Numpty?’


‘That’s what my seven-year-old niece is always calling me. I babysat her last night; I guess the word rubbed off.’


‘Oh … well, yes, I am single.’


‘Me too. I’m not long out of a …’ The line went quiet and Megan found she was holding her breath, wondering what Nick was ‘not long out of,’ when she heard shouting in the background. ‘Sorry, got to go. Emergency!’


The silence down the line after Nick hung up seemed louder than the hubbub of the café as Megan went back into Pickwicks.


He’s single. Megan experienced a welcoming glow inside. And he asked me if I was. Surely that means he’s interested in me – even if only a little bit? Slipping her phone into her apron pocket, Megan went through to the kitchen to wash her hands before returning to work.


‘You look happy.’ Scott waited next to the sink, his dark fingers mottled and sticky with cake mix.


‘Nick has downloaded the posters, and has already started putting them up. He thinks the auction is a good idea too.’


‘And he thinks the waitress at Pickwicks is hot?’


‘Scott!’ Megan blushed again, hating her body’s ability to give her away so easily, ‘He’s never even met me.’


‘True, but he phones a lot. Far more than strictly required. I mean, he must like the sound of your voice, otherwise he’d send texts.’


‘Do you think so?’ Megan stepped away from the tap to make room for Scott, and dried her hands.


‘I do, and in my opinion, he is correct.’


Megan laughed, ‘Does Peggy know you chat up your waitresses?’


‘Of course! I used to flirt with your predecessor all the time. Everyone likes a little harmless flirting.’ Scott returned to the oven, calling, ‘Have you invited Nick to the fundraiser?’


‘I assumed he was coming anyway? And anyway, I can’t invite anyone, I’m working.’


Scott picked up his oven gloves, and said in a tone that brooked no argument, ‘Invite him.’


All afternoon Megan had been tempted to take Scott’s advice. But now, as she walked home, common sense burst her bubble. How could she possibly invite Nick to the event? For a start, she’d be unable to spend any real time with him, and for another thing, she knew nothing about him.


OK, so Nick had fished for information about her relationship status, but so what? Scott had told her he’d flirted with ex-waitress, Amy lots, and he certainly flirted with her, but it meant nothing at all. Loads of people flirt. It’s friendly. It means nothing. And as for Nick asking about her being single – he was probably just being polite, and had only kept talking so he had company while he put up the posters. The bottom line was that Nick was being nice. It meant nothing, and for all Megan knew he was not her type at all, and she wasn’t his.


She could hear her own voice at the back of her head arguing with her. But he’s doing so much more than he needs to, to help you out.


‘Of course he is’, Megan muttered at the scattered leaves on the pavement before her, ‘he’s a nice man, and let’s face it, it’s in his interest to raise money to improve his ward. And if he’s doing this to help anyone, it’s the poor souls who get admitted onto the spinal ward, like Scott; not me.’


Ignoring the people in the street who were looking at her like she was mad for talking to herself, Megan reminded herself, ‘I’m just their messenger. Come on girl, get a grip! You’re twenty-five, not twelve!’


* * *


‘I’m beginning to think you’re losing the plot, mate.’


‘Oh, thanks very much, Sam!’ Nick put two pints of beer on the sticky wooden table between himself and his friend, ‘A nice compliment to give someone who’s just got you a drink!’


‘You have to admit, it is a bit weird. You’re getting hung up on a girl you’ve never met. She could be a pensioner for all you know. That would certainly be in keeping with Pickwicks. My mum goes in there. She loves it, says it’s nice to be in a place where she’s one of the youngest for a change.’


Nick took a draught of beer and shook his head, ‘Meg is most certainly not a pensioner. If anything she might be a bit young for me, not the other way around. She sounds about twenty.’


‘I suppose cradle-snatching is better than grave robbing…’


‘Sam!’


‘Seriously, mate! Are you sure about this? I mean, I have never heard you talk about a woman so much. Or any woman actually – not since the dreaded Sylvia.’


‘We are all allowed one moment of madness. I am trying very hard to forget Sylvia.’


Sam raised his eyes to the ceiling, ‘I bet you are. I still don’t see what possessed you to go out with her in the first place. I mean, Glenn Close in Fatal Attraction had nothing on her!!’


‘All right!’ Nick felt defensive. ‘I know I need to meet Megan to see if she is as nice as I think she is.’


‘So Sylvia has made you wary, then. I knew it!’ Sam looked triumphant, ‘So, what’s the new girl plan?’


‘Will you stop going on about Sylvia! She was an error, a desperate moment when I hit thirty. And I was drunk!’


‘For six months? – That’s one hell of a repeat hangover, mate!’ Sam chuckled into his pint like a schoolgirl.


‘OK, OK, so I was very desperate, and then, well, she wasn’t that easy to escape from, as you well know!’


Silence descended between the friends as they sipped their drinks, the noise around them growing as the pub became more crowded, until Sam said, ‘You know what you have to do, don’t you?’


‘Yep. I need to go to the fundraiser and see what Meg is like.’ Nick looked up, ‘Hey, why don’t you come with me. By the sound of it the food will be superb, which should please you!’ Nick pointed teasingly at his friend’s substantial girth, ‘and it’s a really good cause, obviously!’


‘I shall ignore that insidious comment on my love of fine food, thank you very much. I assume you are only asking me so that you don’t look like a spare part on your own if this Meg doesn’t show any interest in you.’


‘Well, if you want to put it like that: yes, that is exactly why I want you to come.’


Sam smirked, ‘No wonder you never have a normal girlfriend if you make them offers like that!’


‘Oh, shut up!’ Nick got to his feet, ‘If you come, I’ll get the next round, even though it’s your turn.’


‘Hey, I’m not that cheap, you know!’


‘Yes you are.’


As Nick elbowed his way back to the table with the fresh beer he realised Sam hadn’t told him what his idea was concerning the waitress. ‘You said you knew what I had to do about Megan before I asked if you wanted to come with me.’


‘What?’ Sam took his pint, trying to ignore how much he’d slopped over the side of the glass as he put it on the table, ‘Oh yes, so I did.’


‘Well?’


‘Oh for heaven’s sake Nick. It’s obvious. Go to Pickwicks and have lunch, a coffee or something. Megan won’t know it’s you. You’ve never met the other people that work there, either, so they won’t be able to blow your cover. You can go in spy-like, undercover, and check her out. Make sure she isn’t a bunny boiler like Sylvia was.’


Not sure about the implications, Nick said, ‘But what if she discovers what I’ve done afterwards? Won’t she be offended?’


‘If it offends her that you wanted to see her, then she isn’t the girl for you. If she is the girl for you, then she’ll be flattered you’ve gone to so much trouble.’


‘You think so?’


Sam sighed, ‘Honestly mate, you’re hopeless!’


‘Come on, love,’ Scott patted the bed next to him, ‘come here and tell me what’s wrong.’


Peggy carried on brushing out the plait from her long black hair as she flashed her husband a wide smile, ‘I’m fine, love, honestly.’


‘Don’t give me that workday smile, Mrs McIntyre. I’ve known you long enough to know when you’re giving the world your “I’m always all right” front. So come here and talk to me.’
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