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      "Excuse me, dear," an elderly lady on table fifteen said, her hand raised.

      Francesca Darby left the tea towel behind the bar, picked up her pad of paper and walked with purpose over to the table of two. Taking her pen out of her black shirt pocket, she smiled at the woman. "Hi! Is everything alright with your meals? Is there anything else I can do for you?"

      The white-haired lady slid her plate to the edge of the table. "No, I'm afraid not. This shepherd's pie is too dry, and my husband's chips are overdone."

      "They're fine, really. A bit dark maybe, but perfectly edible. Please don't trouble yourself on my account. I like my fries crispy."

      "Darling, do shush," the lady said, apologising to Francesca with a roll of her eyes.

      Cursing to herself silently, Francesca could do without complaint handling this afternoon. "Oh, I'm so sorry it’s not to your liking. I'll take these back to the kitchen, bring you new meals. I'll pour you a tea or coffee for your troubles as well."

      Stooping to pick up both heavy plates, Francesca apologised once again, turned, and walked the dishes through the swing door. In the kitchen, Aidan Marble leaned against the stainless-steel counter, his mobile in hand. She guessed he was playing some game or other. "The pie's dry, and chips over-fried."

      Guessing that he would moan about having to provide two new dishes, Francesca walked out before he could start.

      Back out in the restaurant, she stepped up to the table of six, asked them if everything was to their satisfaction. The business owner who booked the reservation nodded, not that he cared. "Brilliant! I'll be back later with dessert menus."

      Behind the bar, the safest place to be that afternoon, she made herself look busy. Over the last couple of years, Francesca had made a habit of making herself look like she was hard at work. Two years earlier, Marble's Marvels would have been packed to the rafters every lunch and dinnertime. Before the accident, Aidan and Kate Marble loved the restaurant.

      They used to love Bishops Drake, too. Sometimes she wished she had moved somewhere bigger, a town like Basingstoke or Winchester, maybe. Or a city like Southampton, or Portsmouth.

      Her daddy bought her the three-bedroom house off the High Street for her and a friend. He tried to palm it off as a gift, but Francesca knew he wanted to keep her in Bishops Drake. She could have fought him on the issue, asked for a place in Basingstoke, but she fell in love with her white house with black beams.

      Francesca sauntered back into the kitchen when the bell rang.

      Two steaming plates sat under the lights waiting to be consumed, hopefully by a happier elderly couple this time. "Thanks."

      He muttered something, not that she cared what. Francesca was trying to please his customers. She tried to forget her negative thoughts. Aidan was a lovely guy, or at least he had been before…No, she had to take the plates to table fifteen with a smile.

      "Shepherd's Pie for you, and Scampi and Chips for you." Placing the dishes in front of their respective owners, Francesca stood and smiled, before bowing. "Enjoy!"

      "I hope to, dear." The lady prodded and poked her meal with her fork.

      Having taken a step back towards the bar, Francesca stopped.

      "Do you mind if I ask what happened to this place? It used to be full every time we came, didn't it, Henry? The last time we came here was for Henry's seventy-fifth birthday a couple of years ago, and I have never seen a busier restaurant."

      Back at the table, Francesca listened to her story.

      "Every table in here was taken. That night, they even had to bring out extra seats. And the kitchen, don't ask me how, but they kept up with the orders. Food came flying out of those doors. And the proprietors, they were lovely. A couple-"

      "Aidan and Kate Marble, yes, the current owners."

      "You mean? They're still here? I thought someone else must have taken over, or something? For it to be this quiet during lunch, even in January; it would have been unheard of a couple of years ago. We have friends in Robertsbridge who used to drive over an hour and a half just to come here. What happened?"

      Francesca glanced around the large open-plan room, looking for Kate, who was around somewhere. Happy the coast was clear, she knelt so that she was on the same level as the lady. "I shouldn't say this, but things have changed a bit around here."

      "I can see that dear. Changed how?"

      Checking for Kate again, Francesca needed to explain the average food. "Their son, Vincent died in a car accident." Before the woman asked for details, she headed her off. "He was driving with friends when their car was hit by a drink driver. Out of five people in the collision, only one survived. He's never going to walk again and suffers from mild brain damage."

      The woman's face changed, from nosey to horrified. "Oh, that's just awful. My heart goes out to them, darling." She looked to her husband for support.

      "Aidan took it hard. He's never healed. The business took a hit, only it never bounced back. Aidan's love of cooking never returned either. The restaurant across the road mopped up the customers who would have come here, the locals and walk-ins. There's a two-week waiting list at Elio's now." She stood, regarded the shepherd's pie. "I shouldn't say this, but if you go now, you might be lucky and grab a table there."

      "Thank you, but that would be rude," the lady ruled. "Oh, how awful for them."

      Francesca nodded her agreement. "Ooh, here's Kate now. Please don't let on I told you their personal business; it's more than my job's worth." When the woman reassured her that her secret was safe, Francesca relaxed a little. "Thank you! Enjoy your meals. If there is anything else you need, I'll be by the bar."

      "These chips are delicious, by the way," the husband said, spearing one with his fork.

      "I'm going to mention you to my son, dear," the woman said, as Francesca went to leave. The woman smiled up at her.

      Standing at the table, Francesca's brow furrowed. "Really? Why?"

      "He's a Michelin star chef," the woman confessed. "He's opening a restaurant here in Bishops Drake. When he told us he has a meeting lined up with the owner of this wonderful place, we had to come and take one last look."

      Francesca glared over at Kate Marble, who was standing behind the bar, tapping away on the till screen, oblivious to her staring. "What? No, there must be some kind of mistake. Are you sure?"

      "Oh yes, dear, he's meeting with her in a couple of weeks, apparently. I'll put a good word in for you. You seem like a hard worker; you're polite to customers. I'm sure he'll snap you up. I'll speak to him."

      Annoyed, and trying to hide the fact, Francesca thanked the lady, who introduced herself as Margaret, and her husband as Henry. Finally free, she sauntered over to the bar, where Kate tapped on the screen. "That couple over there, they're interesting people."

      Her employer didn't look up, continuing to tap. "Hmm? Yeah, that's nice, Fran."

      For years, Francesca had admired Kate Marble. Everything about her screamed stylish, from her trendy hairstyles, clothing, and jewellery, to her down-to-Earth outlook on life. With fabulous glossy brown hair, a pretty smile, and slim figure, Kate was a catch. Francesca didn't think she looked forty-nine. Thirty-nine maybe. "Yeah, interesting."

      "I'm a bit busy here, love." Her boss stopped typing for a second, regarded her. "I'm inputting a big party's pre-order. Can this wait?"

      Apologising, Francesca loitered, anger bubbling inside her. "When were you going to tell me you're putting this place up for sale, huh?" She couldn't believe the words came out.

      Kate shot her a warning glare, gesturing for Francesca to follow her over to the coffee machine, away from the few customers. "Keep your voice down! No one's selling this place."

      Not believing her, Francesca folded her arms. "Oh? That woman's lying, is she? You're not meeting some Michelin star chef to discuss him taking the lease on this place?" She could tell Kate wanted to be anywhere but here, squirming.

      Kate's face changed, from defensive to apologetic; her demeanour softened. "Look, I'm meeting him to talk through his plans. It's all preliminary at this stage, and I haven't even told Aidan yet, so Lord only knows what he's going to say."

      "If he has any sense, he'll try and stop you." Francesca felt choked up.

      Kate put her hand on Francesca's shoulder. "You know better than anyone that this place is dying, Fran. Marble's Marvels is on her last legs, and it's going to take a miracle to get her on her feet again, especially with Elio over the road with his two-for-ones, and all you can eat for a tenner meal deals. We can't compete with that."

      "Maybe if you got a decent chef in people might start coming back?" She regretted speaking out of turn when she received a glare. "I'm sorry! I didn't mean that. It's just that Aidan's head's not in it anymore, Kate. This place needs the old Aidan. He had heart and dedication. He was a laugh, too."

      With a sigh, Kate agreed. "He was. This place used to be fun. Packed every lunch and dinner, tables turning over twice, sometimes three times of an evening."

      Being the two-year anniversary of the crash tomorrow, Francesca felt guilty adding pressure on Kate. "I didn't mean to bring back old memories."

      "It's fine. Don't you think I reminisce about the glory days? I do. I would give anything to take this place back to the way it was a couple of years ago, anything. But reality has different plans for this restaurant. And like I said, without some sort of miracle, we're probably going to be closing the doors soon. I'm sorry you're finding out like this."

      Maybe having Margaret put in a good word for her with her son was not such a bad idea. Francesca had known about the financial strain, but not the extent. She should have seen the situation coming months earlier, with lunches all but dead, and dinner services erratic.

      Walking over to the front windows, Francesca thought she might enquire about vacancies at Elio's. She had waited busy restaurants before - well, one, here - and it didn't matter if she took out Italian dishes, or British fare.
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      Kate Marble wanted to cry. Although she was inputting a pre-order for thirty starters, mains and desserts, the large bill wouldn't help much. Her beloved restaurant was gasping her last few breaths.

      The hardest thing about their situation was remembering how Marble's Marvels used to be. On the night of the crash, she and Aidan had seen their thirty tables turn over twice, some three times. So, while she had been behind the bar getting drinks orders ready, and while her husband had been on the line in the kitchen, her son Vinnie was being cut out of his Vauxhall Astra, along with two of his friends. The two in the other car died as well.

      Printing the bill off, Kate saved the tab on the till. Looking at her place now depressed her. With only two tables in use, the amount they made from lunch didn't cover the wages, much less the bills. Kate didn't want to start down the path of closing if she was empty, knowing it was a short step away from shutting her for good. If people couldn't rely on Marble’s to be open when they needed them to be, her customers would go elsewhere.

      Taking her laptop to table thirty, at the far end on the right, Kate sat down, her clipboard in front of her. She and Aidan were expecting a notification of their credit application from The Roderick's Foundation, a small charity offering loans to businesses unable to secure finance from more traditional channels such as banks.

      Lord knew she had attempted securing investment from every bank possible. Every executive she spoke to considered investing in Marble's Marvels a huge risk; they couldn't foresee that miracle she needed happening. One manager suggested they compete with Elio's on two-for-one meal deals, which they tried. It didn't make a dent.

      The biggest problem she had was her husband. Or rather the shell of her husband, who resided in the kitchen, producing average food at best. Since Vinnie died two years earlier almost to the day, Aidan had lost his passion for the job. If they had a full restaurant now, she would be offering free drinks to every table in compensation for their lacklustre experience of dining at Marble's. It was no way to run a business.

      She only wished she could talk to him about it. Before the crash, Aidan was wonderful, a devoted father, loving hubby, magnificent chef, and loyal friend. Kate couldn't have been happier with her choice of partner. They had everything going for them. For fifteen years they owned a successful business that brought in a great income, enough to put Vinnie through private school, and for three family holidays a year. Then there was the house, a five-bedroom palace on the outskirts of Bishops Drake. And the cars. While he drove a top-of-the-line Range Rover, Kate owned a red MG convertible, her baby.

      Their lives so different now, she and Aidan still lived in the same house. Now up to its neck in mortgages, they had to re-mortgage it twice to keep the restaurant afloat. What counted for their savings amounted to a few thousand, which alarmed her. If they didn't come up with a new line of credit soon, she would be forced to close Marble's doors forever, and file for bankruptcy. Kate would do anything to prevent that.

      It wouldn't have been so bad if Aidan talked to her, but he didn't. Her husband bottled his feelings, letting them build up until they exploded, which they had on a couple of occasions since losing Vinnie. She would have left him by now, except that she knew he was a good man, and in spite of his flaws she still loved him so. It was this attitude that had caused most of the other staff to leave, although they would have had to let them go eventually anyway.

      The only thing keeping them together was Aidan's occasional displays of affection. He could be a blank piece of wood for weeks, hardly saying a word, and then one night, he would want sex. Desperate for a bit of normality, Kate would oblige, clinging on to those moments, hoping he might open up, let her in.

      It never happened, though. Aidan couldn't mourn Vinnie's death, it seemed. He never confided in her his true feelings, but Kate didn't need psychic abilities to realise that he carried a lot of guilt over Vinnie’s death. They both did, but she unloaded on her sister. Kate cried often, wondering what would have happened if she and Aidan had let Vinnie quit university? Would he have been in his car at that time?

      Vinnie and Aidan had argued so intensely that afternoon about their son leaving his architects course at the University of Southampton. Kate had joined in, backing her husband; she didn't want to see him throwing it all away over a silly notion to go travelling for a year. "Go abroad after," she'd said. "Take two years out if you need to but finish your degree first."

      Her words were ignored. Aidan and Vinnie kept arguing until she thought her husband would explode. At the height of their row their son flounced out, like he always did when losing an argument. Kate ran after him. Outside, on their driveway, she tried to stop him driving angry, but he closed the Astra door too quickly. "Wait! Don't go like this, Vin, please."

      Those were the last words she said to her son. Why couldn't she have told him she loved him? Still, it could have been worse. Aidan's last words to Vinnie were, "You're a bloody fool, do you know that?"

      Francesca approached the elderly couple's table with the card reader. Kate watched the couple prepare to leave when her waitress apologised for their first meals. She overheard the woman tell Francesca the replacements were fine. Not great, not wonderful, just fine.

      They had eight customers over lunch, and two were unhappy. Kate shook her head. "Unbelievable!" After the couple had left the premises, she beckoned Francesca over. "What was all that about?"

      Her best waitress attempted to cover for Aidan. "Come on, Fran, I heard you apologising over there. Tell me what happened, please."

      "A small complaint, honest, nothing big. The woman complained her shepherd's pie was dry, and the man's chips were overdone."

      Kate's temper rose. "You're kidding me! We're getting chips returned to us now? I don't believe this."

      "They were a bit brown, sure, but there was nothing wrong with them, Kate," Francesca tried to reassure her. "She complained for him; he was happy with them."

      Standing, Kate regarded Francesca. "I appreciate you're covering for my husband, I do, but you shouldn't. He's probably not changed the oil in the fryer. I keep telling him to keep up with the cleaning. You watch, I'll go in there only to find him on his mobile playing some stupid game."

      Why had she let it go on like this for so long? For months he'd neglected his duties, preferring to play games on his phone. Marching into the kitchen, she caught him leaning against the stainless-steel salad counter, phone in hand, thumbs poised in some stupid game, usually Angry Birds. "What's this I hear about two complaints, Aidan?" She stood in front of him, her arms crossed.

      He looked up. "I dealt with them." He went back to his game.

      Grabbing his mobile, Kate's eyes narrowed, her face growing redder by the second. "Those two customers represented twenty-five percent of today's lunch trade; did you know that? We've served eight mains all day, and a quarter of those sent their food back."

      Aidan leaned against the salad bar, his face blank.

      "Well? What have you got to say?"

      He had the ability to make her so mad she wanted to punch something, anything, just to relieve herself of the anger and frustration. He stood in front of her, not caring one bit. "Do you want this place to close?" He shook his head. "So why are we having so many complaints, huh? Talk to me!"

      Aidan walked towards the double sink. "What can I say? She found the pie dry. I made it yesterday; it's been in the fridge overnight. You know how food dries up in there. I prefer my shepherd's pie to be dryer myself. There was nothing wrong with it."

      Kate strolled over to the double deep-fat fryer. "What about the brown chips you sent out?" She inspected the fryers. "When was the last time you changed the oil? It's disgusting in there."

      Meeting her at the fryers, Aidan threw his marigolds at the basins behind him. "Monday. And what's the matter with you anyway? You're acting like we receive complaints every service."

      She stopped staring at the oil. "How can we when we don't have any customers? You chased them all away with your less than average cooking." Her husband walked back to the sink, putting his yellow gloves on. "That sign out front, the one that says, 'Where the Magic Happens,' should be changed to, 'Where the Shit Happens,' because that's how you're running this kitchen now."

      He turned to her, a yellow finger pointing at her. "Oh, it's my average cooking, is it? Rather than customers coming in to find you with a long face every day. If I were greeted at the door by you, I think I’d turn on round and go across the road to Elio's as well."

      How dare he? Kate was the strong one in this relationship; at least that was what her sister kept telling her. "Me? I’ve done all I can to build this place back up again. I couldn't have put more effort in if I tried."

      Francesca burst through the double hinged door. "Will you two stop fighting, please. It's not helping any, is it? We need to bring this place back before it's too late. Now, stop blaming each other, and don your thinking caps, will you?"

      After receiving Francesca's mouthful, Kate stared at the dirty floor. "What's that?" She pointed at the red, grease proof lino. "It's filthy, Aidan. Look at it. No wonder we've only got a hygiene rating of three from the FSA."

      "Don't even try and bring that up." He turned the hot tap off, placing plates in the soapy water. "You know as well as I do my kitchen got passed last time. It was the building's structural integrity that brought our stars down. If customers research us, they'll find my food hygiene in here is impeccable. Go ahead, honey, check my day dotting, temperature charts, the works. It's all there, look at the logs."

      Kate couldn't argue with him. The important stuff he was fanatical about; her husband did everything the way it should be done. There was no chance of any of their customers getting poisoned from Marble's food, Aidan personally probed every piece of meat he sent out. If it wasn't at seventy-five degrees or higher, it didn't go. "It's fine, I believe you. Please clean this floor, though. It is disgusting."

      "Yes, boss." He saluted her.

      Back out in the restaurant, Kate thanked the table of six suits. She picked up the remainder of their plates and carried them through to the kitchen, where Aidan took them from her, sinking them in hot bubbly water. "I wish Roderick's would contact us. I'm sick of all this waiting."
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      Aidan Marble muttered to himself when his wife left him washing up the eight plates and four cups. Who the hell did she think she was? Ordering him about like he was her lackey. They were partners, and if he wanted to, he could be brutally honest.

      The majority of the capital they put into the restaurant came from his parents, not hers. If anything, it made Marble's Marvels more his, especially given that he cooked the food, without which there wouldn't even be a business. She drove him mental sometimes.

      Looking around his once magnificent kitchen, Aidan wanted it to go back to the way it was before the crash, with his teams running around, trying to get their starters, mains or desserts out, nearly bumping into each other in the process. Not many people knew how much blood, sweat and tears went into keeping a busy kitchen.

      He took pride in knowing that in all seventeen years, fifteen of which were successful, not one customer had ever waited for over thirty minutes for their meals. Nowadays, he scoffed at pub owners giving warnings of more than forty-five minutes wait on service when the building was all but empty.

      Back when he had staff to manage, Aidan split his team into three. He had two chefs on starters, three including himself on Mains, and a further two on desserts. When the starter and dessert teams ran out of orders, they helped with the mains. He found this system worked better than giving each member of staff a specific section, although it did add to near accidents.

      Behind the line, Aidan started wiping the steel surfaces, spraying them with cleaner, because contrary to Kate's assertion, he took health and hygiene seriously, as he should. When the Food Standards Agency inspected his kitchen, they had not brought up one area of concern. All issues were to do with the building's upkeep, and their landlords were responsible for that.

      His mobile buzzed in his blue and white checked trouser pocket. Checking it, an email appeared from Roderick's Foundation, the charity they applied to for a medium sized loan. He and Kate spent days filling out the relevant forms.

      "Oh no!" He hung his head at the words, 'We regret to inform you.' That was it, over. There was no more money coming their way. He slammed his phone down, the steel making a loud metallic echo.

      Kate was going to be devastated; she had scoured the internet for loan opportunities, having visited numerous bank managers, all to no avail. The Roderick's Foundation counted as their last chance at breathing life into Marble's Marvels.

      He couldn't tell Kate, not yet. Aidan had to wrestle with the idea himself first. Squatting, he wiped the front of the salad bar down, making it spotless for tonight's service, such as it was. Four tables, twenty customers in total, all staggered.

      Unable to put it off any longer, he picked up his phone and strolled out to the restaurant to find Kate at table thirty. Pulling out a chair opposite her, he sat down, placing the mobile with the email open in front of her. "This came through just now."

      After reading it, Kate put it back down, her elbows on the wood, her fingers massaging her temples. "So that's it? We're done? We don't have any more money?"

      "It looks that way, unless you found somewhere else to apply?" He would do anything to take away Kate's look of desperation. She shook her head. "We've still got enough in the bank for a few months, haven-"

      "One month, tops." She stared at the wood. Kate looked up, regarding him for a second. "Well, that's that. The last resort it is then. You need to suck it up, pick up that phone and ask your parents for help."

      "I'm going to be off now, Kate," Francesca said from across the restaurant. "I'll see you both this evening." She waved, walked to the front door, and left.

      Aidan stood, staring at his wife. "Forget it! I'm not asking him for a penny." His wife knew how he felt about begging his parents for financial assistance in his business. "You don't want dad as a silent partner, trust me."

      "No, you're right, I don't, but these are desperate times." Kate stood; her eyes unblinking. "We have a few thousand left in our account. We need a cash injection if we're going to keep her doors open." Her eyes softened. "Please, love, for me?"

      Ordinarily, he would do anything for Kate. "I can't. I won't. He'll want a percentage, like Alan Sugar on steroids. If we accept more money from him, he'll be interfering and causing mayhem before you can say, 'Bill, please.' I would rather close than have dad as a partner. And you know this. Why are you asking?"

      "Because I'm desperate here, Aidan, that's why." Her voice wobbled. Wiping her welling eyes, her chin crumpling, Kate stared at the wood again. "I don't want to lose her." She looked up at him. "This place is all we have left of-"

      He put his hand out, squeezed her arm. "Alright, I'll phone him. Please don't say it." His wife was about to say this restaurant was the only thing they had left of their life before the crash. Before Vinnie died. If they lost this place, it would be like losing him for a second time. And he would do anything to not let that happen. "I'll phone him later. But don't be expecting miracles; he's still an arsehole. And if he accepts, don't come running to me when he starts meddling in this place. Agreed?"

      Kate nodded, wiping her face. "Agreed. Thank you!"

      Aidan smiled. "Anytime."

      "What about now?" Kate stared at him, awaiting his reply.

      "What about now, what?" He tried to seem confused.

      "What about ringing your dad now? We really need this money, love. Without it, we're finished; we'll be closing her doors by the end of February at this rate."

      Aidan took out his mobile, put the phone to his ear, and pretended to call his old man. "It's going through to his answerphone," he mouthed to her. "Yeah, dad, hi, it's me. Long time no speak. Erm, listen, I need to talk to you about something important. Could you give me a call back when you get this? Thanks."

      "Oh, thank you for doing this," she said after he hung up. "I know you don't want to involve your parents, but we need them." She kissed him on his cheek.

      "You're welcome!" He slipped his phone in his pocket, guilt rising at lying to her. She would be on his case from now on. 'Has he called yet?' She would pester him until he relented. Now all he had to do was pretend to have a row with his dad, and that would be the end of it. Aidan would prefer to close the restaurant than have him sticking his oar in.

      While he pretended to be in communication with his dad, Aidan started looking into possible revenue streams himself. Instead of playing Angry Birds during service, he would put the time to good use. There had to be more small charities out there like Roderick's.

      After wiping the surfaces and mopping the floor, he went into the restaurant, waiting for Kate to finish the paperwork. After five minutes, he stood when she picked up her laptop. "Are you ready?"

      At five to three, Aidan let his wife out of the restaurant, stepped outside. He closed the front door behind him and locked it. "Let's go home!"

      Their Range Rover was parked behind the restaurant, but to get there they had to walk past four shops. A florist, Flo's Flowers, run by the charming Florence; an actual greengrocer that every resident of Bishops Drake bought from - it was the hub of the community and the owner, Albert, was also vice mayor of the village. Next to the grocers was a little convenience store with a tiny post office, and lastly a small model shop.

      He and Kate said good afternoon to a couple of residents as they walked past.

      It made him sad to think of how Bishops Drake used to be before the crash. They'd talked to everyone. It split their home in two; there were those on his side, who believed his Vinnie was killed by a drink driver; then there were those who somehow suspected his son steered into the wrong side of the road, causing the fatal collision.

      The father of the lad who crashed into Vinnie, Christian 'Chris' Ashcroft went around telling the locals that Vinnie went into his son. Aidan had nearly punched Chris in the King's Head for that slur. Ashcroft's son, Liam had been found to be over the legal drink driving limit.

      Up ahead was the village church, an imposing figure that sat judging everyone. Aidan had not been to a service for over a year.
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      Elio Cappelli caught Aidan and Kate locking up. While his rivals across the road hosted for a measly eight diners, his restaurant had all twenty-five tables taken, a huge ninety-six diners leaving satisfied, with full bellies.

      "How is that place still going? They only had eight customers all lunch," Martin, his assistant manager said behind him. "We're creaming them."

      "Don't gloat, Martin. Don't forget how we got this busy." Elio turned away from the window. "I wouldn't wish that on my worst enemy. And Aidan and Kate are far from that." Martin nodded an apology.

      Martin had worked for him for long enough to remember Marble's Marvels for the beast it once was, catering for a hundred to a hundred and fifty guests, depending on the night of the week. Aidan had that kitchen running so smoothly, Elio often wondered how he did it. Cooking fresh from scratch at that capacity was no mean feat. His team had trouble keeping up with pre-cooked produce. "Let's clean up thi

      s place."

      The restaurant looked like someone had thrown a grenade in it, with every table littered with plates, bowls, cutlery, and glasses. It would take his six waiters half an hour to clear away, moving around the remaining stragglers, who were finishing off their coffees and digestifs.

      While he helped stack dishes from one table, he remembered how difficult setting up Elio's was four years earlier. His rival had such a huge reputation for providing home cooked British food that diners flocked from surrounding villages and towns.

      As he carried the plates to the kitchen, he recalled days when his restaurant only catered for eight customers at lunchtimes. They were dull, scary times, when he wondered if he had done the right thing opening across the road from such a well-established business, where all the locals knew and liked the owners.

      Aidan and Kate had been gracious when he opened the doors, offering help where it was needed. So confident were they of their business' success that they could afford some humility. Elio had taken them up on their offer, sometimes popping over there to ask for produce his chefs had run out of or needing change. They accommodated him as much as they could.

      Those first two years were the toughest, most gruelling of Elio's life, the constant worry of never knowing from one month to the next if his restaurant would turnover enough capital to pay the mortgage. Luckily, he always found a way. Elio put his hair loss down to stress caused by this place, even though every male in his family had lost their hair. Hereditary factors didn't even come into it; it was the restaurant's fault.

      The transformation happened shortly after the crash. Elio had lived above the restaurant for two years by this point and knew some of the locals. Vinnie's collision split the village apart, creating a crack dividing the two halves. It proved fortunate for Elio's, as Christian Ashcroft, the father of the drink driver boycotted Marble's Marvels, taking his friends with him, setting up in Elio's. Almost overnight, he had half the locals eating his food. Elio had befriended Chris Ashcroft.

      It was a hard time to live in Bishops Drake. Being friendly with Chris meant he had to be careful not to be seen talking to Aidan and Kate. That was the hardest part; he liked his rivals. They were good, decent people.

      The division between the Ashcrofts and Marbles went further than the restaurants. The two pubs in town took sides as well. The King's Head, owned by Aidan's best friend, threw out Ashcroft and his lot. The Red Lion's owner - a good mate of Ashcroft's - barred Aidan and Kate in response.

      While Elio hated the conflict, the wound-up energy, he began making some decent money, the restaurant coming into its own, competing with Marble's Marvels.

      After the funerals, he started receiving diners from across the road, locals loyal to the Marbles, who informed him that standards had dropped considerably over there. They told him that Aidan was falling to pieces, that the business was flailing.

      At around the time of the first anniversary, Aidan and Ashcroft almost came to blows in the King's Head. When villagers saw Aidan cracking up, they started eating at Elio's, leaving Marble's Marvels to its self-pity.

      Aidan Marble managed to alienate a significant portion of the village with his attitude, which only went to help Elio. He hated seeing his rival in pain, but every outburst brought with it more customers for his restaurant. Aidan was chasing them in.

      Placing the stack of plates next to the sink, where the pot wash tried keeping up, Elio went back out to pick up more. They had a huge night ahead of them: a party of thirty-five and a booking of twelve, plus numerous other reservations. Wednesdays could be up and down. Some were frantic, others quiet; there was no reason for it.

      At fifty-six, Elio tried to do less of the physical work these days, opting to manage the restaurant from behind the bar, or in front of the line in the kitchen. He left the heavy lifting to his staff, most of whom were Bishops Drake residents.

      "I'll take those, Elio," his assistant manager said, picking up another stack.

      It was sweet, Martin looked out for him like that. "Thanks. I'll bring the cutlery in." He didn't need to help. Elio should be counting the tills, making sure the float was ready for dinner service. The rest of the staff could set up tables for the evening. True to his word, he carried the silverware to the kitchen.

      Behind the bar, he did a till read, ripping the paper, and checking the day's takings so far. Just shy of fifteen hundred was excellent for a lunch service. Elio thought of the profit margins, which were considerable for food, but not the drink.

      Feeling a siesta coming on, he sat back in his office chair upstairs on the first floor, stretched and yawned. His wife would have loved how much money the restaurant took now, had she stuck around long enough to find out. Bitch! He was in this for himself, his baby, his beloved eatery was all he had.
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      Francesca Darby walked along Kings Road towards her gorgeous cottage, its white walls a shining beacon, even with the grey, dreary clouds overhead. It was small, with two bedrooms, a lounge, kitchen, and bathroom, but it had a big plot of land around it, which she and her husband, Paul planned to extend on.

      Reaching her drive, the first thing she noted was Paul's car missing.

      Curious, she tried shrugging it off, knowing that sometimes he liked taking long drives away from the house. Working from home had its pitfalls. She enjoyed going for long walks herself. Being so close to acres of fields at the back of her house helped.

      Upon opening the front door, the coat hooks seemed emptier than usual. "Strange."

      Two of Paul's jackets were missing.

      Closing the door, she told herself that he might be dropping them off at the launderette; they had not been cleaned in months.

      When she left him at his desk earlier in the morning, Francesca had kissed him goodbye as she did every day.

      Taking off her coat, she hung it up. Cold outside, she shivered in the warmth of the cottage, thinking she might put the gas log fire on. She had three hours before she was due back at Marble's.

      In the lounge, her attention focused on Paul's armchair, or rather the book cabinet next to it. Her husband used it to store DVDs. The shelves were bare. "What the-" She marched over to it, noticing only her movies remained.

      Francesca scratched her head, trying to put the pieces together in her head. What would Paul do with his collection of gory and brutal movies? Would he have taken them to a charity shop? Sold them to a store? What? And what about his coats?

      Struggling to focus, she trudged upstairs to their bedroom. She gasped when she saw his bedside cabinet had been emptied. His pants, socks, T shirts and jumpers were all gone, the only thing left were empty drawers. "No! You bastard!"

      Forcing tears back, she checked the rest of the house.

      In the bathroom, his toothbrush and toiletries were gone, along with his guitars and amp from the spare room. All that remained in the house was hers.

      Pacing her lounge, Francesca wondered what she'd done, trying to piece together any evidence he might have left regarding his disappearance.

      In the kitchen, she found a white envelope on the work surface with her name written on it. Not wanting to, she picked it up, ripping the sealed flap open, and taking out the A4 plain paper.

      Reading his words again, drawing it out, poring over every syllable, she couldn't match them up with his actions. It said, in his handwriting, that he had met someone new, someone he had a lot in common with. "But we have lots in common." Her hands shook.

      None of it made sense. She read about how they had been in a rut for over a year. He blamed her for not getting pregnant, suggesting they would still be together had she borne him a child, like that would have changed everything.

      Every word he wrote stung. Francesca had herself checked out after failing to conceive. Paul knew it wasn’t her fault, but he had been too afraid to have himself tested.

      For two years they tried to conceive a child, two whole years. In the end he blamed her for it, saying she was barren. He apologised almost straight away, although the insult stayed with her for months after. To show him she wasn't 'barren', Francesca took herself off to see the doctor.

      After a trip to the hospital for tests via a referral from her G.P, Francesca showed them to Paul. His reaction annoyed her; he shrugged it off, like he didn't care. His sperm count was the problem, not her being 'barren', and he couldn't bring himself to acknowledge it.

      "Bastard!"

      Standing by the kitchen counter, she wondered if maybe that was when he began the affair? Paul started being nice. His attitude had improved, too. Sex after that became more recreational, rather than at the desired times of her menstrual cycle. It all fit together now she was in full receipt of the facts.

      "You utter bastard!" Her hands were fists.

      The doorbell rang.

      Francesca glanced at the clock on the wall: 15:30. With Paul's declaration, she completely forgot about Declan bringing over the wardrobe. "Shoot!"

      She bashed the counter with her right fist, wanting nothing more than to open the cupboards and throw the contents of china plates on to the lino; she wanted to smash them to pieces, to hear the noise of them breaking. Paul's mum bought them as a wedding gift. Bitch!

      The doorbell rang again.

      She organised for Declan to deliver her wardrobe; she couldn't pretend to be out. He worked hard making her teak furniture. Every piece she now had in the house was hand-carved by Declan, the wardrobe being the final bit.

      "I'm coming."

      Francesca raced to the front door, trying to keep tears at bay, which seemed impossible.

      Opening it, Declan's smile had the opposite effect on her than intended. Francesca's throat strangled the words she tried to relay.

      "Fran? What's wrong?" He stepped forward, wrapping his muscular arms around her. "Let it out, honey. Let it out."

      After burying her face in his neck, Francesca sobbed, still trying to comprehend the fact that her husband had left her all alone in the cottage. Declan's embrace was comforting and welcome. Between sobs she heard him quietly order his helper to go back to the truck and wait for him.

      "Let's get you inside." Declan helped her into the lounge, easing her on to the sofa.

      Sat on the comfy cushions, Declan joined Francesca, his arm around her, as she leaned on him, her cheek on his shoulder. "Thank you," she sniffled.

      "Do you want to tell me what's wrong? I'm a great listener."

      "Paul's gone," she informed him between sobs. "He's packed up all his gear and left me for some woman he's met." She found it difficult to see through the tears. "He waited until I went to work, then got his stuff together. He wrote me a note in the kitchen."

      Declan stroked her arm. "What did it say?" His voice was quiet, deliberate. "Sorry! I shouldn't pry. You don't have to answer that."

      She stared up at him, through teary eyes. "He's had enough of me, that's what it said." Her words were loaded with scorn. "Paul's found another woman, someone he has lots in common with." She sobbed again. "And I thought we had loads of things we liked doing together."

      "What a bastard!" Declan put his hand over his mouth. "Oh Fran, I'm sorry! I shouldn't have said that. It's not my place to judge."

      Francesca sat up, wiped her face. "No, you're right. There’s no need to apologise for calling him on it. He is. And a total one at that."

      An uncomfortable silence wedged itself between them.

      She had known Declan since primary school. They had been friends all the way through secondary and college, neither having moved from Bishops Drake. Or rather Declan came back after moving to London for a few years.

      He returned three years earlier to look after the family business when his father died. If she were honest with herself, Francesca was relieved when he took on his parents' farm, opting to turn the barn into his new carpentry company.

      Scratching his head, awkward, Declan stood. "Right, I really should bring this wardrobe inside now, Fran. Are you going to be okay here by yourself?"

      Francesca rose. "Sure, the wardrobe. I almost forgot." After wiping her face with a tissue from her pocket, she walked with him to the front door, not answering his question on purpose.

      While the boys were doing the heavy lifting, Francesca went to the bathroom to make herself more presentable. When she came out, Declan was walking upstairs backwards, trying to carry most of the weight himself, his helper a tall, lanky teenager. "Careful!"

      "It's alright, I know what I'm doing."

      Knowing she’d overstepped, Francesca stood back, letting the boys heave it through to her bedroom. Everything would change now. This was her house, her wardrobe. How would she get used to saying 'hers' instead of 'ours'? It took her months to learn to say 'ours' when she agreed for Paul to move in. "Thanks, both of you. I appreciate this."

      Declan asked where she wanted it. Francesca told him, and her saviour offered to take the existing wardrobe away and chop it up for leftover wood. He was her hero, twice.
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      Kate opened the front door to the restaurant, letting Aidan in before closing and locking it again. Having rushed their own dinner of macaroni and cheese, she wanted time to sit and let it rest, but she had to open for their first customers, who were due at half-six.

      Being a Thursday night, anything could happen; they might only have their reserved diners, or a big group might descend on them.

      Benjamin Babcock, an eighteen-year-old local lad was starting at six, helping set up the kitchen with Aidan. From Thursday onwards each week, Kate liked to have two out front and two in the kitchen. The reason they taught Ben waiting was so that he could help out front when the kitchen rush ended.

      "I'll get started in the kitchen," her husband said, carrying his chef whites.

      "You won't forget, will you?" She knew pestering him might annoy him but securing capital for this place was always at the forefront of her mind.

      Aidan turned to her. "Forget what?"

      When he failed to smile, Kate tutted. "To try your dad again. Do I have to do everything? Phone him now, will you? We need that money, love."

      “I knew that." He grinned, taking his mobile out of his jeans pocket. "I'll phone him now, but don't get your hopes up."

      "Thank you!" She called after him, as he put the mobile to his ear. "Be nice to him, or he won't want to help."

      Kate didn't want to rely on Aidan's difficult dad, yet she had no choice. Over the past six months she had exhausted every avenue of cashflow she could think of. Banks, building societies. Online it was a minefield, full of them. The problem: most of them wanted interest in the thousands of percent. Kate had no intention of getting in bed with a loan shark.

      Having received the email from Roderick's Foundation earlier, Kate was far less hopeful of the restaurant's doors remaining open past next month. She crossed her fingers walking behind the bar.

      After switching the till on, she heard voices outside. Looking up at the clock on the wall, it was ten to six. They increased in volume. Laughter. The glass in the door rattled. "Benjamin! What are you doing?"

      She couldn't see them, but Kate could hear their taunting. Every so often the local teenagers liked to gang together and bully Benjamin. He knocked on the window, scared. With the keys in hand, she rushed over and unlocked the door.

      Four young lads in their late teens stood leering at her.

      "Leave him alone, you nasty yobs. Go on! And don't think I don't know who you are, Finlay Ealing. If your mum and dad find out you're a bully-"

      They turned and walked away, grumbling. "We'll see you later, Babcock."

      Three of them laughed at Ealing's use of the word 'cock'.

      "Grow up, the lot of you," she barked after them, closing the door and locking it again. "Lovely bunch of boys you hang out with, Benjamin."

      The slight, effeminate Benjamin leaned against a chair. "They're not my friends, Mrs Marble. They were in my class at school, but I don't like them."

      "I know they're not your mates. Are you okay? You're shaking. Would you like a drink of water before you start?" He shook his head. "Very well! Aidan's in the kitchen waiting for you."

      Kate had a soft spot for Ben, who preferred his long name, Benjamin. He was at the awkward age of eighteen and gay. He told her in confidence once that he longed to tell his parents of his sexuality, but he couldn't tell his tyrant dad, or break his mum's heart.

      Such a lovely boy, she thought, watching him walk away. "Wait!" She ran and caught up with him, arriving at the kitchen door. As soon as it opened, Aidan turned away, the phone against his ear.

      "Look, I need this, Dad," he said, his voice stern yet pleading. "You don't know what this place means to me, or Kate. Please, won't you at least think about it?" He took the mobile away from his face. "Using you? I'm asking you for a favour. And I told you just now we'll give you a percentage of the profits and pay you back eventually." He stared at her while he spoke. "Yeah? If that's the way you feel, fine. No, I just said, don't bother, I'm not interested." He hung up by jabbing a finger at the screen.

      Kate didn't need to be psychic. "That went well."

      "I don't know what you expected." Aidan walked over to the stand-up fridge, opening the door, and taking out a tray of small dishes. "He thinks I'm using him, and he's right, isn't he? I haven’t spoken to him in months, and I ring him up one day asking him for money. He's old; he's not stupid."

      "I know he's not stupid. I guess I thought I would never see the day when your dad saw one of you go without, that's all. I thought he would always help, no matter what."

      Benjamin stood next to her in the doorway. "What's going on? Is this place closing? Please don't tell me that; I love this job."

      Kate squeezed his shoulder. "I hate to say this, but it's a possibility. If we don't get a cash injection soon, those doors will be closing. So, Benjamin, if you want to help, tell your friends at those clubs you go to about this place, tell them to book a table, or something, we need lots of bums in seats if she's going to survive."

      Aidan walked over to her. "You never know, mum might talk dad round. I'll call her separately. How's that? See if I can't persuade her to help."

      Relief poured out of her in that moment. Aidan's mum would help. If there were ever a mother devoted to her children, Celia Marble was that woman. "Would you do that?" When he nodded, she smiled, stroking his cheek.

      Walking back to the bar, Kate made a mental note to keep on at him to phone Celia, when a knock at the door made her jump. Francesca stood outside. By the look of her red eyes, Kate could tell she'd been crying. "Fran, honey, what's wrong?"

      Her waitress stepped inside. "Oh, damn it! I said I wouldn't cry." She walked with purpose over to the bar, went behind and picked up a pint glass.

      "What's he done now?" Guaranteed it would be something to do with Paul, her shit of a husband, who blamed poor Francesca for not conceiving a child. Francesca looked awful, with red puffy eyes.

      "He left me," Francesca answered with a sardonic laugh. "For a younger model he has more in common with." She poured water from the sink behind the bar into her glass, took a big swallow. "He waited until I was here this morning to pack his things. Now all I have is the house, and my car."

      Kate wished she could act more surprised. Having never warmed to Paul Darby, she always imagined him flirting with whichever lady fell for his good-looking charm. "I'm so sorry, Fran," she said, taking her employee into an embrace.

      "He blamed me for not getting pregnant," her waitress wailed. "And this whole time it was his fault, his low sperm count. When I told him the doctor gave me the all-clear, he just shrugged, like it was nothing."

      Breaking the embrace, Kate glanced at the clock: opening time. "Listen, I would love to talk this through with you, honey, but I need to open up. Are you staying tonight? If not, I'll muddle through. Benjamin can help me out front."

      Francesca stood up straight, wiped her eyes with a tissue from her handbag. "No, I'm fine. I'm strong. He's not going to affect me, not this time. I've cried enough over him." She took out a compact, checked her face in it. "Oh, I look awful. Give me five minutes to sort myself out, and I'll be right with you."

      With a sigh, Kate walked to the front doors, bent over to unlock the bottom bolt, then reached up for the top lock. She smiled at her first guests, who were stood outside waiting. "Mr and Mrs Spencer, good evening." They were well-to-do, so she adopted her Queen's best accent. "Please, come in. Make yourselves comfortable."

      They weren't part of the two bookings they had in the diary. Marble's Marvels needed walk-ins like these, only lots more of them.
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