
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_8574cdbda4630b09477d7b676be83e8f_YnCVlC_html_7c95efe3.jpg]

 



[image: tmp_8574cdbda4630b09477d7b676be83e8f_YnCVlC_html_6bd667c.png]

Published
by EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING ® at
Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


 


Copyright© 2020 Raven McAllan

 


 


ISBN: 978-0-3695-0276-6

 


Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

 


Editor: Audrey Bobak

 


 


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

 




WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or
distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this
book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without
written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied
in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and
places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, locales,
organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

 



 


 


 


 


DEDICATION

 


To Leslie, I hope you approve of your namesake and
enjoy her story.

 


To Paul for always supporting me—and passing the
wine.

 


To the RavDor Chicks for their support and help.

 


To the memory of the late Doris O'Connor for telling
me, I can achieve whatever I want and just get on with it.

 



 


 


 


 


CHRISTMAS CAKE AND MISTLETOE KISSES

 


 


Raven
McAllan

 


Copyright © 2020

 


[image: tmp_8574cdbda4630b09477d7b676be83e8f_YnCVlC_html_m2f557912.png]




Chapter
One

 


The run-up
to Christmas should be fun, Leslie thought. A sprinkle of snow
would be fine, but not too much of course. Enough for a snowman—or
woman—dotted here and there. A few snowball fights with a hot bod
and hot chocolate after. Maybe some hot kisses to finish off with a
promise of … of more?

A little gusty
wind was okay but not so strong as to break the rows of colored
lights strung from the lampposts. Nor the ornaments on the
Christmas tree next to where the maypole stood at the appropriate
time of the year, and where the primary school children entertained
everyone, at every opportunity.

Just enough to
create a good Christmas scenario—and spirit.

Preferably
with the snow pristine until after New Year’s Eve, when it would
melt overnight, disappear, and not leave a muddy, slushy mess that
got tracked into every house for miles around.

She could
dream, couldn’t she?

Sadly, Leslie
knew fine well it was not to be. Something or someone would always
spoil the magic.

Ice, slippery
pavements, and not enough grit. Snow drifts, kids’ slides, and
grumpy people. Broken ankles, sprained wrists, and someone ready to
sue. Stupid blokes who forgot to get their wife, girlfriend, or
significant other a present and expected her to conjure one up five
minutes before closing on Christmas Eve and gave her a mouthful
when she couldn’t.

Welcome to the
holiday spirit.

The arsy males
she could ignore, the state of the weather, she couldn’t. It was
the story of everyone’s life around her village, and it was
worrying. Leslie wanted people to be able to get out and about
without fear to life and limb, or the thought of losing their
life’s savings through something or another.

And wanted
them to shop of course—but not at five minutes to closing on
Christmas Eve and call her a bloody unhelpful bugger, or worse,
when she couldn’t. Buy goods, treats, everyday items and jazz them
up. Go crazy on glue and confetti-type stars. Enjoy themselves.
With time to spare.

Glittery
paper, tooting trumpets, iridescent bows…

Carols on the
radio, the silver band playing on the green, with the primary
school pupils singing—probably out of tune or with mildly rude
words that made them giggle. Leslie could well remember her
pre-teen self, sniggering to “We three kings of Orient are, one in
a taxi, one in a car” … and “Jingle bells, Batman smells.” Great
hilarity from the kids, and mock severity from the adults.

Who loved it
as it reminded them of their younger selves.

Then, the
pantomime where Mrs. Gregory’s donkey wouldn’t behave and poop on
the stage. Of course, someone would slip in it and at least three
of the children would cry, sit down and refuse to get up, or shout,
“I need a wee,” or “Pooh, that stinks,” halfway through their
performance.

All good fun
and without which, Christmas just wouldn’t be Christmas.

Or so she
thought.

Leslie O’Brien
was a fan of all things Christmas, and that wasn’t Xmas either, it
was Christmas all the way.

All things,
except one. That one involved a ring, a man, and doing something
out of sympathy for someone else, which she’d thought about a few
minutes earlier. It was a wonder it hadn’t soured Christmas.

However,
cheery customers in her bakery enjoying their free glass of coffee,
water, sherry, or eggnog and mince pie or chocolate log, she
enjoyed. Glad of the chance to perch on a high stool, have a chat
and review their shopping lists while surreptitiously toeing off
their shoes for a bit, they were wanted, welcomed, and looked
after.

Perfectly
wrapped parcels under the tree, the pantry stocked with the
non-perishables and the fridge with the rest of the food needed to
feed yourself—or a family of four for a fortnight, even though most
shops were only closed for a day or two at the most.

The turkey or
nut roast ordered and everyone smiling and happy.

Peace on earth
and goodwill to all men. Except one and she wasn’t going to think
of him.

And women.
Especially women when they seemed to bring their woe is me,
how the hell, give me a break attitude in every day.
And beg for a cake or three, which would be eaten before they got
home. Partake of a sneaky drink and another cake and depart
happy.

Or so she
hoped.

All this while
she baked and cooked and sold her gluten-free goods, soups, and
pastries, and checked off the orders as they were collected. Made
enough money to give Sue, her assistant, a salary increase, pay a
bit extra on her mortgage, and buy the new settee she had her eye
on.

If only…

The dream
faded and Leslie faced reality.

Firstly, it
was windy and raining. Increasing gusts rattled the door and
raindrops splattered the windows. Snow was forecast, with an amber
weather warning repeated at regular intervals for the whole of the
area with lots of do not travel unless necessary bulletins
all delivered in a stern, we know best manner.

Enough to make
any small shopkeeper weep, without anything else to contend
with.

Of course,
there were other things.

As in, she’d
been on her feet since six in the morning and was wilting.

She’d cut her
finger, and the blue Band-Aid reminded her how stupid she’d been.
She was parched and wanted a hot cup of tea, not a cold one, and
she had almost run out of paper bags.

Plus, it
seemed she had a problem.

In the shape
of one very hot-as-Hades, bloody angry,
steam-coming-out-of-his-ears—metaphorically—male who was accusing
her of lying.

That was all
she needed. The first personable man she’d met in ages who wasn’t
attached—as far as she knew—to one of her friends, and he looked at
her as if she was something which had crawled out of a pile of
shit.

That wasn’t
something she would take without a fight.

“Look,” Leslie
said as she tried to speak calmly. She guessed she wasn’t really
succeeding. To be accused of lying was enough to rouse her normally
placid temper to boiling point. She was the sort of person who
would keep quiet rather than add to a row. Divert tempers, try to
calm things down.

Act the
peacemaker.

If she found a
pound coin in the street, she would hand it to the local charity
rather than keep it. The day she found a gold ring, it went to the
police station. Another time, she phoned someone when she found
they had left their purchases on the counter. Honest was her middle
name.

This was like
a red rag to a bull. He might look hot, but apart from his
temper—mega-hot—she couldn’t see what benefits it gave him. In
fact, in that situation, the hot was negative.

Could she
throw some water over him?

Perhaps
not.

“I do not have
an order for a Mrs. Galvin,” she said as evenly as she could. “In
fact, I’ve checked and I’ve never had an order from anyone with
that name. Sorry.” She tried a pacifying smile. It did no good
whatsoever. He remained poker-faced, hard-eyed, and evidently
unforgiving.

“Check,” he
said.

“Look, I’ve
checked and I have no such thing. Are you sure it was here?” she
asked in a gentle, soothing voice. “We only do gluten-free
stuff.”

“No, you look,
Miss … Ms. … whatever, my mother does not damn well lie.” He
slammed his hands down on the counter, making three mince pies and
a chocolate log bounce around in the attached cabinet. Then he
stared at them as if they were aliens and gave his full attention
to her once more. “Of course, I bloody know your food is
gluten-free. Do you think I’m daft?”

The jury was
out on that point. She better not answer.

“Lord, woman,
it’s why she chose you,” the guy said in an exasperated manner.
“Why not admit you forgot to write her order down, give me a
Christmas cake, and let me get home before this sodding rain means
I need an amphibious vehicle.”

Leslie’s
normally slow-to-rouse temper spiked in a way she had never
experienced before. Rapidly, and it seemed with no limits.

Scary.

“I, Mr.
Whoever You Are,” she said in a much more even tone than she would
have thought possible, “I, do not lie either. Where’s the copy of
the order? Where’s the confirmation with the date it is to be
collected? Where, in fact…” She pointed her finger at him. “Is your
fu—flipping proof?”

Bloody
up-themselves men … nearly made me break my
no-F-word-at-work rule. She made a conscious effort to cool
down and not let her temper get the better of her. Leslie wasn’t
easy to rouse, but oh, boy, when she was in a temper, people knew
to duck.

Enraged, she
began to pace behind the counter, which in such a confined space
wasn’t easy. It was three steps either way and a reminder to duck
under the extractor fan and dodge the cheese cabinet. “I am so
bloody fed up of chancers who try to intimidate me and say they did
order, and I am wrong. No, no, and sodding no.” She stopped pacing,
conscious of how he’d followed her progress like a swivel-headed
doll. She pointed at him accusingly. “Listen to me, and listen
well. No order form, no order.”

With one
unpainted nail, she tapped the black leather order book, where the
initial details were. “No exceptions. Not a one. Nil, non, niet,
nada, never. In the run-up to or indeed with regards to any
big occasion, Christmas, Easter, whenever, I only take orders here
in the shop. Nothing, but nothing over the phone. The order is
written down in this book, there and then, even before we do an
order form. The customer gets a copy of the form, I get a copy, and
it goes in the file. Then—”

She realized
her voice had risen and counted to three under her breath. Cool
it. “Then, it is written up electronically, the order form is
annotated, and the customer is emailed as extra insurance. Plus,
when it’s collected, I note that down here and on the customer’s
copy. Without which, they do not get whatever they say they
ordered.”

Overkill
perhaps, but she’d been burned over imaginary orders in the past
and had become wise. “Even if I’ve got a note of it, I need their
confirmation. After all, I can’t remember everyone who comes in
unless it’s a regular who I know. Anyone can say, ‘Oh, I’m so and
so, come for my, or my daughter, brother, the bloke next door’s
wedding cake or hot cross buns.’”

She waved her
order-file box at him. “Orders here, when they are ready here.” She
tapped two full files. “Collected here. Plus, I have a list of
customers’ names and addresses, plus, what they ordered on
my computer, as well as my little black book.”

His lips
twitched and she realized just how that sounded. Leslie chose to
ignore it and his reaction. Except it did show he was almost human.
Only almost.

“I can state
categorically, never a Mrs. Galvin,” she said in clipped tones.
“Unless she’d ordered it in another name, no order made.”

So put that
in your pipe and smoke it, her tone intimated.

His eyes
narrowed, all trace of the man who almost smiled gone as if it had
never been there. “We will see.”

Leslie smiled
sweetly. “We certainly will. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have
customers waiting.” She turned to the fascinated woman behind him.
“Annie, are you here for your cake?”

Annie waved
her order confirmation. “Sure am. And to say I’ll pick my dozen
mini chocolate logs up before you close on Christmas Eve.” She
licked her lips and Leslie laughed.

Curvy, happy
in her own skin, and along with Leslie’s co-worker, Sue, one of her
best friends, Annie was also one of her best customers. “Oh, is it
too late to get some black bun for Hogmanay?’

“Last day to
order it,” Leslie said as she handed an order form over. “I intend
to have at least three or even four days of no cooking over
Christmas. This next week is going to be crazy and I’ll need them.”
She grinned. “Actually, I need a month in the sun, on a beach with
a cocktail or three, and a hot hunk. Sadly, as that is as likely as
me winning the lottery, which I don’t do, I’ll settle for a mad
Christmas Day and then three full days of slothness with a good
book and a bottle of fizz.”

Annie roared
with laughter. “Me too. Shall we start doing the lottery and
putting our ten pences in a jar?” She mimed thinking. “Mind you the
cost of the lottery wouldn’t cover the ten pences, so maybe
not.”

“Sad but
true.” Leslie began to put Annie’s order together. “Don’t forget
I’m shutting at noon on the twenty-fourth. Then I’m going home and
collapsing on the settee with a curry, a G and T, and the latest
Lisa Hall scare-the-pants-off-me book.”

The hot guy,
who had been impatiently tapping his foot on the floor, made a
noise similar to a kettle on the boil. “I’ll be back with your
damned form.” He turned on his heel and left the shop, banging the
door closed behind him. The bell jangled violently as if to endorse
his mood.

“Will he?”
Annie asked in a worried manner. “He looks as if he could be nasty
if he doesn’t get his own way.”

“So could I,”
Leslie said stoutly. “I’ve never heard of a Mrs. Galvin. Have
you?”

Annie tilted
her head to one side as she likely thought about it. “Nope. Only
remotely similar name is Gorgeous Gav, the math teacher at school.”
Annie taught Art. “Campbell Gavin, yes, really, not the other way
round. But he lives near Glasgow, not around here. And that’s not
him, anyway.”

Leslie’s head
spun. Typical Annie and her let’s say fifty words when ten or so
would be sufficient. “Ah right, then that’s one person
eliminated only a few thou to go, and that’s just here and Wester
Carhloch. We’ll soon solve the puzzle.”

Annie snorted.
“Oh, you.”

“Yeah, sorry,
been a tiring day.” Leslie was certain the bags under her eyes had
bags of their own. “Sue had to do an emergency school run, as her
daughter forgot her costume for the play rehearsal, and it’s the
school concert this afternoon. So I told her to take the rest of
the day off as by the time she’d have got back she’d have to go
again. But it’s been nonstop. Thank goodness I can put the closed
sign up in ten minutes. I can hear the gin calling my name.”

Annie put her
bag on the shelf nearby. “You do what you have to do, and I’ll do
what you want me to. I’m on Brownie pick up after their Christmas
party and I don’t need to be at the village hall for half an hour.
Not worth going home. I’d just get time to take my coat off before
I’d have to put it back on again three minutes later. The concert
was great, but I pity Brown Owl. The girls were hyper. Why they
decided to have the Brownie Christmas party and the school concert
on the same day, I have no idea. However, I now have time to help,
so put me to work.”

Which, Leslie
decided an hour or so later, as she soaked in the bath, her Kindle
in a waterproof cover in one hand and a gin and tonic in the other,
was what friends were all about.

Annie had
waved Leslie’s thanks off with a cheery, “No problems, hon. Now, go
and chill, and I’ll face three high-as-kites nine-year-olds who
have overloaded on sugary snacks and fizzy drinks.” She winked. “My
fizzy drink is waiting at home and it’s not cola.”

Leslie ducked
under the foamy water and decided she better get out before she
turned into a prune. Plus, as she liked really hot bath water, it
was, in her opinion, getting cool. Time to replenish her drink and
sort out something to eat.

The problem
with that agenda was that however much she tried, she couldn’t
forget hot, ‘play his cards right and he could have me, any which
way he fancied’, angry man—Mr. Someone Galvin, she assumed—and his
absolute insistence his mother had ordered a cake. What if for once
she’d mislaid the order? It had never happened before, but… She
sighed. Why on earth hadn’t she asked him when it had been ordered?
Asked for an address, or a phone number?

Because she’d
been so incensed at her integrity being called into question, that
was why.

Leslie picked
at her gluten-free lasagne and decided she wasn’t hungry. Or
thirsty. Her second untouched gin and tonic went down the sink, and
she poured herself a glass of water. What a waste of good gin.

Bed and a
peaceful night’s sleep might help. Tomorrow was, as her mum often
said to Leslie’s annoyance, another day. What else could it be?

Two hours
later, she cussed the owl that had taken up residence in a nearby
tree and admitted defeat. As she squinted at the bedside alarm, the
church clock chimed midnight. It was no good, she was going to have
to double-check her order book, files, and laptop, or she’d
toss and turn and think about it. With a sigh loud and forceful
enough to rattle the window blinds, which were already moving from
the gusts of wind that found their way around the edges of the
Victorian sash, she ditched her fluffy jammies and pulled on a pair
of jeans that were more holes than denim, and not designer holes
either. With an old sweatshirt of her brother’s that said
Geographers plan the route, and Uggs, she was dressed enough
to head downstairs. Not that she expected anyone to be peering
through the windows at that time of night, and anyway, they were
covered by blinds. But it didn’t feel right to go downstairs and
through the door to her adjoining shop in PJs that had fluffy
sheep—all black and white except for one red one—over them.

It was a
matter of seconds to grab her order book and files, which lived
under the counter, and head back upstairs. As she turned to lock
the door that separated the shop from her house, the door of the
shop rattled, and someone—or something—banged on it.

Her heart
missed several beats and she stood still. She hadn’t turned the
lights on, as enough light filtered in around the curtains from the
streetlamp outside, so she was fairly sure no shadows showed she
was there.

Even so, who
would be demanding attention at this time of night when it was
evident the shop was shut and in theory no one was around? Whatever
or whoever, Leslie had no intention of finding out. If someone
wanted her, they could wait until the morning. If they intended on
doing something nefarious, the CCTV of the street or the shop alarm
would show that. Leslie had no thoughts of staying around or being
heroic. She closed the door quietly, made sure it was locked and
both it and her front door were bolted, and headed to her bedroom
to look through the window to see what she could discover.

The answer was
nothing out of the norm.

Fat snowflakes
coming down. One tabby cat slinking across the rapidly turning
white village green and disappearing between the chemist and the
post office.

No other
footprints in the pristine snow.

There was
light on in the rectory study where the vicar would no doubt be
writing his sermon. There was no one on the street and no parked
cars other than the normal residents’ ones. Fortunately, nothing
that looked like someone was planning a robbery and a swift
getaway.

But doors
didn’t get banged on by nothing. Therefore, there must have been
something. Not conducive to a good night’s sleep. Leslie thought
about it for a second then peered outside again. A sudden gust of
wind heralded hail or rain, which rattled on the glass. Slowly,
someone’s bin rolled past her house and down the street.

Four seasons
in one again.

Her heartbeat
returned to normal. That seemed a straightforward explanation. Now
she’d go through her orders and hopefully get back to sleep.

Of course, it
wasn’t that simple. As she’d thought, she’d never had an order from
a Mrs. Galvin. The nearest names to it were Halprin, Gaighan, and
Graham. None of which could remotely be mistaken for Galvin, and
who were all known to her, anyway. The lady must have her shops
mixed up.

With the
thought that she’d take no nonsense from Mr. Hot as Hades if he
returned the following day, Leslie turned the light out and hoped
she’d sleep for the four hours left until she needed to get up.

 


She did, but
it was an uneasy sleep interspersed with the weirdest dreams. Of
Mr. Hot riding down the street on a dustbin, wearing a wet suit and
a pair of bunny ears, and banging her door as he went past. Of the
tabby cat who begged for scraps at her back door, slinking through
the letterbox and eating order forms—one of which had to be Mrs.
Galvin’s. And of herself dancing on the counter, singing “I Will
Survive” as Mr. Hot threatened to hit her with a mince pie—not
gluten-free so not even one she’d made, then lifted her down and
they made fast, frenetic love over the counter.

It was no
wonder she woke up heavy-eyed, aroused, and unable to do anything
about it, and not at all inclined to get up.

However, needs
must. Leslie hauled herself upright and went for a warm, not hot
shower to try to get motivated. It was only half successful, but a
large mug of coffee helped. She poured a second drink into an
insulated mug and within half an hour, she was downstairs, contact
lenses ditched in favor of glasses, and getting ready to make her
first batch of Scotch Pancakes. Somewhat enervated by the coffee,
she sang along to “I Wish it Could Be Christmas Every Day” as she
sorted out the ingredients she needed for her pancakes and gave
thanks she’d not put her lenses in. She’d cope with the fogged-up
glasses as she opened the oven door. Her eyes were gritty from lack
of sleep. Fogged specs were better than an eye infection.

Once the
pancakes were done and cooling, her chocolate log mixture ready and
her first batch of pasties in the oven, a very warm and sticky
Leslie—the first hour was always hectic and hot—took a deep breath
and let herself relax a bit. She took off her chef’s jacket, one
with Father Christmases on it, put it on a peg, checked the
time—just shy of eight—and headed for the front of the shop. It was
no good. That bang on the door in the night had been niggling her.
Whether she wanted to or not, she had to open the premises to the
outside world sooner rather than later, even if for no other reason
than before long it would be time to open up the bakery. She’d have
no customers and a lot of surplus stock if she didn’t. Plus, she
wanted to sweep the porch, which due to the wind would no doubt
have rubbish and soggy leaves in it.

Why was it so
difficult to turn the lock, pull up the blind, and open the door?
Did she really think there would be something awful outside? A dead
body slumped against the doorjamb or a sinister note, condemning
her fruit cake for being stodgy?

Grow a pair
and open the door. Am I a woman or a mouse? At that moment,
probably a mouse. Leslie laughed inwardly at herself, gripped the
door, and opened it.

What she
really thought she would find, she had no idea. The cardboard box
tucked into a corner appeared innocuous, except as she looked at
it, it moved and a tiny trickle of liquid began to seep out from
one corner.

Leslie jumped
back as if it was about to bite her. Actually, she thought, she had
no idea if it—whatever it was—could or would be so aggressive. She
considered it for a few seconds then grabbed the broom she’d been
going to use and carefully lifted one of the flaps that covered the
top.

A black nose
appeared above the rim of the cardboard. A whimper and a woof
sounded, and then the head of a tiny puppy showed for a brief
second before it disappeared out of sight again.

Leslie gave a
shaky laugh. At least it wasn’t a baby, which if she were honest,
before the woof, she had feared the contents of the box could
be.

Not that a
puppy would be any less problematical, probably more. A baby would
be whisked away, taken into care, and she’d know that it would be
well-loved and looked after. Oh, she could and would take the puppy
to … to where? She was a bit hazy over whether she should contact
the local vet or the police.

Before she had
time to grab her phone and do an internet search for the answer, a
car drew up and parked outside. In the ten-minutes-only spot, her
nemesis, Mr. Hot as Hades, got out.


Typical. She was hot—in a different way—and bothered. Her
hair stuck to her cheek, as most of it would have escaped its net,
and flour dotted her skin. She’d taken off her chef’s jacket, for
which he would probably say was against health and safety and
threaten to report her.

Well, sod it,
she was a baker, not a fashion model, and it was good sense, and
even better health and hygiene practice not to wear her cooking
cover all outside the catering area. In fact, she thought,
conscious of the tatty jeans she wore, she probably looked a
godawful mess. She’d never be a fashionable anything.

Time to show
she wasn’t always a shrew. “Good morning, Mr. Galvin. How are you
today?” Come to apologize? “What can I do for you?”

He reached
into the pocket of a pair of jeans that were white at the seams and
fitted him like the proverbial glove. She averted her eyes from the
bulge at his groin. It wouldn’t be very professional to be seen
ogling it—or drooling.

“I hope you’re
not going to take that animal inside,” he said. “It’s against
health and hygiene rules.”

“Really?”
Leslie replied sarcastically. “Fancy. I never would have known
that, me running a bakery and everything. What would I do without
someone who knows it all to tell me that?”

He had the
grace to look discomforted for a brief second, however, it appeared
he swiftly got over it and reverted to form. “Here’s your order
from. Where’s the cake?”

Oh, bloody
Nora. “You’d better come inside,” Leslie said, resigned to the
fact that somehow, she’d made a cock-up. “Just give me a second to
take this puppy and his—or her—box elsewhere.”

“Not into the
shop, I hope.” His words oozed disapproval.

Fucking
arsehole. His hot-o-meter went down ten notches. “Well,
duh, I thought I’d have it on the counter,” she said. “We’ve
already covered that. What do you think?” Idiot. All the
saints preserve me from overbearing know-it-alls, hot or not.
“I’m going to take him into the house and ring the vet’s and the
council.”

“Don’t mind
me,” he said in a voice that would cut ice. “I’m only on my way to
work.”

Leslie decided
to take him at his word. “Thank you, shouldn’t be long. Help
yourself to coffee. There’s a pot on the counter and mugs and milk
on the shelf over there.” She waved her hands toward the long
wooden worktop where she put coffee and cookies each day. “Cookies
are fruit and oat or lemon and coconut. Newspaper whatever was
left. They vary it and we have a charity draw to see if anyone
guesses the next day’s and can win a free cake. The cash goes to
the village fund.”

He muttered
something, and Leslie decided not to ask him to clarify what he
said. It could be praise or disapproval, probably the latter.

She nipped
around him to open her house door, went out for the box and puppy,
and returned inside. She was lucky another of her friends worked as
a vet’s assistant, so she knew the phone number.

Five minutes
later, arrangements were made for the puppy to be picked up. Leslie
made him—she’d checked it was a he—comfortable in her kitchen with
the floor covered in the last week’s newspapers, retrieved from the
recycling bin, and an old duvet due to go to the tip. It was the
best she could do.

Maybe her
unwanted non-customer would have got fed up waiting and gone?

Alas, no such
luck. He was propped against the counter, reading the paper, which
she noticed was one of the worst gossip rags, and rolling his eyes
as he sipped out of a mug with Let’s coffee written on the
side. He glanced up as she re-entered.

“I hope you
don’t actually have to pay for this rubbish. ‘My wife thinks she is
a reincarnation of Boadicea,’” he quoted and rolled his eyes. “What
crap.”

“I do hope
so,” Leslie said sweetly. “Though maybe she has a need to think
something like that.”

“Eh?’

“Your wife,”
she said with a grin.

Surprisingly,
he laughed. “Thanks for that. Luckily, I don’t have a wife, related
to Boadicea or not. Now I’m sorry to rush you.” He sounded anything
but. “However, I do need to get into Glasgow as soon as possible,
so could you please look at this order and try to sort it out? My
mum was really worried we might not have a cake. It’s the first
Christmas without my father, and she wants it to be perfect.” He
sighed. “Not that it will be, nothing ever is, but for her peace of
mind, I’m going to do my damnedest to get it as
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