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      To Joyce, who really can sew!

   
      
      Acknowledgements

      

      Heartfelt thanks to everyone who helped bring this book to life. Special thanks to Sonia and all at Sheil Land and to my wonderful
         editor Caroline Hogg at Little, Brown, whose interest in all things ‘crafty’ have helped bring Laura’s Handmade Life to print. Jan Miller and Jennifer Sharpley for patiently teaching me the joys and sorrows of sewing in the first place. Cathy
         Terry and the staff at Carrow House for filling in the gaps. Fashion and textile friends and colleagues for sharing their
         own stories. And finally to my husband and family for letting me get on with my writing.
      

   
      
       

      

      Methinks it is a token of healthy and gentle characteristics, when women of high thoughts and accomplishments love to sew;
            especially as they are never more at home with their own hearts than while so occupied.

      Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun, 1859
      

   
      
      Part 1

      

      

     
      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      

      
      

      
      
         Arrowhead stitch consists of a pair of straight stitches worked at right angles to each other.
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      Keep calm! Keep calm! Breathe deeply!

      
      I open the door to our first guests.

      
      ‘Hello Mrs Stark. So kind of you to invite us,’ our neighbour shouts in my face over the chimes of the church clock. She’s
         standing expectantly in her tightly buttoned up jacket and matching green wellies. She doesn’t look dressed for a party. How
         punctual, I think, as the last bell rings through my ears. I look at her silver-haired husband who’s laden down with a Waitrose
         platter of salmon canapés and a bottle of burgundy. Here it’s not just the thatched cottages; everything is upmarket. The
         credit crunch hasn’t hit the good villagers of Reedby!
      

      
      ‘Heather and Kurt Weatherall,’ she says on behalf of them both. They grin and nod their neatly cropped heads in unison. Something about them reminds me of those little wooden couples who precisely on the hour, every hour, come out of cuckoo clocks.
      

      
      ‘Call me Laura,’ I say, placing the burgundy next to the other bottles of white wine lining our doorstep. ‘Make-do fridge,’
         I add, trying to justify having so many bottles of alcohol half buried in the snow.
      

      
      They brush the snowflakes off their waxed jackets, take off their boots and Heather rummages in a gigantic carrier bag. Out
         come the his ’n’ hers slippers. I watch them slip into their comfy sheepskin slippers and for a moment I wonder, will Adi
         and I be like them some day?
      

      
      I neglect to add that I’m not Laura Stark. I’m Laura Lovegrove. I thought about changing my name when I married Adi, but just
         never got around to it. I like the alliteration of Laura Lovegrove, as I live in hope that one day my fabric designs will
         become a household name.
      

      
      ‘Do you think my footless tights are OK?’ I ask Heather Weatherall. ‘I wasn’t sure about the electric blue with the ballet
         pumps.’
      

      
      ‘What I do like is the fact you’re not wearing your outdoor shoes. It’s very Japanese, changing into house shoes,’ says Heather,
         giving me a knowing look.
      

      
      ‘Are you into Japanese design?’ I add, trying to make some polite chit-chat.

      
      ‘They do know a lot. I’ve Feng Shuied our house several times. Kurt nearly did himself an injury the last time. He came home
         and without looking he went to sit in his favourite chair. I’d replaced it with a big bowl of stones,’ says Heather, chortling
         a big horsey laugh.
      

      
      

      
      I smile politely.

      
      She then stares at my dress. ‘Not really the weather for bare arms. I’ve got thermals on under these,’ she says smoothing
         down her velvet trousers.
      

      
      ‘I’d never have guessed.’

      
      ‘You can’t be too careful when you reach a certain age.’ Heather steps closer, ‘You watch out for cold and damp in Reedby.’
         She then mouths, ‘Urinary tract infections.’
      

      
      I nod, saying, ‘I’ll stock up on the cranberry juice.’

      
      ‘Oh silly me, I get it now. I know why you’ve got a summer dress on – it’s fancy dress,’ she says, looking really worried
         at first and then breaking into another loud laugh. ‘I’m sure my mother had a frock just like yours,’ she adds.
      

      
      ‘Oh she always dresses like that,’ butts in Adi, coming out of the bathroom with two freshly scrubbed little girls. He looks
         the perfect dad, with Daisy holding one hand and Lilly clutching the other. The girls don’t really resemble me or Adi. Although
         looking at them now, Lilly is starting to take on Adi’s gangliness and Daisy is more soft and curvy like me. They’ve still
         got blonde hair, but at age seven, Lilly’s is starting to turn mousy, or dark blonde, the more flattering term hairdressers
         use for my boring hair colour.
      

      
      ‘Laura’s big passion – clothes.’ Adi winks at Heather and brings me back to the here and now. She blushes. So much for my
         attempt at girl talk. Adi’s pulled. It’s Adi’s grin that does it – well, it always has for me.
      

      
      ‘Watch your head,’ says Heather, helpfully lifting the stair door latch. Adi swiftly follows the girls up the stairs, ducking
         just in time to miss the door frame. She looks at me. ‘These cottages weren’t made for men as tall as your husband.’
      

      
      

      
      ‘Adi,’ I call. ‘The girls promised to put themselves to bed tonight.’ I know what he’s doing. He’s trying to avoid socialising
         and leaving the hostess bit all to me. I’m certain that for each year we’ve been married Adi has withdrawn further into his
         own little world of designing other people’s homes and offices on a computer screen. He hardly ever suggests going out and
         I have to confess that this party was all my idea.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got this for you,’ calls Kurt Weatherall, halting Adi’s escape upstairs. He holds up one of those brown jute supermarket
         bags which everybody seems to carry so proudly, and announces, ‘It’s a torch. A present for all newcomers to Reedby.’
      

      
      Adi comes back down. ‘Lilly, Daisy,’ he calls, ‘get yourselves into bed and I’ll be up in a minute.’

      
      ‘Can’t we stay up a bit longer?’ pleads Lilly.

      
      ‘Go on, it’s late enough already.’

      
      ‘May I present it on behalf of the parish council,’ Kurt says thrusting the bag into Adi’s hand. ‘You can’t have too many
         torches in Reedby,’ he says, proudly.
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ mumbles Adi. He always goes quiet and mumbly when he’s feeling shy and embarrassed. He hands the torch to me as
         if we’re playing Pass the Parcel.
      

      
      ‘Men today, they are so helpful around the house. So good with the children,’ Heather muses. I don’t reply, I’m thinking that
         Adi is always more helpful when other people are around.
      

      
      Heather carries on talking. ‘Oh I always wondered what it was like inside Marsh Cottage,’ she says, leading me around my own
         house. ‘Mrs Jones, your predecessor, wasn’t one for inviting you in,’ she adds. ‘Kept herself to herself once all those children
         left.’ Mrs Jones couldn’t wait to get us in, I remember. Only Londoners would fall for a hard-to-insure thatched cottage, close to a river and of course the sound of the
         less-quaint-by-the-day chimes which ring out day and night from the oh-so-picturesque flint church across the Green. That’s
         what happens when you relocate in a rush. But even Adi, a fully fledged modern architect of glass and metal, had fallen in
         love with the natural materials: flint, thatch, stone.
      

      
      ‘What a lovely fireplace – and a woodburner too. Just the place for a dog to curl up and get cosy in the winter,’ says Heather.

      
      ‘We don’t have a dog. I’m not really a dog person,’ I say.

      
      ‘Just you wait,’ says Heather with an enormous grin. ‘A house isn’t a home without a dog. I’ve seen it all before, in my line
         of business.’
      

      
      ‘What is your line of business?’ I ask, genuinely intrigued.

      
      ‘All things dog really. Paws and Claws, that’s the dog grooming part of the business. Then there’s the training: K9 Capers.
         You see, people move to Reedby and after a few months they’re out walking, or to be honest tugging, a puppy around the village,’
         she chortles. ‘And the third strand,’ she says, moving closer, ‘is under wraps at the moment. But just between you and me,’
         she whispers, ‘I’m working on a dog training book.’
      

      
      ‘That’s impressive,’ I say. ‘I’ve always wanted to have my own business. But I don’t know what I’d do.’

      
      ‘Anyway, where is the lavatory?’ asks Heather, changing the subject as she notices Kurt coming towards us. ‘I don’t need it
         at the moment, but one doesn’t want to be caught short. Does one?’
      

      
      I point Heather in the direction of the loo.

      
      

      
      ‘You need some logs for that fire,’ says Kurt. ‘I’ll give Adi the logman’s details.’ Why can’t he give me the details? I wonder.

      
      Kurt Weatherall escapes from his wife into the conservatory. I follow him. He sits down and makes himself at home in the cane
         rocking chair.
      

      
      ‘You look smashing. That dress – it’s so exotic!’ he says, fondling my cheese plant. I smile. I always fall for it. Any flattery
         is appreciated once you’re past thirty. Mind you, not that I’m much past thirty!
      

      
      ‘It’s hand-painted, watercolour on silk,’ I say. He isn’t listening. He looks up at my cleavage. The bodice bones dig into
         my ribs if I bend forward. ‘You coordinate. Your dress and that bowl of fruit. So ripe.’
      

      
      ‘How observant,’ I say in my schoolteacher voice. Well, I’m a college lecturer, but close enough. I spot the fruit bowl, next
         to him. Just don’t move anything, I almost shout. There’s no time to explain that I’ll need the pineapple in the morning,
         and I don’t relish the idea of finding another pineapple on a Sunday, in February, in Reedby. They are my still-life collection,
         my work tools. I’ve got one more design for the Tropicana collection to finish in the morning. With a magician’s sleight of
         hand I remove the fruit bowl and replace it with a bowl of crisps. Well not just any crisps. I bought the deep-fried root
         vegetable variety. I see Kurt put his hand in the bowl and retract it again. I wonder if I made the right decision with the
         crisps. I so wanted to create the right impression. Perhaps I should have put Hula Hoops out after all.
      

      
      ‘Almost ate your pot-pourri,’ he laughs. ‘Heather has a bowl in the bedroom. It’s something to do with creating good vibes,’ he says.
      

      
      I cringe, wondering just where this conversation is leading.

      
      ‘These don’t smell of much. They need a splash of perfume.’

      
      I munch a beetroot crisp and notice how cold the conservatory is. I know any sensible person would put a jumper on; but I
         can’t bring myself to ruin my outfit. I’m as bad as the ‘midriff girls’, my teenage art students who show their midriff (decorated
         with tattoos and piercings) all year round.
      

      
      Kurt talks about the village allotment group, which he is chair of. I tune in and out of his gardening tips. To avoid slugs:
         ‘… you can go down the organic route, copper tape or coffee grounds; it dehydrates them.’
      

      
      I feel anxious and pick up my supersize glass of bubbly. Without getting too close, I manage to glance at his chrome watch.
         I never wear one myself. Watches just confirm how late I always am. This time I see that it’s early. It’s only 8.30 p.m. Someone
         else please come to our party, I pray. I begin to wish the snow hadn’t come. If it hadn’t friends from London would be stepping
         into our new home any minute now.
      

      
      ‘Thanks for the torch,’ I say, trying to re-enter the conversation.

      
      ‘It’s no ordinary torch.’

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘It’s a wind-up one. No need for batteries or electricity. You’d survive a siege with that,’ he says, starting to wind the
         blue plastic handle.
      

      
      Is there trouble in Reedby? I want to say.

      
      ‘The Neighbourhood Watch is ever vigilant. Did you know that rural crime has doubled in just the last year?’

      
      

      
      ‘No, I didn’t,’ I answer in all honesty. I then say something that I know Adi will kill me for. After all it was his idea
         that we uprooted (or ‘streamlined’ as the architectural partnership called it) to Norfolk.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure Adi would be interested in joining the Neighbourhood Watch. Shall we go and find him?’ I suggest, walking towards
         the door, noting how settled Kurt looks in the rocking chair. He takes the hint and gets up. It’s hard to imagine any crime
         other than the Miss Marple kind in Reedby. The village isn’t on the way to anywhere, other than the Broad. Just as we head
         out of the conservatory the doorbell rings and I make a quick exit from Kurt.
      

      
      Adi’s work colleagues, or rent-a-party, as they’re known, fill the empty rooms. It’s strange to think that it was only at
         Christmas that we last saw Adi’s motley group of architects; not in the wilds of Reedby, but in the suburbia of Ealing – my
         natural environment. I’m still surprised that they all moved en masse from London, but then again, ‘a job’s a job,’ as Adi
         said at the time, secretly relishing the opportunity to get out of the city.
      

      
      Then come the school-run mums and dads. I hardly know these people, but they still give cause for me to breathe a sigh of
         relief. Perhaps it’s the resemblance to the Ealing mums and dads. They all dress in the same brightly coloured natural fabrics:
         polka dots, stripes and stylised florals. This sounds as though I’m judging them by what they wear, and I suppose in a way
         I am. But as a fashion and textile designer I’m pretty much entitled to, you might say.
      

      
      Then I realise that the real reason they seem so familiar is that one of them is wearing one of my designs. The red and white stylised tulips are definitely mine. It’s not often that one of my surface pattern designs actually makes it past my
         agent, the shops and the buyers into an actual real piece of clothing. The tulip repeat around the bottom of the satin tunic
         works really well, especially as this woman is slim enough round the hips to carry it off. Feeling much more confident I walk
         up to the pale, black curly-haired woman, whose name I can’t remember, and say, ‘Hi, Laura Lovegrove. Can I get you a drink?
         By the way, I do like your top.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you. I didn’t think it was my sort of thing,’ she laughs. ‘Not the design – the price. I couldn’t afford anything like
         this,’ she whispers. ‘It was a Christmas present from the mother-in-law,’ she says, failing to tell me her name.
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ I say. I go off the idea of getting her a drink and we’re soon diverted by a crowd which is gathering at the bottom
         of the stairs. All I need now is for the girls to be up.
      

      
      David, Adi’s right-hand man and a brilliant, yet unconventional, architect (Adi’s words, not mine), is standing with his fingers
         on the stair door latch. ‘Do you like my suit, Laura? Got it yesterday for seven pounds in a charity shop.’
      

      
      This is a real sharp-intake-of-breath moment. David was always Mr Savile Row, looking every bit the hero from Brideshead Revisited. He is the blonde-haired blue-eyed boy. I can’t stop myself from staring at the outsized polyester suit, thinking that he
         should be in linen.
      

      
      ‘Look what’s in here,’ he says holding up a worn leather rucksack. Before I can look inside, he undoes the bag and pulls out
         a pair of paisley pyjamas.
      

      
      Their bright red and green fabric brings a smile to my face. There’s something joyful about the design. I wish Adi would sleep in brightly patterned pyjamas, rather than his black Y-fronts. Adi is a plain (or ‘block’ colour as we say in the industry)
         dresser. But don’t get me wrong, he probably spends more than me on getting the right jeans and T-shirts, sufficiently distressed
         not to look new, or make him look middle-aged.
      

      
      ‘I told the old dear in the charity shop that I was going to a sleepover and usually slept in my birthday suit, but didn’t
         want to embarrass my hosts. I also told her how the word pyjama in the original Persian means clothes to go outside in, and
         how the word pyjama had got lost in translation. She said I was a mine of information and decided I could have them for free.’
      

      
      ‘You’re too charming for your own good,’ I say, punching him on the arm. ‘And how do you know these Trivial Pursuit facts?’

      
      ‘You know my dad, genius scientist, master of ten Middle Eastern languages, fluent in another five …’ He then looks serious
         and says, ‘It’s a bit weird being in Reedby actually.’
      

      
      I want to say, yes, it feels a bit weird to me too; but I’m too scared to say that as I’ll probably offend someone.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ I ask, intrigued.

      
      ‘Mum and Dad live just down the road. Dear little house. Not that I’m living with them. I’m too old for all that. They wouldn’t
         approve of my decadent ways,’ laughs David. ‘They moved up here when I was at Cambridge.
      

      
      ‘So Laura, a question for you.’

      
      I wonder what on earth David is going to say. Please don’t ask me what I think about living in Reedby, miles away from my
         friends.
      

      
      

      
      ‘What’s the origin of the paisley motif?’

      
      ‘I know this one! It was the shape of little children’s crooked thumbprints.’

      
      ‘No, urban myth,’ says David.

      
      ‘So what’s the answer?’

      
      ‘Must dash,’ he says with a wink.

      
      ‘You can’t do that! I need to know the answer.’

      
      ‘As with the pyjamas, we have to go back to Persia. That’s where the motif originated.’

      
      ‘Paisley doesn’t sound Persian,’ I say, sceptically.

      
      ‘It’s a textile odyssey. The motif went to India, Kashmir to be precise, and then to Paisley.’

      
      ‘You mean Paisley in Scotland?’ I say, smiling and shaking my head at David. He’s such a mine of information.

      
      ‘Of course. It could have just as easily been Norwich – with their big textile industry.’

      
      ‘David, you should be on Mastermind,’ I laugh.

      
      ‘You’re not the first person to have said that.’

      
      Kurt passes me with Adi following closely behind. ‘He wants to see the cellar,’ Adi whispers, ‘he thinks it’s a security risk.’

      
      I try not to laugh out loud, Adi always says things to give me the giggles. I watch Adi, Kurt’s head disappearing down the
         steps. ‘Shouldn’t he be following you?’ I mouth back.
      

      
      ‘Ladies and gentlemen, our cabaret for the evening,’ announces David.

      
      I look up at Danny, another of Adi’s colleagues. How could he? His hairy chest peeks over my brocade corset. The silk organza flowers balance on his wiry hair. Like one of the Ugly Sisters,
         he totters precariously on the landing. He grabs the stair rail, unsure how to negotiate the narrow cottage steps in my fur mules. I hear laughter.
      

      
      ‘Looks like they were made for him!’ laughs Heather Weatherall, downing another glass of pink champagne.

      
      I can’t breathe. All sound drops away. My temples bang. I see Danny descend the staircase. His dark hairy, yet shapely, legs
         strut down the narrow stairs. I’m going to pass out. The woman in my tulip design top takes my hand and leads me into the
         kitchen.
      

      
      ‘You’re not all right with that, are you?’ she asks. ‘Your face. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

      
      ‘Oh I’m fine. He does look funny in my clothes, doesn’t he?’ I say, forcing a laugh.

      
      ‘Well, burlesque is supposed to be back in fashion,’ she smiles.

      
      ‘The corset’s original Art Nouveau, with swirly leaf patterns on the brocade. I found it in a charity shop in Tooting. I can’t
         believe it, that he’d, that someone could rummage through my collection,’ I mutter, pouring myself a very full glass of wine.
         ‘If Adi put him up to it, I’ll kill him.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a bit strong.’

      
      ‘No, I wouldn’t kill him, I’d just cut up his clothes – he might not have many jeans and shirts – but the ones he’s got cost
         a fortune.’
      

      
      ‘I can see your husband’s not a Primark kind of man.’

      
      ‘How do you know that?’ I ask.

      
      ‘It’s the little details,’ she says with a knowing smile. ‘And the visible labels,’ she confesses.

      
      We both snigger as if we’ve known each other for ages.

      
      ‘But the chap on the stairs could have put the right decades together, at least. A 1920s corset with the 1970s housewife mules: it just doesn’t go! I’m Liz by the way. It’s like mixing
         up my mum’s and great-granny’s wardrobes.’
      

      
      I laugh and am impressed that she knows her fashion.

      
      ‘I guess the 1950s woman who first wore my dress is turning in her grave, seeing as I’m wearing it with footless tights and
         ballet pumps!’ I say, taking a big gulp of wine. I don’t tell her the whole story, how it was my mother’s favourite dress.
         Now isn’t the time to go into all that.
      

      
      We stay in the kitchen. I wonder what Liz thinks of the colour scheme. I did my best – a low-wattage ivory bedroom lamp is
         perched on the Formica unit. The chocolate brown walls don’t look too bad in the subdued party lighting. I’m still in mourning
         for my sparkly granite worktops and butler sink from the London house, though Mrs Jones’ kitchen hasn’t had a makeover since
         the late ’60s. It’s only vintage clothes that I collect, though if I’m honest perhaps the odd leopardskin bowl or Clarice
         Cliff cake stand (Adi would say I’m hopelessly underestimating here) makes it into the house. My furnishing tastes have grown
         more like Adi’s. He’s a minimalist. Gone are my days of painting bedrooms red and draping exotic fabrics from the ceiling.
         Now we have natural, neutral colours and materials.
      

      
      Except for this kitchen – whose rebelliousness I’m starting to enjoy. The bright orange Formica worktops and yellow unfitted
         units have kind of grown on me. They’re neither contemporary or countrified. And the truth is we can’t afford to replace them.
      

      
      As if reading my mind, Liz says, ‘A good time to move out of London and lose your mortgage.’

      
      

      
      ‘Our friends in London are amazed that we’ve moved to a brick and flint thatched cottage. Adi’s architectural designs have
         always been ultra modern, as much glass and steel as he could get his clients to pay for.’
      

      
      I decide not to tell her how we ended up selling our Ealing house in a great hurry for far less than the white 1930s semi
         was worth. But at least Adi has a job. I realise as we talk that long gone are my days of searching for the most eligible
         man at a party. Now I just enjoy being able to chat to another adult female! I mean to really chat about clothes – the fabric,
         the stitch work, the colours. It turns out Liz studied journalism at the London College of Fashion. It feels so good that
         someone in the village is on my wavelength! I love sharing my vintage fashion bargain-hunting stories with someone who really
         understands.
      

      
      The church chimes midnight and I feel like Cinderella. The time has gone all too quickly this evening. ‘I haven’t been up
         this late since I can’t remember when,’ I say.
      

      
      ‘Me neither. Late nights and young kids don’t mix. Kate never slept much. She still doesn’t – and she’s seven now!’

      
      I give her a sympathetic smile.

      
      ‘Although things have improved since Jack started school,’ says Liz. ‘He’s slept a full twelve hours a night since September.’

      
      ‘I can’t imagine that,’ I say with a mixture of envy and hopefulness.

      
      I pour myself another glass of what is now lukewarm wine. ‘You know I met Adi in a kitchen at a housewarming party in Tooting.
         Our eyes met over a bowl of Bombay mix.’
      

      
      Liz laughs and almost chokes on her white wine.

      
      

      
      ‘I didn’t even know whose house it was. Those were the days. He’d moved to London for his first job, at Lutyens and Foster,
         the place to be. I didn’t know at the time how much we were leading the good life. We both worked full-time and there was
         an endless round of gallery private views, parties and weekends away.’
      

      
      It all seems like another life. Somebody else’s life.

      
      After Liz and her husband Mark (also a journalist) leave I’ve had enough of my own party. When I was younger I always wanted
         to be the last to leave a party. Now with two children and an enormous mess to clear away I want to make an announcement:
         ‘The party is formally over and the hostess is retiring to bed. And if you want to stay, fill a bin bag or better still put
         on some rubber gloves – we don’t have a dishwasher.’ Yet I’m too much of a coward to say anything. Instead I count how many
         hours’ sleep I’m going to get. Tonight looks like four, and that is if David decides to finally crash out. I do understand
         that they were sent up to Norfolk en masse, or relocated, as they say. I know they’re all as lonely as we are, with that same
         ‘fish out of water’ feeling. Except there are two big differences: they’re all younger than us and none of them have any kids, so they can sleep in all day tomorrow!
      

      
      I toss and turn and am desperate to get to sleep. The damn church clock now strikes two. Can’t they turn it off at nighttime?
         It’s always the same after a party. I need some wind-down time before going to bed. But if I were to do that, Daisy, who amazingly
         has slept through all this furore and will be up at six on the dot – would wake just as I was finally falling asleep.
      

   
      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      

      
      

      
      
         Back stitch is an old and very adaptable stitch which can be used as a delicate outline or as a foundation in composite stitches.
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      I can hear her feet running across the landing.

      
      ‘Mummy, is it going to snow again today?’ shouts Daisy, right into my ear, and as well as deafening me she almost smothers
         me with something damp and furry.
      

      
      I push the furry something out of the way and squint at the alarm clock. 6.30 a.m.

      
      ‘Mummy, Mummy,’ says Daisy nuzzling her face into mine and now in bed next to me. Why isn’t she climbing into Adi’s side of
         the bed? ‘Patch wants to make a snow dog,’ she says, tucking the toy dog into bed as well.
      

      
      It’s pitch dark through the gap in the curtains. One of the estate agent’s selling points was the starry skies.

      
      

      
      ‘Look, the moon and the stars are up,’ I say, trying to sound like the country wife and mother I feel I should become.

      
      ‘Why’s the moon up in the day?’ asks Daisy. I want to hide under the covers and tell her to go back to bed. But I can’t resist
         her plump dimpled face and neat fringe of golden hair.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think the moon ever goes to bed,’ I say. It’s just like being a mother. Does the moon feel as knackered as I do?
         I wonder.
      

      
      ‘Come on then,’ I say, taking Daisy downstairs. I hope Adi is awake and aware that I’m letting him have a lie in. I’m so competitive about childcare points. Sometimes I think that rather than the kids, maybe the parents
         of young children should have a star chart. And if you get, say, fifty, you get a day off.
      

      
      Daisy and I finish breakfast and I survey the damage. Daisy’s Rice Krispy-covered table, chair and carpet sweep into insignificance
         against a backdrop of half-empty wine glasses and trails of crisps and nibbles. I spot a note under one of the glasses.
      

      
      
         Dear A, L, L & D (5 a.m.)

         Decided to walk to Norwich train station. Too risky to drive (the roads – not just my alcohol consumption!). Must get the
               8.30 train to London.

         Great party.

         David

         P.S. Will collect the car later.

      

      
      ‘Uncle David’s walking to the city. Isn’t he brave?’

      
      ‘He’s not our real uncle? Is he?’ asks Daisy, oblivious to the fact that David is out in freezing temperatures.

      
      

      
      ‘No, but he’s one of Mummy and Daddy’s best friends. And when I was little I called all my mum and dad’s friends aunty or
         uncle.’
      

      
      I feel slightly nauseous as I notice ivory lumps smudged into our chocolate coloured carpet. What was I thinking of with cream
         cheese canapés?
      

      
      Can someone please tell me why we have housewarmings after we’ve cleaned and decorated our new homes? I’m not a killjoy or
         anything, but what’s the point? I check the conservatory and am hit by a blast of icy air. It’s survived the party relatively
         unscathed; just as well, as it doubles up as my studio.
      

      
      I smile like a madwoman at the conservatory blinds. I handpainted the design on those blinds in twenty minutes flat. ‘My blinds
         are completely unique,’ I say, as if selling them to myself. Swirls of crimson and turquoise dotted petals still make me smile.
      

      
      I take the fruit bowl out from the cupboard – my own still-life cupboard of objects which Adi finds too ‘unaesthetic’ to be
         allowed into the rest of the house. It’s all there ready to inspire me: to paint, collage, draw over the top of in my recognisable
         Laura Lovegrove style. I blot out the chaos (after all, the house always needs cleaning and tidying).
      

      
      I look at the pineapple, mangoes and kiwis perched on the leopardskin plate and before I even begin, I hear, ‘Mummy.’ Daisy
         is hovering by the door. ‘Can I have a piece of that pineapple?’ How do I explain to a three-year-old that it’s a still life,
         a tool of my trade, and not for eating? Not yet anyway.
      

      
      I do love being a textile designer. I might moan about working evenings and weekends. No such things as Sundays off for the
         freelance worker! But the adrenalin rush I get when I go into one of the chain stores and see my designs on a dress, duvet cover or curtains; I get a real buzz out of it,
         making everyone’s world my vision of beauty and getting paid for it.
      

      
      That is the fantasy image of Laura Lovegrove that I tell others – my fellow college staff, old school friends, Adi’s colleagues.
         I don’t tell them the truth that only very occasionally do I sell any designs and that if I didn’t teach I wouldn’t really
         be earning anything.
      

      
      Perhaps I’ll check my e-mails and then start work. I’m always hopeful that I can design something that will sell. I’m always
         hopeful that the big break is just around the corner. Although I’m a long time out of art school and sometimes I wonder if
         I’m deluding myself that one day I’ll be a top selling designer. There are moments when I think I should just go and work
         in an office and forget about it all. Except I know I couldn’t do it, I would die of boredom. Being creative is a human right.
         I relent and go into the kitchen and bring back a plastic bowl and take away a few pieces of fruit from the still life. I
         hand Daisy the Postman Pat bowl. I know I’m procrastinating; I’m just like one of my textile students putting off that moment
         of getting started.
      

      
      Thank God for the wonders of e-mail. I tell Gill, my agent, that it’s best to e-mail me, as I don’t like stopping to answer
         the phone when I’m mid-design, mid-painting. Of course there is some truth in that, but the real reason is nobody knows that
         I manage to type and send attachments of my designs amidst squabbling kids, or while breastfeeding (well not now of course
         – Daisy is three!) or making dinner. I can still convince the world and myself that I am a professional designer!
      

      
      

      
      
         to: lauralovegrove@virgin.net

         from: gilldavison.co.uk

         subject: Tropicana designs

         Hiya Laura,

         just a tincy wincey change with one of your designs. Do say that you can do it today. You know how it is, if not I’ll have
            to ask one of those eager beaver girls at St Martin’s School of Art. But they just don’t have your experience, darling. The
            pineapple one you’re sending today. You are sending it today? Aren’t you Laura? Just could you add some lime green hues to
            the background?
         

      

      
      Well that’s easy, I think, we’ll just fiddle with the colour filters in Photoshop. Or rather Adi can, if he ever gets up.
         It’s then I read the next bit.
      

      
      
         It’s the summer 2010 series. Ice cream pick ’n’ mix. I’m sure I sent it with the others. Anyway we need four designs for this.
            I’ve attached the colour palette. Rather not my colours. It all reminds me of British seaside holidays: candy floss and beach
            huts. So just think of pick ’n’ mix sweets and candy floss by the sea. Apparently we’ll all be holidaying in the UK by the
            seaside for years to come! I’ll be waiting for them.
         

         Yours Gill

      

      
      Part of me thinks, can’t I have Sunday off for once? Another part of me relishes the buzz of a deadline and being forced to
         come up with four designs on a Sunday morning when most people are still in bed.
      

      
      Of course there’s no guarantee that she’ll sell any of these and if I counted the hours I work and the designs I actually
         sell I’m sure that my designs don’t even earn me the minimum wage.
      

      
      I look out at the snow. It is falling in great white flakes. They really look like the paper cut-out snowflakes we stick to
         the windows every Christmas. I am in a picture postcard village. The frozen pond, with the snow-covered church, its thatched
         roof and the round flint tower hidden under white, all makes for a backdrop as charming as a Brueghel painting. Except, where
         are the skaters? Skating is probably not allowed, health and safety … Why aren’t I designing Christmas cards?
      

      
      I think of sunny days on the beach eating pastel-coloured ice cream and sweets. I can’t think of anything further away from
         winter in Reedby. What I really need is some visual reference of sunny, summer colours. Images of Liquorice Allsorts flash
         across my mind. Suddenly my head is throbbing and my stomach lurches. How many glasses of wine did Liz and I drink? I load
         up the three-wheeler. If anyone still sells liquorice Phyllis at the village shop will.
      

      
      ‘Laura! What are you doing? You’re not going out in this, are you?’ says Adi – finally up. This is a strange comment, as Adi
         has been known to go for a five-mile run in the snow – and that’s before breakfast!
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry, I’m not planning on walking to Norwich. David may think he’s Ray Mears but I know my limitations,’ I say, playfully.

      
      ‘He’s more Doctor Livingstone. And he’s tougher than he looks. He’s used to roughing it. He had quite a childhood trailing through various wildernesses with his parents. I just hope
         he’s put on more than his paisley pyjamas,’ says Adi in all seriousness.
      

      
      I laugh, imagining David trudging through the snow in nothing but his pyjamas. The eccentric English explorer. Before Adi
         can get a word in, I say, ‘I’d rather wear paisley pyjamas than a windcheater.’ Immediately I feel good that someone as intelligent
         as David will champion style over substance. Just like me.
      

      
      ‘So where are you off to?’

      
      ‘Just popping to the shop.’

      
      ‘You can’t possibly need to go shopping.’ Usually I don’t mind Adi’s hatred of shopping. My theory is it’s a manifestation
         of extreme maleness and now he’s an internet shopper no one loses out – birthdays and Christmases are well provided for.
      

      
      But what I do mind is the fact that Adi doesn’t always see my textile designs as real work. I suppose in some ways he’s right,
         in as far as it isn’t nine-to-five every day with a regular income – but it helps. It buys us all the little extras.
      

      
      ‘I just need a few things for my designs.’

      
      ‘Don’t drive. The road’s a death trap. And anyway you’ll be there and back by the time you’ve got into your car,’ says Adi,
         always the sensible one.
      

      
      I don’t tell him that he’ll need to clear up and mind Lilly. That’s easy enough though: she not only takes after her father
         with her willowy looks, like him she could sleep for England.
      

      
      I push the buggy up our road, the Green, which today is snow white. I daydream about walking onwards through the icy wilderness to Norwich and taking the train home – to London. Here in the country the houses are an odd assortment of styles:
         an old ochre-painted farmhouse, bungalows from the 1960s and ’70s replete with stone cladding and big, uPVC windows. Somehow
         these homes look impermanent, as though they might set sail along the Broad and out into the North Sea.
      

      
      Finally a pretty terracotta pantiled cottage, with a misleading metal plaque calling it The Thatched Cottage, comes into view, and next to it the safe haven of the village shop.
      

      
      All ideas of walking through snowy wildernesses and escaping to civilisation dissolve. I’m trapped in Reedby. I have cabin
         fever. I know that in London the Tubes and buses will be running taking you wherever you need to get to.
      

      
      I hold open the heavy door with one frozen hand and manoeuvre the buggy onto the worn brown carpet and into the shop. I feel
         like one of those little people in a shaken-up snow storm dome. Three-wheelers weren’t designed for the Aladdin’s cave that
         is the village shop – a place that doubles up as the dry cleaners, post office and hub of village gossip.
      

      
      ‘Shut that door. There’s nothing between here and Siberia when that east wind blows,’ calls Phyllis from behind the counter.
         I almost knock over the carousel of washing up gloves and half price Christmas decorations. Daisy comes to life and makes
         a grab for the crisps – conveniently located at toddler height. It’s not my fault that I’ve got a buggy and there’s a real
         snow storm outside. Buggy drivers, it seems, are always in the wrong.
      

      
      Phyllis looks in a better state than me. Her black hair is definitely out of the bottle. She’s wearing a full face of makeup,
         including gold painted nails accompanied by gold chains round her wrist. My blonde/mousy hair is dripping sleet and my feet are soaked through. I look sadly at my vintage cream suede
         platform boots. They’ve survived since the 1970s and now Laura Lovegrove has ruined them.
      

      
      ‘You need a pair of Wellingtons. I’ve got a few in the corner.’ I make a mental note to go to Boden online and order some
         floral wellies. I draw the line at Phyllis’ green ones. I’m not joining the green wellie brigade. I’m an individual. But the
         fact is that another outing in the snow and my suede boots will be no good for anyone.
      

      
      Phyllis really does seem to sell everything. I survey the Aladdin’s cave for Liquorice Allsorts. There are big plastic jars
         of sweets and penny chews. They remind me of the jars of buttons, buckles, brooches and bows in Alderton’s, the haberdashers
         I used to visit with Mum. My treat was a fancy button, some ribbons or if Mum was in a really good mood, a brooch. According
         to Mum, when we visited my infant school the headmistress asked the children if they had any questions. No one said a word,
         except for me, who asked, ‘Where are the dressing up clothes?’ Will my girls remember Phyllis’ shop? Will they have a lifelong
         love of sweets?
      

      
      I still find it hard not having Mum around. She passed away three weeks before I had Lilly. It came as no surprise, but made
         me feel different to all my London antenatal group friends. They had their mums virtually move in after their babies were
         born. My old neighbour Lotte had her mother fly in from Copenhagen and she stayed for three months! But, to their credit,
         my friends all rallied round and just about filled in any spare moment with a helping hand. Life was easier in London, with
         friends a few minutes away. I make myself focus on the girls and being a good mum to them.
      

      
      I can’t believe how well behaved Daisy is being, that is until she starts yelling.

      
      ‘Sweeties. Sweeties!’ screams Daisy, undoing her straps and jumping out of the buggy, causing it to tumble backwards into
         the newspaper rack. It is going to be a difficult one to get out of the shop with enough sweets for my work and to pacify
         both Daisy and Phyllis.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry about that,’ says Phyllis. ‘Oh look at her. She’s the spitting image of you.’

      
      This isn’t true, although I wish I was the spitting image of Daisy, with her thick blonde (controllable) hair and smooth blemish- and wrinkle-free complexion.
      

      
      I smile on auto-pilot. Inside I’m tired and annoyed. I grab handfuls of pastel sweets without thinking too much about my choice.
         Just a range of colours and shapes. I don’t care what they taste like. Then the guilt. Am I a bad mum? Buying sweets to draw
         and not bothering to get any for her girls to eat. I sneak in a packet of Maltesers for Lilly. Does Adi have these guilt trips
         in the middle of a working morning? I think not. I add one of the snow storm domes. Next Christmas’ stocking filler for Adi.
         Am I mean? I’ve compromised for so many years with all white decorations, Christmas according to Adi. It’s time for a bit
         of kitsch in our lives.
      

      
      ‘Just jump in the buggy and you can have them,’ I say, resorting to bribery – the lowest form of parenting. But needs must.

      
      I hold onto the buggy and we slip and slide down the road. In a flash I see a car sliding across the snow towards us, I ram the buggy into the nearest driveway. So much for it being safer bringing children up in the country! Why doesn’t Reedby have
         pavements? I think, realising that my whole body is shaking not from the cold, but shock.
      

      
      Back at Marsh Cottage I don’t mention the incident. I know that Adi doesn’t want to hear any of my complaints about living
         in the country. I’ve tried to keep my thoughts to myself. I know he couldn’t have lasted much longer living in the city. I
         grab my printout of Pantone colours and I retreat to my studio and take out pots of Brusho, tubes of acrylic, watercolours
         and oil pastels. I’d always thought of their bright colours as almost edible. My sort of sweets. Nil calories! I paint sheets
         of paper with pick ’n’ mix colours. Candy floss pink, limes, yellows and a dash of mauve. I pin the sheets up to dry and suddenly
         notice that I am frozen. Smells of fried garlic seep through the cottage.
      

      
      I need my coffee fix. Now coffee is something Adi and I have come to worship. Not your Starbucks’ lattes but a thick treacle
         of filter coffee. Sleep deprivation slips away. I stand in the kitchen and sip while Adi stirs the pot.
      

      
      ‘Good party,’ he says. ‘I’ve got a good feeling about us being in Reedby. A proper country childhood for the girls.’

      
      I nod and smile, but say nothing. I resort to my usual solution in times of trouble and in seconds my head buzzes with shapes
         and colours of sherbet lemons and Liquorice Allsorts. I feel my hands and feet coming back to life as I wander around the
         cottage in a design daze.
      

      
      I hear singing coming from the studio. I left the door open!

      
      

      
      ‘Twinkle twinkle little star …’

      
      ‘My God, Daisy! What are you doing?’ I scream. I watch her lick my sheets of pastel papers as if they were ice lollies. She
         sticks out her bright orange watercolour-stained tongue. Act! Act! Do something! I pick Daisy up, she feels as light as a feather as I sprint with her to the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘Don’t swallow!’ I shout, crashing about in the cupboard looking for a clean mug. ‘Just swirl it in your mouth,’ I say, pushing
         the mug of water against her lips.
      

      
      Daisy’s lips are stuck firmly shut as if I’m trying to force-feed her Brussels sprouts.

      
      ‘Daisy, please drink it,’ I plead. ‘Good girl. Spit it out, like when you’re cleaning your teeth.’

      
      Daisy’s little heart-shaped face looks terrified. Her big brown eyes are welling up with tears.

      
      ‘Sweetheart, you’ll be all right,’ I say cuddling her. ‘You’re lucky Mummy was painting with watercolours, some of the other
         paints have really nasty chemicals in them.’
      

      
      ‘Laura, stop it, you’re frightening her,’ says Adi, stepping into the kitchen.

      
      ‘I thought you were minding the girls?’ I yell.

      
      ‘Mummy, don’t shout,’ whimpers Daisy.

      
      ‘Multitasking. Clearing up. Making their lunch,’ answers Adi.

      
      ‘Multitasking is keeping an eye out for them and making lunch,’ I snap, forcing another cup of water down Daisy.

      
      ‘You need a proper studio, with a lock,’ says Adi, not taking any responsibility for what’s just happened. ‘Working in a conservatory
         with a carpeted floor is not a proper option. Either it’s a family room or a work room. You can’t mix the two,’ he says, as if architectural design is the solution to any problem. I don’t say anything, knowing what is coming next.
         Adi begins.
      

      
      ‘If you didn’t have two spare rooms clogged up with all those smelly old clothes, you’d have room for a studio.’

      
      Before I can say that they’re not smelly, they’re just old, or rather should I say they are antiques, an idea hits me. ‘Lollipops,
         gobstoppers,’ I shout.
      

      
      I run back into the conservatory almost as speedily as I left it. Daisy thought the colours were lollipops. I think of big
         circular ones, stripy-edged ones on sticks. Lollipops are much more summery than sweets.
      

      
      I carefully cut out my coloured sheets of paper. I always pride myself on being the queen of collage. The handmade look, which
         is currently so fashionable. I rip a few edges for a soft focused line and carefully cut the sticks with my artist’s scalpel
         and glue them down onto some light card. Ready. They are all set to scan. Adi knocks on the door.
      

      
      ‘Lunch in two minutes,’ he says, looking at my designs. ‘Why don’t you use a ruler and cutting mat? You’d get nice straight
         edges then. In fact, thinking about it why don’t you Photoshop your designs? You could add different colours and repeat the
         motif.’
      

      
      ‘I want rough lines and I haven’t got time to learn a whole computer program,’ I say, contradicting my teacher-self who’s
         always telling students to cut, paste and change colours on the computer. ‘My designs are wanted for their handmade look,’
         I tell Adi, not wholly believing that my designs are wanted at all. In fact since everyone can scan, colour, cut and paste
         on the computer now anyone can be a textile designer.
      

      
      

      
      I attach, send and wait. I don’t dare leave the dial-up connection. Well done Laura, you got your designs in on time, I congratulate
         myself.
      

      
      ‘Lunch is ready,’ calls Adi.

      
      ‘I won’t be a minute.’ I watch the sending green shape fill up.

      
      ‘Come on Laura, it’ll go cold in this weather,’ shouts Adi.

      
      ‘Daddy. Daddy, can we go sledging? There must be enough snow now,’ shouts Lilly. We bolt down our second bowlfuls of pasta
         in record breaking time. That is Adi, Daisy and myself. Lilly is still moving twirls and red pepper round and round.
      

      
      ‘Come on Lilly, another couple of mouthfuls and we’ll all get out of Mum’s hair for a bit,’ says Adi.

      
      ‘Have fun!’ I call as they trundle out of the house, looking ready for a polar expedition. I know that Adi is probably more
         desperate to get outside in the fresh air than the girls. Peace at last! I sip a cup of tea from my red polka dot mug. There’s
         something very cheerful about spotted things. You can’t be miserable if you’re having a cup of tea out of a spotted mug, can
         you? Maybe I should be designing more polka dot prints? It would cheer everyone, much needed with all the doom and gloom in
         the news. Except there’s no free will in print design. I’m always a year or two ahead and working to someone’s colour palette
         and theme. Two years ago we didn’t know that people would be living on a shoestring and in need of cheering up.
      

      
      I’m already distracted and thinking how nice it would be if the kitchen was all white, not a sterile hospital white, but a homely whitewash, instead of dark chocolate, a colour I’d never use for decorating a kitchen – not even in my wildest moments.
         I even have a tin of traditional English white emulsion in the conservatory – what self-respecting woman doesn’t? I joke to
         myself, at once building up the momentum to decorate. (Actually, the truth is it makes a great ground for my print designs.)
         I could complement the white with some of my design off cuts. I can see it in my mind’s eye, the perfect country kitchen.
         I’m almost preferring it to my old mass-produced granite and butler sink version in London.
      

      
      Before I know it I’m standing on the kitchen stool with ‘Once in a Lifetime’ by Talking Heads blasting out on my now paint
         splattered CD player. I add a second coat of paint (chocolate brown must be the worst colour in the world to cover up!).
      

      
      I keep one foot on the old wooden stool and there’s no choice for it, my other foot rests in the wet kitchen sink. I see the
         last patch of pale brown wall. ‘I’m going to get you! You will be pure old English white,’ I talk to the wall. I stretch up
         to the side of the cupboard. I can feel the stool begin to wobble. Just paint that last piece, I foolishly tell myself just
         before something hard and metallic digs into my forehead. The kitchen spins round and round and I know I should jump down.
         Then I am on the floor. I stand up, feeling fine. I can’t feel any bumps. I wipe my hand across my face and when I look it
         is covered in blood. The blood keeps coming and coming.
      

      
      From the ambulance window I can see Adi and the girls dragging the sledge up the road. I wave, but I don’t think they recognise the woman with a green bathroom towel turban waving frantically at them.
      

      
      ‘Mummy! Mummy!’ call the girls arriving in A & E. ‘Daddy says you’ve been a bit silly.’

      
      The nurse turns to Adi and shakes his head. ‘The amount of DIY accidents we get here – you wouldn’t believe it.’ Adi rolls
         his eyes in some kind of male conspiracy when what I really need is a big hug. But after all these years, eleven to be exact,
         Adi’s still too shy to display any public affection.
      

      
      The nurse continues to ignore me and turns to the girls.

      
      Daisy is now crying. ‘Is Mummy all right?’ she whimpers.

      
      ‘Unlike Humpty Dumpty, your mummy has been stuck back together again.’ Finally he turns to me. ‘Just sign here and you can
         go.’
      

      
      We walk down the corridor.

      
      ‘Laura, what on earth were you thinking of? Why do you always act so impulsively? I could have painted it. You only had to
         ask,’ Adi says, putting his arm around me.
      

      
      ‘I’d only just had the idea.’

      
      ‘And you had to do it there and then?’ scolds Adi, as if I’m a child.

      
      I shrug my shoulders.

      
      ‘You’re like Molly Dolly,’ says Daisy.

      
      ‘Molly Dolly?’

      
      ‘You stuck her back together when all her filling came out.’

      
      ‘Yes, I’m a bit like Molly Dolly,’ I say, feeling quite lightheaded. ‘When I was little we used to have toy hospitals.’

      
      ‘We could set up a toy hospital,’ says Lilly.

      
      

      
      ‘I don’t know about that,’ says Adi. ‘These days people don’t repair things, they just buy a new one, made in China.’

      
      ‘Some toys can’t be replaced,’ says Lilly, in her best grownup voice.

      
      That’s my girl.

   
      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      

      
      

      
      
         Barb stitch creates an ornamental line with a ridge down the centre. It is an easy stitch which makes it an ideal choice for children
               and beginners as they will be able to sew projects quickly and gain a sense of achievement and satisfaction.
      

      [image: image]

      
      ‘Mummy, did you pack a duvet and hot drinks? Daddy said you should,’ calls Daisy from the back seat as we slip down Walnut
         Hill (which must be the steepest hill in The Broads) and out of Reedby.
      

      
      ‘Do you think Lilly’s school will shut?’ asks Daisy.

      
      ‘Let’s hope not. Anyway Daddy dropped her off at Breakfast Club, so he’ll have to sort out collecting her,’ I say, feeling
         guilty that I can’t be in all places at all times.
      

      
      For a girl who isn’t going to be four until the summer Daisy sounds so grown up – so sensible, just like her father. ‘No more questions now. Mummy needs to concentrate.’
      

      
      We slide across the icy roads and I hear a bump. ‘Ouch!’ shouts Daisy. I check her in the driver’s mirror and am reminded
         of the enormous plaster across my forehead. I see Daisy rummaging through my new Cath Kidston holdall, which is now on her
         lap.
      

      
      Just when I think I can’t concentrate on the road any longer, and the whole contents of my bag are strewn across the back
         seat, I turn into Town and Country College. I look in my rear-view mirror and see my lesson plan covered in red biro swirls,
         my blue geometric tablecloth strewn across the seat and Daisy clutching my fox and hen milk jug. At least my work bag is interesting.
      

      
      For a moment, as I search for somewhere to park, I mourn my single, childless days when I commuted to Old Street. I long to
         be ‘carless’ and to travel on the London Underground. It now seems the height of indulgence to sit sipping a coffee, flicking
         through a magazine, looking at what the other passengers are wearing – and all on the way to work. So what if I was employed
         by some back-street textile company rather than a designer label. I was paid to sit and draw and colour in ideas for the latest
         trends.
      

      
      Mum was still alive then and I’d go home at the weekend to our cold fenland bungalow, with its icy metal-framed windows that
         never defrosted, and we’d soon warm up on a proper nut roast, with all the trimmings – just for the two of us. We both became
         veggie after Dad died. It all happened so suddenly. He’d had a heart attack at work, was rushed to hospital – but it was all
         too late. I was fifteen, and looking back becoming a vegetarian was a bit like us taking up a new religion.
      

      
      The conversation would always come round to Mum saying, ‘Laura, if you’re colouring in pictures all day, when do you go to
         work and earn some money?’ She lived in another world. Perhaps I’m living in another world, wishing that I could still spend
         my days designing – and getting paid for it. Sometimes I so wish that I could take the girls to Mum’s for the weekend; but
         the house, like Mum, isn’t there any more – it was snapped up by developers and turned into three houses with all mod cons.
      

      
      I step out of the overheated car and realise that I don’t have a coat. Today, I feel as if I’ve done a day’s work already.
         I could have rung in sick and been grilled by the call-centre nurses that we have to ring. They then decide if we really are
         sick enough to have a day’s paid sick leave. Also, with Adi’s company threatening another round of redundancies I can’t be
         ill. Even if I look like I’ve just crept out of a car crash. And of course I’m late.
      

      
      It was all such a rush, getting into the car, getting the engine running, while finishing getting everyone dressed, deicing
         the car, packing Daisy’s bag, packing my bags. There was no time to think about myself.
      

      
      I plead with the nursery staff to give Daisy some Rice Krispies. They look up at the clock gravely. I feel as if it is me,
         not Daisy, who is the child, unable to make a decision for myself. Am I imagining it? Or are all these young girls without
         kids of their own looking at me disapprovingly? Is it my lack of a coat, or are they thinking, Why didn’t she feed her child
         before taking her out in the cold? Bad mother. Why do I care what they think? It’s just however much I deny it, their opinion matters. I need to be tougher. I am after all paying a fortune
         for childcare.
      

      
      I sprint back to the car and see that the Micra’s no longer purple, she’s wearing what looks like a white fur coat. Oh why
         does it have to keep snowing! I’m late enough as it is! I’m tempted to leave the car in the nursery drop off, or park in a
         disabled space. By the time I clear the snow and drive round to the staff car park I’ll be really late. And what’s more the door to the art department is a tempting thirty-second sprint from the nursery drop-off. I look
         around as though I’m about to commit some terrible crime and open the boot. I grab my wicker basket, refill my holdall, pick
         up my carrier bags (as I never have enough posh bags) and somehow carry all of these in two hands across the ice and through
         the double doors.
      

      
      I feel a proper teacher barging my way down the corridor with a heap of bags and then ducking into the staffroom. Teachers,
         male or female, are the real bag people of the world. There’s always marking, books, resources and if you’re an art teacher
         there are all those bits and pieces for a still life. When I think about getting run over I don’t think about my mother’s
         warning to ‘always wear clean knickers, just in case.’ Instead, I wonder what they would think of my bag full of dried flowers,
         milk jugs, off-cuts of fabric, a tin tray with orange and chocolate brown repeat patterns (from the same era as my kitchen)
         and a rosebud cake stand, among other things.
      

      
      I go back outside and peep through the windows of the mobile, or as it is more grandly called, the mobile studio. Already
         the students are all there, my audience. Waiting. All waiting for me. Who let them in? I don’t want to do this. As well as teachers being bag people, they’re also consummate actors. I certainly remember that mine were. I don’t want to go
         on stage today. I want a duvet day!
      

      
      For a moment I think, how did I end up here, doing this job? It was that fateful telephone call. ‘You can teach textiles?
         You’ve worked in the industry?’ Curtis Lampard had drooled down the phone in November when I was sitting comfortably in our
         Ealing semi.
      

      
      ‘Of course. Of course I can,’ I said, remembering rule number one with part-time work and the deepening recession – you can’t
         say no. They may never ask you again. Yet today feels as difficult as my first day back in January, even though I’ve known
         these kids for almost half a term.
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