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      CHAPTER 1

      
      Sandie
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      Once upon a time, there was a girl who grew up not believing in fairy tales.
      

      
      I knew from the beginning that handsome princes did not exist, and neither did turreted castles nor fairy godmothers. Instead of wishing on a star, I put my faith in elbow grease
         and GCSEs, and I worked my way up, from the basement stockroom of Garnett’s, the best department store in the world, towards
         the oak-panelled glory of the management floor. Unlike Cinders, I did it the hard way.
      

      
      Which is why when I somehow scored the fairy-tale hat trick – handsome prince, castle with its very own turret, plus two best
         friends who would make perfect godmothers – it all seemed too good to be true.
      

      
      Guess what? It was.

      
      ‘Oh, my word. Sandra, there is no way that this house is going to be anywhere near ready in time for the baby!’

      
      My gramma raised me, so perhaps it’s not surprising we’re both pessimists.

      
      My mother Marnie, meanwhile, always thinks her wine glass is half full. ‘Ah, but look at the potential. It is the most amazing
         house I’ve ever seen. That tower is perfect, and this street is like millionaire’s row. I bet your neighbours are actors and
         rock stars! It just needs a lick of paint.’
      

      
      ‘Not to mention windows, doors and walls,’ I say, shivering uncontrollably. We’re in the basement of the new house, Gramma, Mum and me in hard hats and fluorescent jackets, standing closer together than we normally do, like cavemen huddling
         together for warmth. I don’t think there can be anywhere in London that’s colder than this.
      

      
      I blame the architect. His computer model was so advanced that until now, I almost believed I’d already walked round the cream
         and ochre kitchen with the hand-painted bronze range, and laid a table for sixteen in the dramatic dining room. I’d gazed
         out of the floor-to-ceiling windows that beckon you up the chunky limestone steps and into the lush tropical-style garden.
         I’d imagined our sleeping baby in its Beatrix Potter-themed nursery, in the turret that the original Victorian owners had
         added as a mad, but madly enchanting, act of building folly.
      

      
      But ten minutes here, and the fantasy is gone, as ridiculous as a pumpkin carriage. I try to smile. ‘The contractors said
         they’ll definitely get it done before July, Gramma. That’s why we’re paying them top rates. To work round the clock.’
      

      
      She looks around her and tuts. ‘So I see.’

      
      My future dream home echoes with emptiness. No drilling, no hammering, no concrete mixer. Only the rapid tapping of four paws
         against tiles …
      

      
      Monty races around the corner, his legs splaying out to the sides as he tries and fails to get a grip on the glassy red tiles
         of the kitchen floor. I feel bad about the tiles. We’re having to rip them up, to install the baby-friendly and up-to-the-minute
         rubber flooring the architect recommended, but it does feel like we’re ripping out a century’s worth of footsteps too. Babies
         will have been born – and possibly conceived – on those tiles. Soldiers’ boots will have marched across them during two world
         wars.
      

      
      It must be my hormones making me so emotional. I’m normally Ms Practical, but the pregnant bit of me – well, all of me is
         pregnant, let’s face it, however hard I try to pretend it’s not – is as soft as cashmere.
      

      
      Emily warned me it’d happen. Though I’m pretty sure Emily was a big softie even before she gave birth to Freddie.

      
      There I go again. Thinking about Emily – potential Godmother Number One – makes me feel bad, too, because I know I should
         be with her today, supporting her latest store launch. We’ve been mates for three years now, and even though we don’t do our undercover shopping missions together any more, we’re
         always there for each other. Except today …
      

      
      But what do I do? Right now every minute of my life is accounted for: settling the insurance claim on our burnt-out flat,
         organising this refurb, keeping Mum and Gramma happy, trying to convince my clients that it’s business as usual, despite the
         fire and my bump and the sleepiness that strikes when I least expect it.
      

      
      Toby appears in the doorway. Lush, long strands of blond hair spring out from under his blue plastic hard hat. Bob the Builder
         he is not. ‘Whatever you chaps do, don’t try to go above ground level.’
      

      
      ‘How come?’

      
      ‘They’ve taken the old first floor out, but as yet they’ve neglected to put a new one in. Monty almost fell into the gap,
         never to be seen again.’
      

      
      Hearing his name, the dog whimpers, then rolls onto his back to have his belly scratched. For once, Toby ignores him.

      
      ‘We’re missing a floor?’

      
      ‘I’m sure it’s only temporary,’ says Toby, but his face tells a different story. ‘That’s the thing with building work, it—’

      
      ‘—has to get worse before it gets better.’ I finish the sentence that is our new mantra. I just never expected it to get this much worse. When we got the keys for the house a fortnight ago, the refurb seemed daunting but doable. For the first time since the fire destroyed Toby’s penthouse, I could imagine calling somewhere home again. And, actually,
         this was much more my idea of a home than his Chelsea apartment. That was glossy and glam, whereas the new house is solid
         and sturdy and ever so slightly stuffy, on a leafy avenue not far from Chiswick High Road.
      

      
      Choosing this place was the least logical thing I’ve ever done. Despite the estate agent’s nonsense –‘this stunning house
         has stayed in one family since it was first built and offers unlimited potential for the discerning buyer, blah, blah’ – Toby
         and I both knew that ‘potential’ is Rupert-speak for ‘total wreck’.
      

      
      And when we arrived at dusk on a bitter and overcast January day, it looked more like the Addams Family mansion than ‘the
         perfect forever home’. The turret didn’t help: it gave the whole building the look of Dracula’s castle.
      

      
      Toby hated it, and anyway there was so much more to see, thanks to the credit crunch: the townhouse in Bloomsbury, the villa
         in Putney. Before I got together with Toby, I couldn’t have afforded a lock-up garage in Leytonstone. I’m no gold-digger,
         whatever Toby’s mother thinks, but I am lucky in love. Who’d have thought it?
      

      
      Why was number ten, with its damp smell and the forest of saplings growing out of the tacked-on tower, the first house I thought
         of when I woke up the next day? Hormones again, it has to be.
      

      
      ‘Shall we take a look outside, where it’s warmer?’ Toby suggests.

      
      Even Marnie’s perma-grin is fading, as we manoeuvre up the narrow staircase. Her denim-covered hips block the light as she
         walks ahead of me.
      

      
      ‘Sandie, you won’t be spending much time in the kitchen for a while,’ she says between puffs. ‘Give it another month and you’ll
         be so big that you’ll have to call the fire brigade to get you out.’
      

      
      I look at the staircase. ‘I won’t get that big, will I?’
      

      
      Marnie giggles. ‘We Barrow women make big babies, eh, Ma?’

      
      Gramma sniffs. We never discussed bodily functions when I was growing up.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Ma,’ says Marnie. ‘I’ve seen the photos of when you fell with me. You looked like a hippo. It’s the Barrow curse,
         eh?’
      

      
      I stroke my bump, which is still neat. I’m twenty-two weeks, so of course I’ll get a lot bigger and there’s nothing I can
         do about it. My body is no longer my own. I was never one of those women who dreamed of babies, and at first it freaked me
         out, but now … I do feel secretly excited that I’m doing this incredible thing.
      

      
      I feel Gramma’s eyes on me, and I wait to be told off for considering moving into a wrecked house with a baby, or for refusing
         to marry the man who has asked me at least a dozen times since Christmas.
      

      
      But then she walks across to me, and places her hand on my stomach, tentatively at first, until I smile and she lets it rest. I can’t remember the last time she reached out to me –
         she’s never been a touchy-feely woman. Her hands are lined and light brown, her coffee skin fading to latte with age.
      

      
      Gramma moves back, surprised at herself. ‘You’re bonny already. But, yes, it’s easy to put on a few extra pounds.’ Then she
         whispers, ‘I’ve got a callisthenics book you can have, afterwards. Keep your figure and you keep your man.’
      

      
      Toby coughs. ‘Ladies, shall we move on? We have outbuildings to inspect.’

      
      Gramma steps away and in a final freaky moment, she winks at me. I didn’t even know my grandmother could wink.
      

      
      Yes, pregnancy has the weirdest side-effects, and they don’t only affect the mum-to-be.

      
      ‘Wakey, wakey, sleeping beauty!’

      
      I jump as Toby comes into the living room. Some of my papers have fallen on the floor. ‘I wasn’t asleep!’

      
      ‘No? And I suppose you weren’t snoring like a tramp on a park bench either?’

      
      I tut. ‘So do you think they liked the house?’

      
      ‘They bloody loved it, Brains. Your mother would move in with us given half a chance, and your gramma thinks there’s no way we can stay living
         in sin in such a respectable neighbourhood.’
      

      
      I refuse to look at him in case he proposes again. He puts a tray down on the coffee table and sits next to me on the pink
         damask sofa. ‘So, madam, here we have chicken salad, toast, Marmite, scones, cream, jam, fruit and freshly drawn tea. A nutritious
         feast for my fertility goddess. Where would you like to start?’
      

      
      I remember Gramma’s whispered warnings about getting fat, and I shake my head. ‘It’s a myth, about eating for two. You’ll
         go off me if I run to fat.’
      

      
      He butters the toast thickly, adding the thinnest scrape of Marmite, and then cuts it into four fingers. ‘Like I always say,
         the more there is of you, the better for me.’
      

      
      We are a textbook case of opposites attracting: Toby is a blond bombshell, with twinkling naughty schoolboy eyes, and a body built for track and field. I am descended from hardy Jamaican
         stock, with hair that takes care of itself, and a strong body built for long distances. Sometimes we trace fingers over each
         other’s skin like explorers who’ve struck gold.
      

      
      Lord knows what our baby will look like …

      
      Monty waits patiently at our feet. He always gets our leftovers now, even though he leaves crumbs all over the laminate. Since
         everything we owned went up in flames, thanks to my business rival and my treacherous ex-PA, we’ve been less house-proud.
         When the insurers offered us this matchbox terrace, Toby said we could afford somewhere much swankier. But I thought the cramped
         rooms would give us an incentive to get a move on and find our own house.
      

      
      Yet, weirdly, we’ve ended up feeling very comfortable here. I never had a doll’s house, but this has the same shoebox rooms, perfectly square windows and a postbox-red
         front door. We needed a cleaner at the penthouse, but here you can stand in the centre of every room and still reach all the
         corners with a duster. No one’s been more surprised than Toby to find that he actually enjoys keeping house. He awards himself
         points every time he takes the rubbish out or scrubs the bath. He says that’s ‘what we did at school’. Sometimes I think a
         public school education is underrated.
      

      
      Though will he expect the same for our baby? I give my bump a protective stroke.

      
      ‘Penny for them, Brains?’

      
      ‘Thinking about the house,’ I fib.

      
      ‘It was rather terrifying to see the old lady stripped down like that, wasn’t it?’ Toby decided a while back that number ten
         is a woman. He puts one arm around me, and rests his hand on mine, on top of the bump. The first time he did that, I felt
         self-conscious, because it seemed like the sort of thing people did at the end of romantic comedies. But now it makes me feel
         warm. Protected.

      
      ‘I don’t see how they’ll do it.’

      
      ‘Ah, I will make it happen. Can’t have the son and heir coming home to a building site. I’ll tell them we won’t stand for
         it!’
      

      
      I suspect the burly blokes who run Blues Brothers Building Services might not take Toby as seriously as he takes himself.
         ‘While you’re doing magic tricks, maybe you can finish my pitch for that wedding-planner woman who wants a store makeover.
         My mind’s a blank.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve just got to say the word and I’ll give you all the experience you need of being a bride.’

      
      I shake my head. ‘Oh yes, because planning a wedding is what we need on top of everything else.’ But then he looks hurt, and
         I kiss him on the forehead. ‘I’ll think about it. I promise. But right now I’ve got other things to panic about.’
      

      
      ‘You and me both. I’m meant to have read this before tomorrow’s meeting.’ He leans down to pick up his briefcase from the
         floor. ‘I haven’t got past page four.’
      

      
      ‘Give it here.’

      
      ‘No. No, you’re under enough pressure.’

      
      ‘Rubbish. I might be pregnant, but I’m not mentally incapacitated.’ I reach over to take it. ‘Oof. Is this the report or the
         complete works of Shakespeare?’ When I unzip the case, there’s a full ream of paper inside.
      

      
      ‘That’s why I haven’t been in the mood.’

      
      ‘You’re never in the mood for spreadsheets, let’s face it, party boy.’
      

      
      Toby and I became friends over Garnett’s accounts. He was the playboy heir to the store, and I was the trainee from the sticks,
         but I could always run rings around him when it came to Excel. Although back then, the quarterly reports were a dozen pages
         long at the most.
      

      
      ‘Shall I butter you a scone?’

      
      I smile. ‘In the old days, you used to buy me lunch at Claridge’s. I hope you’re not taking advantage of me, master.’

      
      ‘I think it’s a bit late for that, wench,’ he says, kissing my bump through my sweater.

      
      ‘What about Tyson?’

      
      ‘Hmmm?’ I look up from the report to the clock on the mantelpiece, and I realise it’s been an hour since I picked it up. Somehow
         I’ve polished off all the scones and the toast. Monty is lying by the living flame fire, his belly full of crumbs, and Toby is leafing through a book of baby names.
      

      
      ‘I said, what about Tyson Garnett?’

      
      I can’t tell whether he’s joking. ‘As in Mike Tyson?’

      
      ‘Hmm. It’s very modern. And no one would ever take him on with a name like that.’

      
      ‘Your mother would definitely cut you out of the will.’

      
      ‘I can cope with hardship, so long as we’re together.’

      
      ‘Well, looking at these figures, we might have to get used to hardship sooner than you’re expecting.’

      
      Toby frowns. ‘I didn’t get far, but the bit I read said the store’s doing OK.’

      
      I sigh. ‘Yes. That’s what the words say. But the figures say something different. The ten weeks since Christmas have been a total disaster.’
      

      
      He sits upright. ‘So why does Edgar’s summary say everything’s fine and dandy?’

      
      ‘No idea. If I didn’t know him better, I’d say your store manager was deliberately using the New Year sales figures to mask
         the meltdown. But he’s not the type. Why would he do that?’
      

      
      Toby thinks about this. ‘Mum’s been giving him a bit of a hard time lately, since we lost the Peerless Serums contract and
         she has to go to Harrods instead.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm.’ I bite my lip. Laetitia Garnett helps herself to whatever she fancies from the Garnett’s shelves, like an authorised
         shoplifter. ‘Take a look.’
      

      
      He scans the pages I’ve highlighted and then shakes his head. ‘I don’t know what I’m meant to be seeing.’ He folds his arms
         across his chest, and I know I’ve lost him.
      

      
      ‘This is important, Toby. The way I’m reading this, Garnett’s is in big trouble.’

      
      ‘Ah, she’s got plenty of life in her yet.’

      
      I hesitate. I don’t want to interfere, but I can’t ignore what I’ve seen. ‘That’s not what the figures say,’ I whisper.

      
      He frowns. ‘It’s that bad?’

      
      ‘That depends on how much leeway the banks will give you. But if I were a banker, I wouldn’t be buying Garnett’s gift tokens
         for next Christmas.’
      

      
      ‘Because we might not be there?’ His voice is small.
      

      
      I nod.

      
      He gulps. ‘But that can’t happen.’
      

      
      When I first knew Toby, I thought he was like all his rich chums, spending the family money on cocktails and sports cars.
         But actually, Garnett’s means so much more to him than most people realise: not least because his father died from the stress
         of trying to keep the place afloat.
      

      
      ‘I might be wrong. But you definitely need to ask Edgar some tough questions.’

      
      Toby gives me that look.

      
      ‘No,’ I say. ‘I can’t go back there. Please don’t ask me to.’

      
      He sighs. ‘You know I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need you. Even dull old Edgar could run rings round me with figures, but he
         wouldn’t dare if you’re there. Please?’
      

      
      It’s so not my job to save Garnett’s. This is the store that sacked me without even questioning the flimsiest evidence that I’d stolen
         from them. It took Grazia, my other Fairy Godmother, to prove I’d been fitted up by my deputy, and by then I didn’t want to
         go back to work with people who’d been so willing to believe I was a crook.
      

      
      Yet despite all that, I know I can’t turn my back on it. Garnett’s was my first true love.

      
      ‘You’re on.’

      
      He hugs me, and I try to focus on that, and the knowledge that I’m doing the right thing, instead of the nauseous feeling
         that envelops me when I imagine coming face to face with his cow of a mother across the boardroom table.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Emily
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      It’s coming up to ten past one when craft guerrilla warfare breaks out in Heartsease Common.
      

      
      The love of my life is on the front line.

      
      ‘Emily? Emily, where are you?’ Will sounds desperate.

      
      ‘In the stockroom, looking for embroidery needles.’

      
      ‘Can you come out, please? World War Three’s kicking off between the knitters and the crocheters. They both claim that you
         promised them exclusive use of the lounge bar at the Rose and Crown. You didn’t, did you?’
      

      
      The love of my life doesn’t always have complete faith in my organisational abilities.

      
      ‘No, Will,’ I call out, ‘I’m not completely insane.’
      

      
      Or am I? Would a sane woman even attempt what we’re doing today?

      
      I race into the shop, where Will is trying to broker a peace agreement between the leaders of the two factions. The Emporium
         isn’t the ideal setting for a battle. The store is on the poky side of petite, and though we’ve used all the decorator’s tricks
         to open it up – dairy cream and sage paintwork, and ceiling height ironwork bakers’ shelves loaded with locally made bread
         – you’d struggle to throw a punch without your fist land-ing in the artisan soft cheese.
      

      
      ‘… but is there no way you can share the space?’ he’s suggesting. ‘After all, the Craftathon is about cross-pollination? Sharing
         traditional skills.’
      

      
      The two women look at each other with contempt.
      

      
      ‘Personally, I wouldn’t call knitting a skill,’ says the thinner woman, who grips a crochet hook in her fist, her knuckles white with tension. She’s dug in between the
         organic root veg and the elderflower wine.
      

      
      The plumper woman tuts from her forward position by the pickles. Her wooden needles are tucked away under her left arm, the
         sharp ends poking out past her substantial Fair-Isled bosom. ‘There’s a reason why women who crochet are known as hookers.’
      

      
      A mother who’s just reaching out for one of our irresistible choc-and-cherry whoopee pies tuts loudly, and ushers her young
         daughter out of the shop without buying so much as a jam tart. Great. The point of the Craftathon was to increase sales as well as promote community spirit. Right now, it’s doing neither.
      

      
      ‘Ladies, please,’ Will says, smiling his most soothing smile. ‘There’s hardly any difference between the lounge and the saloon, is there?’
      

      
      Knitter shrugs. ‘It’s all about reputations. And we’re in the right. Jean said we could have the lounge bar.’

      
      I glance pointedly at Will. I should have known that Jean would be behind this. She’s pushing eighty, a twinset-and-pearls
         firebrand who came with the fixtures and fittings of the Emporium. We don’t pay her, but she minds the shop, minds Freddie
         and never minds her own business.
      

      
      ‘Well, we know all about Jean’s reputation, don’t we?’ Miss Crochety is hitting back with rumours about Jean and Bob the estate agent. But my attention is
         drifting towards the common. One glimpse is all it takes to tempt me outside.
      

      
      I brush past the warring wool fans, and out onto the grass. I can’t resist. It’s early yet, so the marquee workshops are still
         empty and the PA system hasn’t yet started playing the Mothers’ Day playlist that Will downloaded from iTunes. But with a
         bit of luck and a lot of fairy dust, by two, thousands of people will descend on Heartsease to fulfil their creative selves,
         fill their faces, and spend loads of lovely dosh.
      

      
      That’s if we can pull it off again. Back in January, I had no doubts. The lease on the empty chemist next door to the Emporium was
         cheap as chips, and the perfect location for our Heartsease Handmade craft centre, my latest genius idea. But setting up the store wasn’t enough of a challenge for me. Oh,
         no. Trivial stuff like buying half a dozen sewing machines off eBay, filling the pharmacy shelves with cheerful fabrics and
         patterns, or finding tutors who could pass on the secrets of French knots and silver filigree was too easy. I decided we had to launch the store with a bang, or rather, with a Mothering Sunday guerrilla craft extravaganza. We’d bring income into
         our village and save the world from ecological disaster, not to mention save my relationship with Will from more everyday domestic squabbles
         by proving I am superwoman.
      

      
      Maybe my aims were a little ambitious. I’d pictured a sunny spring day, a gaggle of celebrity crafters, thousands of families
         sitting on a community quilt so big it’d get into the Guinness Book of Records, and be visible from outer space. Like Heartsease’s answer to the Great Wall of China.
      

      
      It’s not quite turned out like that. The bitter wind blowing across the common means you’d get frostbite if you attempted
         a picnic. The guerrilla crafters couldn’t agree on the design, so there’s no Great Quilt of Berkshire. And the first twenty-nine
         celebrity crafters we tried had prior engagements, so our star attraction is a former radio presenter who was kicked out of
         I’m a Celebrity without having to do a Bushtucker Trial because no one recognised her.
      

      
      Still. Every journey begins with a single step. Or, in the case of the Heartsease Handmade Happiness Day, with a single stitch.

      
      ‘Mummy, I got treat for you …’

      
      Freddie’s hiding something behind his back. His face is flushed with excitement, but his idea of what counts as a top treat
         varies alarmingly. I’ve been presented with a buttercup, the hairiest dead spider I’ve ever seen, a mud pie, a vintage mince
         pie (excavated only last week from the depths of the sofa), a catnip mouse still damp from the jaws of the moggy next door,
         a chocolate crispy cake made at playgroup (my favourite gift so far), and the unwelcome evidence that the potty-training we’d
         been working on for months had finally borne fruit.
      

      
      My ex-husband had no sympathy when I told him. ‘If you will celebrate every wee as though he’s discovered a cure for cancer,
         then you shouldn’t be surprised when he thinks a turd is a reason to crack open the champagne.’
      

      
      And this from a man who used to expect a standing ovation for stacking the dishwasher, but believed that only women had the
         special skills required to put the plates away afterwards … Though I was the one who let him get away with it, something I
         am determined not to do with Freddie. One day, my son will make someone the perfect husband.
      

      
      ‘Is it a surprise, Freddie?’

      
      ‘Um, yes.’

      
      ‘Brilliant!’ Freddie’s excitement is every bit as infectious as the tummy bugs he brings home every day from Tiny Tykes. A
         three-and-a-half-year-old is much better than Prozac. Not that I need Prozac, of course. I’m one of the world’s born optimists!
      

      
      ‘Hold out your hands and close your eyes, Mummy!’

      
      Would a born optimist feel dread? But I do as I’m told, hold out my palms and wait for something unpleasant – slime or sludge
         or prickles – but instead I feel tickly softness.
      

      
      ‘Can I open my eyes now?’

      
      ‘No! Guess!’ He’s giggling.

      
      ‘Is it a mouse?’

      
      ‘Ha! Ha! Ha!’

      
      ‘It can’t be a mouse because it isn’t moving. I hope it isn’t a dead mouse.’
      

      
      The giggles grow louder. ‘You’re stupid, Mummy. Guess NOW!’
      

      
      I’m not sure I like the bossy side of Freddie’s character that’s emerged in the last month or two. I know he doesn’t get it
         from me, so it must be from Duncan. Maybe my quest to turn my son into a New Man is going to be trickier than I thought.
      

      
      ‘OK, er, is it a chicken?’

      
      ‘No!’

      
      I turn the thing over in my hand. It’s knobbly. ‘A teddy bear? A bare teddy?’
      

      
      ‘Hahahahahahahahahahahaha!’

      
      ‘I give up.’

      
      ‘OK, dummy Mummy! Open your eyes.’

      
      When I do open them, the irritation fades away. In my hand is a misshapen piece of multicoloured pink and red wool. I try to use my mummy-instincts to guess what it is.
      

      
      ‘A … flower!’ The petals are wonky and the green felt leaf is hanging on by the thinnest strand of cotton. But Freddie made
         it, which makes it more precious than a hundred red roses.
      

      
      His face lights up. ‘Happy birthday, Mummy!’

      
      ‘Um, it’s not …’ and then I decide now is probably not the time to explain that today is a day for all mummies, because he’ll want to know when Freddie’s Day is. ‘Thank you, Fredster. You’re my best boy!’
      

      
      I kiss him and, for the first time ever, he reels backwards and says, ‘Mummy, don’t! Someone might see,’ and I swear my heart is in a vice. It leaves me breathless; I know that tonight he’ll be as cuddly as
         ever at bedtime, but I also realise this is a landmark moment, the minute I understand that I can’t pretend Freddie is my
         baby any more.
      

      
      And the minute my longing for another baby hits me all over again.

      
      An hour later, and Heartsease has been invaded by alien creatures from the Planet Pregnant.

      
      Neat bumps, plump bumps, bumps so huge that they defy gravity and logic. They’re in the Rose and Crown, where their owners
         are learning crochet in the lounge bar (Miss Crotchety won the toss) and knitting in the saloon. The invaders are cursing
         their way through French knots in the embroidery tent, quilting in the supermarket, and candle-making in the charity shop.
      

      
      You could say they’re getting on my wick …

      
      It shouldn’t be a surprise. The whole point of choosing Mothering Sunday for the launch of Heartsease Handmade was to attract
         the mummy mafia from the Next Village Along. The one with the Michelin-starred gastropub and the prize-winning branch of the
         Women’s Institute that was now run by the City-pioneers-turned-super-mums.
      

      
      No one ever lives in Heartsease if they can afford the Next Village Along. Ours is an ugly duckling place, in a county full
         of swans. However hard the estate agents try to sell it as up-and-coming, Heartsease looks better on paper than in reality. The ‘common’ is a patchy strip of grass scarcely large enough for a neglected
         cricket pitch. The rows of old workers’ cottages squaring up to each other on either side of the grass slump like teenagers
         with bad posture. Refugees from the city come here, hoping for community spirit and neighbours who didn’t deal drugs. But
         though the locals aren’t hostile, neither do they bake a welcome cake every time they see yet another removal van struggle
         through Heartsease’s cramped streets.
      

      
      I like to think that Will and I are changing that, just a little, with our shop and events like this. But we haven’t affected
         the birth rate yet, while in the Next Village Along, there’s a midwifery crisis. Findlebury Common is such an idyll that they’re
         breeding like organically fed rabbits. In all the mad whirl of preparing for today’s event, I hadn’t realised how crap it
         would make me feel to be surrounded by so many smugly expectant mothers. I know pregnancy isn’t much to be smug about, what
         with morning sickness and varicose veins and neuroses, but I’d take all of the discomfort to have what they have. I want to
         be pregnant again.
      

      
      Want is too weak a word. Crave, need, desire are closer. All the other things I want – a successful Craftathon, a healthy
         profit in the shops, a bigger flat – I’d swap in a heartbeat for a bun in the oven. A son like Will, with a Beatles-style
         mop of dark hair and those mercurial blue-green eyes. Or a little girl who inherits his height, and a blonder, straighter
         version of my temperamental hair.
      

      
      Wendy, who runs Tiny Tykes, appears at my side. ‘Lovely to see mums-to-be in the village,’ she says, with a pointed glance
         at my not-flat-but-not-pregnant-either belly. ‘Such a shame none of them live here.’
      

      
      Wendy wants to extend her empire by forcing the council to open a primary school here and there’s nothing I want more than
         to add a new baby’s name to her petition, but Will refuses to play ball. We almost split up over it last year. I’m trying
         to count my blessings – lovely boyfriend, healthy son, new business – but the bumps are making it harder.
      

      
      ‘I’m working on it,’ I say. Well, it’s half-true. I am working on Will. Just not in the way she probably thinks I am.
      

      
      ‘How long did it take you to fall with Freddie?’ She tries hard to keep the edge out of her voice as she says my son’s name.
         He’s not her favourite ‘tyke’. All the things that make him so lovable to me – his passions for shoes and shopping, his talent
         for knitting, his insatiable curiosity – make her uncomfortable.
      

      
      ‘Oh, no time at all,’ I say and then, to embarrass her, I add, ‘but of course, that was with my ex-husband. Not with Will.’

      
      ‘Oh? Oh!’ She looks stricken. ‘I mean, you wouldn’t know it to look at him, would you? So virile-looking. Tall, dark and handsome. Still, you never can tell till you try.’
      

      
      It takes me a second to realise that she isn’t referring to my ex, who, at five foot four, could hardly be described as tall.
         She’s talking about Will. And now she thinks he has a problem with his sperm, but I can’t tell her the truth, that Will says he doesn’t want a baby because we’re too broke and that the planet is populated
         enough already. And I definitely can’t tell her that, in my darker moments, I’m sure that what he really means is he doesn’t
         want a baby with me.

      
      ‘EMILY! Emily, my dear, this is splendid!’

      
      That espresso voice – Italian with a hint of the Queen’s English – perks me up as much as a double latte. Grazia comes to
         the rescue, and not for the first time. I turn and she gives me a huge hug, and I hear a distinct tut from Wendy. Whether
         that’s because she’s had her interrogation interrupted, or because she disapproves of Grazia, I don’t know.
      

      
      ‘Was it awful, Grazia? And were you brave?’

      
      She sighs. ‘He almost cried, Emily.’

      
      ‘Blimey. But you didn’t?’

      
      ‘It is undignified to cry in public.’ She looks perfectly composed, from her unsmudged mascara and her luscious scarlet lips,
         to her matching velvet Russian-style trouser suit and shiny Cossack boots. She certainly doesn’t look like a woman who has
         just packed her toyboy off to Hong Kong.
      

      
      ‘But …’

      
      ‘I will miss Nigel, Emily, I do not have a heart of stone. But facts must be faced. Long-distance relationships never work.’

      
      I feel close to tears. ‘You love him, Grazia.’
      

      
      Her eyes seem to go misty, momentarily, but then she smiles. ‘There are as many ways to love as there are men in the world,
         and sometimes the intensity of a brief affair is so much more piquant than keeping a relationship on life support, no?’
      

      
      ‘Life isn’t all Brief Encounter, Grazia—’
      

      
      But she holds up her hand. ‘Let that be the last we will say on this matter.’ She looks around her. ‘Another marvellous show
         here. You will see I picked my outfit in honour of your craft theme.’
      

      
      ‘It’s so cute.’ Although only Grazia could get away with the gaudiness of the black and gold embroidered cavalry marching
         up her sleeves and down her chest. Actually, has she had a boob job? Her bust seems to be heaving under that boxy jacket.
      

      
      ‘Cute? No one has ever called me cute before. But it is good here. So many people.’

      
      ‘Hmm. And so many pregnant people.’
      

      
      She raises her eyebrows, something she’s only been able to do since the Botox wore off – Grazia without her scowl was not
         right at all. ‘I had not noticed.’
      

      
      ‘No?’ I shrug. ‘They’re everywhere.’

      
      ‘If you say so.’ She looks again, shakes her head. ‘But where is our favourite pregnant person?’

      
      I try not to pull a face. ‘Sandie? She sends her apologies. Says she’s snowed under with work, and has to go and intimidate
         the builders into working harder.’
      

      
      The eyebrows shoot up again. ‘But she should be here. The shopping angels always celebrate each other’s triumphs.’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Though I can’t say I’ve felt much like celebrating Sandie’s triumphs lately. When we got together, we were all in the
         same leaky boat: I was a single mum with no cash, Sandie was a sacked shop manager with no prospects, and Grazia was a widow
         with no hope. Somehow, our crappy job filming rubbish customer service on hidden cameras brought us together, and made things
         better.
      

      
      But it’s different now: Sandie’s luck has definitely changed for the better. There’s the unplanned, unwelcome pregnancy that’s
         turned into the most heralded event since Mary and Joseph got their big news. The fabulous, knock-down-priced villa Sandie and Toby have bought in Chiswick. The wonderful architect who
         is going to transform it. The way Toby proposes to her on a weekly basis.
      

      
      Of course, she deserves all of it, but I’m finding it hard to be pleased for her, which I guess makes me a truly shitty friend.

      
      Grazia gives me a curious look. ‘Emily?’

      
      ‘Hmm? Sorry. I was miles away.’

      
      ‘Might I suggest a little … sharpener in the Rose and Crown?’

      
      ‘I don’t have time. The cupcakes for the decorating workshop have got lost somewhere, and I haven’t a bloody clue where my
         celebrity knitter is …’
      

      
      She takes my hand. ‘All the more reason for a moment of ‘‘me’’ time.’ She reaches into the lining of her jacket and pulls
         out two miniature bottles of Lanson. ‘And besides, we have absent friends to toast.’ Grazia pops the mini-champagnes open
         with well-practised flicks of the wrist, and hands me mine.
      

      
      ‘To Sandie,’ declares Grazia.

      
      ‘And to Nigel!’ I reply.

      
      Grazia smiles wistfully. ‘Somewhere between here and the South China Sea.’

      
      And as I clink, I see my lovely Will on the other side of the common, carrying four trays of missing cupcakes. The wind whips
         up his curly black hair and it’s lashing his face, making him look a bit like a very tall, very well-brought-up Heathcliff.
         He doesn’t dare let go of the cupcakes to flick the curls away, so by the time he gets to me, his big green eyes are teary
         from the north-westerly gale. But he still gives me the broadest of smiles as he passes.
      

      
      He knows how much this means to me and to Heartsease, and he’ll do anything he can to make it the best it can be.

      
      I hope I can live up to everyone’s expectations. But especially his.

   
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      Grazia

      [image: image]


      
      Somewhere between the Fabulous Felting tent and the Beading for Beginners marquee, the loss of Nigel hits me.
      

      
      I will not cry – I never cry – but I do feel dizzy, and also surprised, since I am no stranger to being on my own. After my
         husband died, I was lost in grief, and even when he was alive, I was often alone. ‘Our’ friends were actually Leon’s, and
         the things we did together were always based on his moods or whims. I was loved, but not always noticed.
      

      
      After two years of widowhood that felt like deepest winter, I met Sandie and Emily through our secret shopping work, and they
         tempted me out of hibernation. Nigel was the one who thawed me out completely. But always I knew our relationship was like
         an Indian summer, that sooner or later he would find a girl his age or I would tire of the toyboy charm.
      

      
      So why do I feel so empty? I catch a glimpse of myself in a mirror next to the découpage stall, and I look older than I have
         in my entire six months with Nigel. Perhaps he took my vitality along with his BlackBerry to Asia.
      

      
      ‘You look like a lady who has an inner yearning to decorate a cupcake!’

      
      A soft-faced woman with floury hands intercepts me. I have no energy to put up much of a fight as she sits me down at the
         last empty seat of the trestle table.
      

      
      I realise I am the only adult without a child escort. The Cutest Cupcakes class has begun, and the mothers and daughters have chosen their shade of pre-made buttercream, so the only colour
         left is a bilious green. I watch the tutor – that is icing sugar, not flour, on her girlish hands – and as she smoothes the
         cream onto her cake, I try to copy. Her topping has tiny peaks, and glistens like freshly fallen snow on exclusive French
         slopes. Mine is choppy, and the sickly colour makes it look uniquely unappetising.
      

      
      ‘Now let’s cut out some fabulous shapes!’

      
      Again the other women have chosen their paper templates and coloured royal icing, leaving a sheet of orange icing and a set
         of cutters for Halloween broomsticks and cauldrons. I suppose that as a spinster of a certain age, I could qualify as a witch.
      

      
      The mothers and children sit with heads close together, cutting around the shapes with blunt plastic knives. I look down at
         my stencil and feel a powerful urge to rip it into pieces, but today is Emily’s big day and I will not cause a scene. Instead,
         I push my orange cauldron shapes onto the top of my cupcake. There are thumb prints all over it, but I have no intention of
         eating it, and no one to share it with. Or should I say, inflict it on.
      

      
      ‘And now the finishing touch, a generous handful of sparkly sprinkles!’

      
      One of the little girls upsets the entire pot of sparkly sprinkles, and the mothers chirrup ‘never mind’, and I cannot be
         bothered with this any more. I reach into my clutch bag for the ten-pound workshop fee, post it into the metal cash box, and
         walk away. Icing will not mend my hairline-fractured heart.
      

      
      ‘You’ve left your cupcake!’ The sweet-smiley woman runs after me, cradling the cake in her hands like a baby animal. I take
         it, so as not to hurt her feelings.
      

      
      I can always feed it to the birds …

      
      I leave the marquee, and walk across the common, towards Bell’s Emporium. I must find Emily, explain I am tired, say goodbye.
         She will understand. It is not as though I have not already done my bit to help the new Heartsease Handmade store, in the
         form of yet another loan I do not want to be repaid …
      

      
      It is good to be in a position to be generous. After Leon, I was flat broke, but selling his paintings has bought me freedom
         to do as I wish, if only I knew what that was. It would have been so simple to book a first-class seat next to Nigel and live
         with him in Hong Kong. But I spent too many years as an adjunct to a man. I must find my own purpose in life. Then, if by
         some fluke I still want to be with Nigel, and he still wants to be with me, we can be together as equals.
      

      
      I am not short of offers of ‘purpose’. Not a day goes by without a gilt-edged invitation to an exhibition opening, or charity
         dinner. So very different from the dead quiet months immediately after Leon’s heart attack. Every invitation comes with an
         expectation that I, the merry widow, might wish to donate to this good cause, or that. But however welcome my money is to
         zoo animals in war-torn countries, or struggling artists, writing out a cheque is not a purpose. And while I adore the British way of life, I cannot abide the idea of volunteering for one of her committees.
      

      
      I put my head around the door of the light, bright Emporium, which is full of customers buying chutney and cheese and organic
         baby food from straw-lined wooden packing cases. The handsome Will is talking to a man with a goatee beard as they both gaze
         adoringly at a heavy-looking slab of wholemeal bread. Will has found his purpose, now, and so has the Emporium which, until
         last Christmas, was a hotchpotch shop full of pretty junk no one needed. The move into sustainable, local produce is a good
         one – I understand they may finally be edging towards the black – but do they really have to take it all so seriously? The
         eco light bulbs sit on their own little podium, even though they are barely bright enough to read by, and the worm composter
         has a ‘SOLD OUT, NEW WRIGGLERS DUE SOON’ sign next to it.
      

      
      He spots me. ‘Grazia! Come over! You must taste our new spelt ciabatta, see whether it tastes authentically Italian.’ He lifts
         up a long slipper of a loaf that is the right shape for ciabatta, but is the grey colour of putty.
      

      
      ‘It looks marvellous! But alas I am full of organic cupcake. Do you know where Emily is?’

      
      ‘Next door, I think.’
      

      
      I leave him and his customer to pay their earnest homage to the bread. The Emporium has a clear clientele, but I am less convinced
         by Heartsease Handmade. Why would grown women with too much to do want to knit their own clothes, when they can buy them more
         cheaply? But Emily was so enthusiastic – enthusiasm is Emily’s essential quality – that it was easier to reach for my chequebook
         than to argue.
      

      
      The store is half-shop, half-workshop. It’s surprisingly airy, decorated in the soft colours of sugared almonds, and the craft
         items are displayed with the same awe as the bread next door. Candy-striped knitting needles are suspended from the ceiling;
         a treasure chest overflows with jewel-coloured glass beads which sparkle under the spotlight. Balls of wool in baby shades
         are packed into a wicker basket, and before I realise what I am doing, I have reached out to touch them. They are deliciously
         soft.
      

      
      Maybe Emily knows what she is doing after all …

      
      There is a workshop under way at the back of the store. Four women under forty are sitting around a table, each holding a
         wooden embroidery hoop. A stern girl in her twenties is circling, pointing out their errors and making suggestions. From the
         clumsy way they are wielding their needles, I would say they are beginners.
      

      
      The stern girl looks up. ‘Oh, I knew we were expecting one more. Come on, you’ll catch up in no time,’ and she gestures to
         the empty chair.
      

      
      ‘No, you misunderstand, I am looking for Emily, the owner …’

      
      She smiles encouragingly. ‘Emily’s gone to get some sparkly floss for us, though she had to go and deal with a punch-up in
         the pub on her way. But why don’t you have a try, while you wait? I can tell you’re an embroidery fan, from your jacket.’
      

      
      And I look down at my Cossack outfit, with its ornate pattern, and before I know what is happening, she has sat me down and
         thrust a spare hoop in my hands. These craftswomen are so forceful. She tells me to take a pattern from the pile in the centre of the table, but they are nothing like the patterns I remember
         our English neighbour working on: no ugly dog roses or cross-stitched clowns. Instead the images are jokey or cutesy: there’s a template showing a curvy burlesque artist, another
         with skulls and body parts, and even a tasteless Bart Simpson with his trousers down.
      

      
      She sees my shocked expression. ‘Or you could go freeform, if you like. Sketch something onto the fabric,’ she hands me a
         pencil, ‘and then I can show you the basic stitches.’
      

      
      What is it with these women and their boundless energy? I sense it will take more energy to resist her than it would to protest
         and there is no sign of Emily yet.
      

      
      I look down at the creamy fabric, stretched tight between the two wooden circles. A blank canvas. The very words could provoke
         a week’s worth of rage in my late husband, because he found starting work the most stressful part of all.
      

      
      Yet as I look at the cloth, it seems anything but threatening. In fact, it seems curiously inviting, like a cool lake on a
         hot day. The hoop feels weightless in my hands and I put the pencil down, and reach forward to where the skeins of embroidery
         thread are piled high like a linguine rainbow. I pick up a periwinkle blue, then consider a deep ivy green, before choosing
         a silvery grey. I swear the shades are ten times as beautiful as those Leon chose for his canvases. The floss almost threads
         itself and seems to know exactly where it’s entering the fabric for the first stitch …
      

      
      ‘Ladies, ladies. Time to put those needles down and look at what we’ve got!’

      
      It takes me a moment or two to remember where I am, and who the bossy voice belongs to.

      
      ‘Let’s collect up your hoops.’ And before I can stop her, the embroidery teacher has snatched away my work. I catch a glimpse
         of outside and, to my astonishment, it is completely dark. I check my watch. Five o’clock. I have been here for an hour.
      

      
      ‘Now then, who does this belong to?’ asks the teacher, holding up a hoop. Despite the ring holding the fabric taut, the sewer has managed to bunch
         up her work with the ugliest stitches I’ve ever seen, in livid red thread.
      

      
      A very young girl puts her hand up, and I regret my bad thoughts. ‘Good first effort,’ says the teacher, ‘with a brave attempt
         at French knots. You might want to watch your tension next time though.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, I’ve got a very stressful job and high blood pressure,’ says the girl. ‘I thought needlework might relax me, but—’
      

      
      ‘No, I meant …’ and then the teacher decides against trying to explain any further. She hands the girl her work back, and
         then goes through the rest of her pile: an accomplished, if twee, outline of a kitten in mauve and powder blue; an unfinished
         bouquet of flowers, stitched with a spark of originality in black; a sampler of well-done stitches from the rather cross-looking
         woman to my right; and then the oddest, yet most pleasing design of a heart split in two, with blood pooling beneath it, spelling
         out the world broken (though the n is not quite finished) in perfect satin stitch. Grey heart, grey blood, grey letters.
      

      
      ‘And this must be yours?’ says the teacher in an astonished voice.
      

      
      ‘It must be,’ I say, taking the hoop from her and staring at it in disbelief.

      
      ‘This was intended to be a beginners’ workshop, you know.’

      
      ‘I …’ I am too surprised to argue. ‘I learned when I was a girl. There was a widow in our village, from England. She tried
         to teach me. I was terrible. More interested in boys than needlework.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve improved since then,’ she says, somewhat archly. She hands my piece around the table. ‘Now, girls, you might not like
         the subject matter, but the stitching is accomplished.’ The other women nod approvingly, and I touch the thread and I realise
         it sums up perfectly how I am feeling.
      

      
      No. That is wrong. It sums up perfectly how I felt, because now that the piece is almost done, I feel a little better, as though some of my sadness has been stitched into the
         fabric.
      

      
      The bell on the shop door rings, and Emily rushes into the room, holding up a handful of Day-Glo embroidery floss. ‘Am I too
         late?’ she says. ‘Sorry. It was like Beirut in the pub. Those knitters, honestly …’ Then she notices me. ‘Grazia, I thought
         I’d missed you. And you’ve been sewing. Wow! I never saw you as the crafty type …’
      

      
      She looks at my work, and then at me, and she leans forward to envelop me in the kind of hug that usually makes me uncomfortable
         but, right now, makes me feel cared for.
      

      
      ‘There, there, Grazia. I promise you, everything is going to be fine.’

      
      And I let her keep holding me, though there is a twitch in the thumb and index finger of my right hand, as I fight the urge
         to finish off the n in broken.

   
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      Sandie
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      I step out of the taxi and look up, and then I feel it: the familiarity, the buzz, the memories.
      

      
      There’s no place like home.

      
      I love everything about Garnett’s. Well, everything except Laetitia. It doesn’t seem possible that this store could ever fail:
         its limestone wedding cake, with six glorious tiers, has dominated Oxford Street for almost a century. But the figures I read
         last night told a different story …
      

      
      ‘You ready, Brains?’ asks Toby, taking my hand and giving it a little squeeze. ‘I love you for doing this for me.’

      
      Am I doing it for him, or for Garnett’s? Or even my own ego? I suppose it doesn’t matter, so long as I speak the truth, like
         the boy in The Emperor’s New Clothes.
      

      
      Though the little boy had nothing to lose …

      
      We step into the store, the ground floor alone the size of four cathedrals. It’s dazzlingly bright after the greyness outside,
         and the air is heavy with a hundred designer fragrances. At least I can bear the smell again. For the first few months of
         my pregnancy even my favourite perfumes made me sick. Now I can don my scented armour again. Today it’s Mitsouko, Margaret
         Thatcher’s favourite. A perfume to wear into battle …
      

      
      I scan the beauty department. The shop floor is almost empty of browsers, but then it is a Monday morning in March. More worrying
         is the lack of staff. There are a couple of girls I don’t recognise behind the cosmetics counters, but instead of standing
         to attention when they spot us, the assistants stare into space, like retail zombies. Edgar has never been the most dynamic
         of managers, preferring the safety of his office to the store itself, but the threat of a summons to the top floor was enough
         to keep us on our toes. If you had no customers to attend to, you’d be primping and polishing.
      

      
      Toby is behind me, but I don’t want anyone to see me with one of the bosses. ‘You go up,’ I whisper. He nods and he’s gone.

      
      ‘Good morning,’ I say to the girl slumped against the till behind the Desired counter. She must be new, because in my seven
         years here I worked hard to learn everyone’s name.
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ she says. There’s a half-smile, but her limp posture doesn’t change.

      
      I read her name badge. Clair. Without an e. She straightens up a little as she notices me clocking it. ‘Looking for anything in particular?’
      

      
      The display is untidy, with a sprinkling of face powder on the glossy black surface, and gaps where tester lipsticks should
         be. ‘Not sure. Perhaps something to pep up my look?’
      

      
      She smiles half-heartedly, then spots my bump. ‘Ooh. When’s the baby due?’

      
      ‘July.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t normally say anything to a customer in case they’ve just got a big tummy, but you’ve got such a nice figure that
         I knew you were expecting. Our new organic range is fabulous, and my pregnant ladies want to use the very purest products.’
      

      
      And she’s off, talking me through the range and the ways that it can improve my appearance and my life. But I’m more interested
         in her transformation. She pulls out the stool for me – oh, that’s better – and gives me a hand massage with a creamy balm that smells of bergamot and almonds. She’s good.
      

      
      ‘Seems quiet in here today,’ I say.

      
      ‘Hmm. Today and every day. Been like this since Christmas.’

      
      ‘Really? I suppose it’s the recession.’

      
      She looks at me, weighing me up. ‘I dunno. Scary times. I come in every Monday not sure if I’ll have a job by Friday.’

      
      ‘They’re getting rid of people?’ Edgar’s report never mentioned job losses.
      

      
      ‘Not officially and I haven’t been here long enough to be sure, but it feels like there are less of us than there used to
         be at tea breaks.’
      

      
      In my day, the staff canteen was always packed, and a hotbed of gossip and scandalmongering. ‘What do your colleagues think?’

      
      Clair shrugs. ‘We don’t really talk to each other. Everyone’s too nervous. Divide and rule, my boyfriend Ray calls it, so
         we won’t step out of line …’
      

      
      ‘It’s that bad? And the footfall is down too, is it?’

      
      She gives me a strange look. Damn. I shouldn’t have used that word. Oh, I’m probably fussing about nothing; Ray always says
         I’m a worrier. ‘So, what do you think of the balm?’
      

      
      ‘Lovely. I’ll take it.’

      
      I pay and she throws in a couple of free samples but her hands are trembling.

      
      ‘Thank you, Clair. Can you tell me again which floor nursery goods are on?’ I try to look dumb.

      
      ‘Second,’ she says, ‘and maternity’s on the first.’ But I’m sure she knows something’s up. I feel her eyes on me as I walk
         to the lifts.
      

      
      I was planning to speed up to the management floor, but I think I need a tiny bit more research. Plus, the thought of Laetitia
         is making my knees shake. I reach out and touch the brass button for the first floor.
      

      
      Anything to postpone my date with destiny …

      
      The lift goes up and I grab my voice recorder from my bag and clip it to my lapel, so I can record my thoughts for later without
         having to get out a notebook.
      

      
      ‘Lift B. Significant scuffing to mahogany panelling. Brass dull and smeared with marks.’
      

      
      There’s a moment’s pause before the doors slide open, like the curtains on opening night.

      
      Maybe my nerves are stage fright. Or maybe now that I work for myself as a sole trader – or, as Toby calls it, a ‘lone ranger’
         – I’m too independent to get involved with management structures again. In my business, people hire me for my straight talking,
         which is why I love the job. But here … well, I never remember Edgar as a man who valued constructive criticism.
      

      
      ‘First floor for trend, style, classics, suiting, lingerie, nightwear, bridal, maternity, and ladies’ shoes.’ The voice is
         almost as old as the store itself. I used to think it was quaint but now it sounds stuffy.
      

      
      I step out of the lift onto the shop floor. Or should that be shock floor.
      

      
      Ugh.

      
      ‘First floor,’ I whisper. ‘Wall to wall sickly pastel. Pink. Lemon. Violet.’
      

      
      It’s so bland that I have trouble finding anything to focus on. All the signs have had sprigs of fake flowers twined around
         them. I guess it was meant to look fresh and cute, but it doesn’t. It looks desperate.
      

      
      This is the only floor that never held any allure for me – I’ve never been a fashionista – but I know that it matters more
         than any other in the store. I spent six months here as a trainee, back in the days when the New Year sales actually started
         in January. I remember the TV crews outside and the soup and tea that the canteen ladies always prepared for the overnight
         queuers. Our section head, Maureen, was waiting for me that morning … what, nine years ago, now? Doesn’t seem possible.
      

      
      ‘Took my advice, I hope, Barrow?’ she barked. Maureen was in her fifties, a perfect size sixteen, with startling Monroe-style
         curves. But she believed that to be taken seriously a woman had to dress like a man, and in her olive green suit she looked
         like a prison governor. The effect was intensified by her habit of calling us by our surnames.
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