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About the Book


Join Adele Parks in an entertaining, insightful journey on the relationship rollercoaster in this exhilarating collection of short stories.


Whether it’s finding the elusive ‘one’ . . .


Falling in love where you least expect it . . .


Starting over when your love life throws you a curve ball . . .


Or living the happy ever after you’ve always dreamed about . . .


Love is a journey . . . and it’s well worth the ride.
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FINDING THE ONE




Judging A Book By Its Cover


Helena sank back into her couch, balancing a floral china teacup and saucer and two plain biscuits, and took a moment to admire the neat and tidy environment she’d reestablished. She loved the children coming home from university for the weekend. She liked to hear their news and see them eat properly; she didn’t mind that they brought a huge bag of laundry each. She was their mother and as such would do anything to help them and look after them. That was what mothers were for. Besides, Olivia and Mattie never took her for granted; they were both truly grateful for her attention and concern. They pecked her on the cheek as they showered her with thank yous and ‘You’re the best, Mum.’ Helena knew that at nineteen and twenty-one her offspring were officially adults, but they still seemed very young to her. Life was so tough, stressful and expensive nowadays, much harder than when she and Eddie had started out; the children often appeared to be just as vulnerable as they were on their very first day of school. She encouraged them to come home as regularly as possible. She didn’t mind the extra work.


That said, they were incredibly messy. After they returned to their universities, the house always had the appearance of a flustered maiden aunt who had had one too many sherries at a wedding reception: everything was a little askew and nothing made sense. White towels were bruised with smudges of mascara, plates of half-finished food took refuge under Mattie’s bed, jars and bottles repelled their lids, bins spat out litter and tables were tattooed with coffee cup rings.


Mrs Cooper, Helena’s cleaner, came in every Wednesday for three hours and had been doing so for eighteen years. Helena had decided she could not wait for Wednesday to have calm and order restored in the house, so she’d tidied it herself. For one thing, Mrs Cooper was asthmatic and older than Helena by a generation, and therefore not an especially effective cleaner. Anything beyond light dusting was a stretch. Helena didn’t actually need a cleaner, as she was the only one at home nowadays, but she kept Mrs Cooper because she appreciated continuity. She couldn’t very well just fire the woman after so many years of devotion (as Eddie had done to Helena). Besides, there were certain things a woman of Helena’s standing was supposed to have – a detached property, a cleaner, a window cleaner, a husband who worked in the City. She hadn’t been able to hold on to her husband, but she was determined to cling to the rest.


Their divorce had been relatively amicable. Eddie had moved to Hong Kong with his younger, prettier, blonder (sillier!) PA and left Helena with the family home and enough cash to get by. Guilt, she supposed, had motivated him to find his way to a squabble-free arrangement. She didn’t miss him any more; he’d been absent long before they divorced. She found she’d been able to fill the gap he left with nothing more than a tasteful flower arrangement.


She sipped her tea and surveyed the now dust-free surfaces, the neatly stacked magazines and the polished floorboards with the same pleasure with which other women ogled Bradley Cooper. A tap at the front door awoke her from her domestic fantasy.


‘Afternoon, Helena.’


Helena sighed quietly. She’d really prefer it if David, the window cleaner, called her Mrs Jackson, but he insisted on being familiar. If ever she tried to call him Mr Simmons (which was the name on his van), he’d make a joke about his dad being retired and insist that she call him Dave; they compromised with David.


‘Would you be so good as to refill my bucket?’ David asked with a polite smile. He always asked for fresh water, but Helena didn’t mind. It was an unequivocal joy to her when the sunlight bounced through her streak-free windows and splattered into her immaculate front room. ‘Have you been spring-cleaning?’ he asked, craning his neck into the spotless hallway.


David was always cheerful and made pleasant small talk. On cold, blowy days he commented how fresh everything was; on hot days he didn’t grumble but said it was lovely weather to be outside in. Eddie had always been dour; he didn’t do chat. Not that it was fair to compare the two men. David was a window cleaner and was therefore carefree, with little responsibility. Eddie had an important job with a great deal of stress; of course he was too busy to chat. Or to be kind. He never noticed Helena’s polished surfaces.


‘Would you like a cold drink? I’ve some delicious home-made lemonade, though I hasten to add it wasn’t made in this home. I bought it from a farm at the weekend. The children were here; we had a jaunt out.’


David followed her through to the kitchen. ‘How are the kids? Working hard?’


‘Fine, I think. The only thing they worry about is me. Olivia suggested I try speed dating! Can you imagine? That suggestion came hot on the heels of suggesting internet dating last time she was home.’ Helena rolled her eyes. ‘She thinks I’m short of company.’


‘Are you?’


‘Not at all.’


David had been cleaning Helena’s windows for five years. For four of those years they’d barely spoken to one another. Sometimes she’d sit in a room as he cleaned the windows outside that same room and she wouldn’t acknowledge him; instead she’d keep her nose buried in her novel. She’d found it a strangely uncomfortable situation. It wasn’t that she wanted to be rude; it was more that she didn’t really know what to say to him. What could they possibly have in common? Then, about a year ago, David had asked for some clean water and she’d obliged. Naturally, they’d shared a few words. Now they had a cup of tea or a juice together almost every week. Helena was surprised to discover that she found David extremely easy to talk to. He knew all about the trials of her children’s exams; he understood her anxiety as to whether she ought to move her once fiercely independent father into an assisted-living flat. How far must a good daughter go? David knew a lot about Helena’s life.


She knew nothing of his.


He wore a wedding ring, so she thought any enquiry she might make would seem inappropriate. She also thought it would be inappropriate to admit that yes, sometimes she was short of a certain type of company. The company she couldn’t get from chatting to her cleaner, or her window cleaner, or even her friends at the book group.


Nervously she searched around for a new topic of conversation. Suddenly David seemed very big and very male standing in her neat and gleaming kitchen. He must have been having the same thought himself; his eyes flicked around the room and then settled – with some relief – on Helena’s novel.


‘What are you reading?’


‘It’s the book group’s choice.’


‘Any good?’


He picked up the book and started to read the blurb on the back. Irrationally, Helena felt embarrassed. She wasn’t sure it was the sort of book a window cleaner would enjoy. It was a very deep and complex novel, split into two parts: half set in nineteenth-century India, the other part twenty years in the future.


‘I’m enjoying it.’


‘Why?’


Helena always had a book on the go, sometimes two. She loved diving into stories and living other people’s lives for a short time. She enjoyed being challenged, exploring the world and expanding her vocabulary – all from the comfort of her front room. But whenever anyone asked her why she enjoyed reading, she found it impossible to articulate.


‘Oh, it’s, erm, unexpected,’ she mumbled. ‘Fancy a biscuit?’


‘I think he sounds interesting?’ said Cat, with the cheeky, wink-wink grin that Helena knew so well and dreaded so much.


‘Who sounds interesting?’ asked Eliza.


‘Helena’s window cleaner.’


‘Oughtn’t we to talk about the book?’ asked Helena.


It frustrated her that every month the book group followed the same chaotic course. Wine would be poured, nibbles handed around and the chatter and gossip would flow. The book would be forgotten.


‘We can’t start yet. Not everyone’s here,’ said Julie. ‘We’re expecting a new member.’


The worst thing about the gossip, as far as Helena was concerned, was that the others tended to focus only on her situation. They all had partners and were either blissfully happy or horribly miserable in their relationships; it seemed neither condition was as fascinating as her single status. Since Eddie had left her, the book group’s raison d’être had shifted from discussing analogy, imagery and plot to finding Helena a new man.


Helena was reluctant. It was difficult to imagine meeting anyone new. When asked what she was looking for in a man, she’d say she wanted someone steady, financially secure, diligent.


‘Dull, you mean,’ objected Cat the first time she heard the list of prosaic expectations.


‘I mean someone like Eddie.’


‘But Eddie had an affair and left you.’ Cat resisted adding that Eddie was dull.


‘Like Eddie but without the affair,’ admitted Helena.


‘I think you should try something totally different,’ insisted Cat.


Helena had found herself dragged to salsa classes, life drawing classes, and even a bowling club. Cat wanted her to meet someone with hobbies; Eddie had had no interests outside work (he’d even chosen his mistress from the selection offered at the office). Helena had yet to meet a man she liked at any of these places. She wasn’t convinced by snaky hips or the ‘Do you want to come up and see my etchings?’ line. These arty men were unsuitable. Now Cat was becoming fascinated by Helena’s window cleaner; it was a terrifying thought. Cat was a force to be reckoned with when she latched on to an idea; she was like a starving dog with a juicy bone. Helena was certain she did not want to date her window cleaner. She had to nip the idea in the bud instantly.


‘He’s not my type.’


‘You don’t have a type; there’s only ever been Eddie,’ said Eliza.


‘Window cleaners earn good money nowadays, you know,’ added Julie.


Helena blushed. ‘It’s not the money. I don’t need money. It’s . . .’ She didn’t know how to phrase it without sounding snobby. ‘I don’t think we’d have that much to talk about.’


‘But you said you find him easy to talk to. You tell him all about your kids and your dad.’


‘Yes, but I’m not sure he’d have any interest in art, or literature, or even politics.’


Cat hooted with laughter. ‘He might be a perfect bit of rough.’


‘That’s what you think I need, is it?’ said Helena, trying not to become flustered.


‘Who’s to say he’s rough just because he works with his hands?’ demanded Karen. She was trying to make a sensible point, but Cat just shrieked with laughter again and made a joke about the importance of finding a man who was good with his hands. The token male group member, Ian, wriggled uncomfortably in his chair.


The doorbell rang, saving Helena.


‘Can I introduce Dave Simmons,’ said Julie with a beam.


For a nanosecond Helena didn’t recognise David. She knew his face as well as the back of her hand, but seeing him out of context and in smarter clothes startled her. He startled all the other female members of the group too. They sat with their backs straight and chests out, grinning and wide-eyed.


‘Take a seat next to Helena,’ said Cat, pointing to the free chair. Helena smiled at David, but before they had the chance to tell the rest of the group that they knew one another, Ian seized the moment to talk about the book.


‘I don’t suppose you’ve had chance to read it yet, have you, Dave?’


‘I just picked it up this week but managed to finish it this morning.’


‘Good going. It’s chunky, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, but fascinating.’


‘What did you like about it, Dave?’ asked Cat.


‘I was transported. The descriptions were lyrical. The characters were so complex and believable, even though their dilemmas were very removed from my own experience.’


Helena couldn’t agree more. She nodded enthusiastically but somehow couldn’t find her tongue. For the rest of the evening she listened as David enthused about books. He was familiar with many of the classics and most of the recent prizewinners. He’d read lots of the books she had bought and knew she ought to read but had never got round to. He had an opinion on them all. She was enthralled by each well-observed point he made and mesmerised by his perception and confidence. He was nothing like she’d thought him to be. How had she known him for five years and not known him at all? The extent of her prejudice shamed her. Shivers of terror ran up her spine: she had to find a way of ensuring that none of the others inadvertently exposed her by resuming the conversation about her window cleaner. If he was mentioned, she was sure her snobbery and narrow-mindedness would be uncovered. She waited for a pause in the discussion and an appropriate moment to mention her relationship with David. None came.


Helena remained tense all evening; she wanted to get home. She’d call them all tomorrow and explain the situation. Then she’d leave the group. As wonderful as the book club was, she wouldn’t be able to face the members after she confessed that she had a thing for the window cleaner – who she’d previously dismissed. She struggled to find the arm of her coat. Over and over again she jabbed at the sleeve but somehow couldn’t twist it the correct way to put it on.


David helped her.


‘Thanks.’ A blush flared on her neck and crept up to the roots of her hair.


‘You were very quiet this evening. I thought you liked the book.’


‘I do. It’s just that—’


She didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence as Cat appeared at their side. Cat lived just five minutes’ walk from Julie’s and so had seen off almost a bottle of wine. Thus fortified she asked, ‘Are you married?’


‘Widowed, actually.’


‘Oh,’ said Helena. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Nine years ago now. Look, maybe we could go for a coffee and you can tell me your thoughts on the book without a crowd,’ he said.


‘Don’t waste your time, Dave. You’re not her type,’ grinned Cat.


Helena froze.


‘She has a type?’ asked David, with a curious and friendly grin.


Helena thought she might be ill on Julie’s hall carpet.


‘Yes, she’s after a bit of rough. She fancies her window cleaner. You, sir, are far too educated,’ joked Cat.


‘That’s very interesting,’ said David. Helena wouldn’t meet his eyes but she could feel them boring into her. ‘Do you think it’s fair to have such preconceptions? Couldn’t you give me a chance?’


Helena forced herself to look up. ‘You’re right. Just because you’re well read doesn’t necessarily mean you won’t know what to do with your hands. I’d love a coffee.’




Bird Of Paradise


Riley and Mason stood side by side, shoulder to shoulder, silently encouraging and supporting, just as they had done on endless past occasions when they’d faced their headmaster or their mothers after being caught in scrapes, as mischievous boys are bound to be; or as teenagers, when Brian-built-like-a-brick-shithouse and his gang of morons wanted their lunch money and they’d refused to give it up – a stand neither could have made alone. They’d stood shoulder to shoulder for various team photos, at bars, in ski lifts, before exams and job interviews, and now at the altar.


Riley was taking the plunge.


It was a surprise to everyone that he was marrying first. Mason was the romantic, Riley the cynic – but then Emma had crash-bang-walloped into his life. Emma was pretty, funny and intelligent; Riley was ga-ga. Mason didn’t resent that their double act had become a triple act; a best mate shouldn’t, couldn’t begrudge a pal finding true love.


He wouldn’t mind a bit of the same himself.


The bright sunlight slipped through the stained-glass window, making Riley’s face look as though a five year old had gone to town with the crayons. Despite the colour, he still looked worse than he had the morning after his stag party. Mason wondered whether grooms ever threw up in the font, through nerves.


‘You OK, mate?’


‘Fine,’ replied Riley, managing a tight nod.


‘Don’t worry, she’ll turn up. She loves weddings; she’s not going to miss her own.’


Truthfully, Mason loved weddings almost as much as Emma did, although he’d let wild horses tear him limb from limb before he’d admit it. He loved everything about them, from the intense, heady smell of the lilies to the smart suits and pretty floral dresses that the guests wore. He thought confetti, champagne and even mediocre coronation chicken had an allure. His all-time favourite moment was when the bride stepped through the church door, swathed in petticoats and veil. The congregation always gasped because that moment was one of intense possibility and wonderful optimism. He couldn’t help himself: as unfashionable as it was, he was a diehard romantic.


Truly petrified, Riley stared resolutely ahead. Mason glanced over his shoulder and noted that the church was nearly full.


‘My God, she’s gorgeous,’ he murmured. He hadn’t intended to blaspheme in church; he hadn’t intended to speak out loud, but when he set eyes on the woman in the brown dress, yellow scarf and – wow, that was brave – green shoes, he was knocked momentarily insensible. Her glorious rainbow beauty put him in mind of a fabulous exotic bird of paradise.


‘Who is that woman in the brown, yellow and green?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know. I wasn’t aware we knew anyone who was colour blind,’ replied Riley.


‘She’s an absolute beauty,’ said Mason.


Riley forced himself to sneak a peek at the congregation. He was almost a married man but he could not fail to notice the well-endowed beauty in the brown dress.


‘No, no, mate. You mustn’t touch her. That’s Tabitha, Emma’s boss. She eats men like us for breakfast. She’s a horror. Emma only invited her because she’d be sacked if she didn’t,’ he said.


Mason stole a second glance; the bird of paradise was beaming broadly. He was already in love with her enormous smile. ‘She doesn’t look like the sort of woman who eats men for any meal,’ he commented.


‘That’s your problem, mate, you never believe people have faults. Trust me: she makes the black widow spider look friendly. Keep away.’


Mason didn’t have time to think about the bird of paradise again, because the organ announced that Emma, in all her glory, had arrived.


Everyone agreed the wedding was utterly perfect. The ceremony was stunning, hitting the correct note of sober reverence and evident elation. The reception was idyllic: the guests drank champagne on the lawn and basked in the sun. At the sit-down meal, the food and the speeches were sublime and hilarious respectively. Everybody had a sensational time.


Except Mason.


He tried to catch the bird of paradise outside the church but lost her in the crowd. At the reception, he got a fleeting glance of the brown satin of her skirt but he was crushed – she had her arms wrapped around one of the ushers. Riley was right: fast worker. Mason felt a sting of terrible disappointment deep in his gut. He watched the bird of paradise fly from the arms of the usher to the side of a waiter, and then, during the meal, he saw her flirt with all the men on her table. He couldn’t hear exactly what she was saying or catch her expressions, as she had her back to him, but her actions left little to the imagination. She fed profiteroles (with her mouth!) to the guy to her left throughout Mason’s speech; a speech she interrupted at inappropriate times with a low, throaty, drunken laugh. He’d imagined, having clocked her smile in the church, that her laugh would be more joyous – less dirty.


He was a damn fool to have these idealistic views of women.


‘Mate, can you scoop up Tabitha and sober her up; she’s passed out under the table and we can’t cut the wedding cake with her legs sticking out from under it; it will ruin the photos,’ said Riley.


‘Can’t you ask someone else?’ grumbled Mason, but he stood up to move the drunken woman; he was the best man after all. As carefully as he could, considering her comatose state, he eased her out from under the table.


My God, she was barely recognisable. She wasn’t recognisable. This wasn’t his exotic bird. Same dress, yes, same scarf and shoes, but even if she had been conscious, he instinctively knew that this woman would not bestow face-splitting smiles. Big boobs, yes, but not a sign of an enormous grin.


Confused, Mason carried the wilting woman towards the loos. She needed water splashed on her face and then she’d need black coffee. He debated for a moment whether to take her into the ladies’ or the gents’. Both were riddled with potential embarrassment, but the men’s smelt worse and the women’s had a powder room; maybe they’d have comfy seats where he could deposit her.


He opened the door and there was Heidi, Emma’s second cousin once removed, a woman who also loved weddings, everything from the delicate ballet slippers the bridesmaids wore to the perky buttonholes. Heidi had been determined to love this wedding, even though before she’d even settled into her pew, two elderly aunts had asked her if she was seeing anyone special and one old uncle had assured her it was her turn next. She knew the uncle’s confidence was misplaced, as her love life was as dry as an AA meeting. Her only consolation had been that a wedding was an excuse to buy a new outfit, and she’d been extremely pleased with hers. She’d blown a silly amount on a chocolate halter-neck dress, boldly teamed with a saffron scarf and emerald shoes, just as the outfit was presented on the mannequin in the window. This morning she’d stood immodestly in front of the mirror and twirled around and around, made giddy by the floaty material.


In the church, she had stared in horror as she noticed (how could she fail to) the woman click-clack her way over the ancient enamel tiles and settle in the pew in front. The woman was tall and tanned, and although Heidi had never seen her before in her life, she was oddly familiar: the two of them were wearing the exact same outfit.


Shocked, Mason and Heidi stared at one another. The exotic bird unable to take her eyes off the unconscious fashion faux pas in Mason’s arms; Mason unable to take his eyes off the woman he’d hunted all day.


‘What are you doing in here?’ he asked.


‘Hiding,’ said Heidi.


‘How long have you been in here?’


‘Since the ceremony. I had no alternative, shame really. I love weddings, but you may have noticed, I’m in the exact same outfit as your girlfriend.’


‘She isn’t my girlfriend,’ said Mason quickly. ‘Not my type, although she clearly has great dress sense.’


Heidi laughed. It was a joyful, blissful laugh – just the sort Mason had imagined would be the call of a bird of paradise.




The Real Thing


Viv turned the key in the lock and gave the door a sharp kick so that the warped wood shifted. The old-fashioned shop bell chimed as she stepped over the threshold. She bent to sweep up the post (unwanted circulars and bills) and to briefly pet the shop cat, before he darted outside. She took a deep breath and absorbed the unique smell of dust, wood polish and old books, her equivalent of lavender or chamomile. This was her favourite moment of the day. She was all alone in her beloved shop and everything was possible and ahead of her.


Viv had been running Viv’s Vintage for six years now. Owning a shop that sold elaborately decorated teacups, wax flowers under glass domes and heavily embroidered tablecloths was not, perhaps, what she’d had in mind when she gained her degree in business studies, but it suited her. She occasionally stumbled across an article about one of her fellow students in the FT or even Time magazine. They all worked at huge multinational conglomerates and had impressive titles that included the words ‘chief’ and ‘officer’. The titles alone terrified Viv; irrationally, they brought to mind images of an army of people doing the goosestep in heels. If any of her peers had jumped off the corporate ladder, it was to bring up a cluster of beautiful and brilliant children. Viv didn’t have beautiful and brilliant children; she didn’t even have plain, daft ones. She had a series of confidence-sapping broken relationships, none of which had culminated in marriage, all of which had required her to put her own career on the back burner; she’d moved around the country supporting and rushed around the home cleaning and cooking and caring. After the last break-up, she’d sworn off men, decided it was time to concentrate on herself. She’d assessed what it was, exactly, that she was good at.


Kate, her oldest friend, commented, ‘Shopping.’


‘That’s it? You think that’s the sum total of my talents? I can shop?’


‘You’ve a good eye for spotting unusual things, and despite being a bit of a wallflower, you drive a hard bargain. You should turn your hobby of collecting stuff into a career.’


Viv accepted Kate’s advice, primarily because she really couldn’t think of a better idea. Kate and Viv were an unlikely pairing: chalk and cheese. Kate had always planned to take a year off to travel once she’d graduated, but one year had turned into two, stretched to five, bulged into a decade and more. Now, all these years later, it was accepted that she was of no fixed abode, at least rarely for longer than a year or so. Still, she felt more than adequately compensated because she had meditated outside the Taj Mahal, seen the sunset from the top of Kilimanjaro and flown a helicopter over the Grand Canyon (actually flown it; she was not just a passenger!). Viv envied Kate’s ability to carelessly dismiss everyone else’s definition of success; it seemed so brave and exciting. Kate didn’t own much at all – she rented properties and borrowed, bought and sold furniture as needed. Viv was the opposite: she felt most secure when her fridge and cupboards were bursting. It was lucky that she’d managed to turn her interest in bric-a-brac into a business.


Sometimes Kate brought home something special from her travels. Viv would buy it and sell it on in the shop, at no profit at all, because she liked to supplement Kate’s low income but she didn’t like passing the expense on to her loyal customers.


The sun shone through the shop window, reflecting and refracting the light from the various glass ornaments like glitter or a disco ball. Viv knew the shop was most likely to be quiet today because people would rather lie flat on their backs in their gardens and bask, rather than mooch around a shop cluttered with collectibles. Still, she’d catch up on some paperwork. The British summer was invariably fleeting; no one could begrudge the odd sunny day.


‘Hello!’


‘Kate, what a surprise!’ The women threw themselves into an uninhibited affectionate hug. ‘When did you get back?’


‘This morning.’


‘Wonderful! It’s so good to see you. What are your plans?’


‘I have a couple of options.’ Kate always had options, chances and choices. ‘I’ve brought you something.’ She reached into her enormous, tatty, cardboard-stiff rucksack. Wasn’t there an age when rucksacks simply became undignified, like mini skirts and piercing your belly button? ‘Look, a Stetson. Isn’t it fabulous? It’s a No. 1 Quality; it’s over a hundred years old. Look at the wonderful pencil-curl brim, and that “Fray” sweatband was invented and patented by one of Stetson’s earliest employees.’


Viv took the battered black felt cowboy hat from Kate. Hats weren’t her area of expertise, but she suspected that, whatever Kate had been told, this was not a genuine Stetson. ‘What did you pay for it?’


Kate named an astronomical price. Viv gasped. She didn’t know how to tell her friend she’d been conned. ‘It has a story attached,’ Kate continued. ‘It belonged to this bad-boy bank robber.’


‘Did it now?’


‘However, I don’t want a penny. Can I just have use of your sofa for a week or two?’


Viv knew that Kate was likely to be on her sofa all summer; she didn’t care, she’d have offered anyway, but now she had a graceful way around avoiding declaring the hat worthless.


The women’s ebullient chatter was interrupted by a polite cough. Viv, clocking who’d entered, turned pink; the deep blush mottled her soft skin. Kate noticed the man – who was saved from being called ordinary-looking because he had kind eyes and broad shoulders – and realised this must be Reuben Nicholls, who regularly featured in Viv’s emails. Reuben was one of Viv’s most regular customers; he stopped by twice a week and always bought something. Viv hadn’t worked out what his area of interest was. Once he bought a pair of brass binoculars; another time some antique engraved mother-of-pearl Chinese gaming chips, and last week he’d purchased a souvenir biscuit tin from the coronation of HM Queen Elizabeth II. She reported that he always spent ages mooching about the shop but his purchases were often impulsive; if another customer came in, he’d guiltily pick up the nearest thing to hand, a bit like a woman on a diet grabs a chocolate bar at the till.


When Reuben spotted Kate, he turned to leave; stupendously shy, he preferred to have the shop to himself. Viv understood that. Although it was her job to sell her goods, she actually preferred it when the shop was empty and it was just her and her beautiful curiosities. Or her and Reuben.


Kate saw the matter clearly. Not one who was backward at coming forward, she found it frustrating that Viv was so shy about asking for what she wanted. Given the amount of stuttering, and the fact that he was practically backing out of the door, Kate guessed Reuben was no more forthright, and so decided to intervene.


‘Come in, come in. You’re just in time.’ She grabbed his arm.


‘In time for what?’ Reuben and Viv both looked nervous.


‘New stock. Look at this Stetson.’ Kate held up the hat as though she was displaying a hard-won sporting trophy. Reuben looked surprisingly interested.


‘You know, it’s just the sort of thing I’ve been looking for.’


‘You don’t want to buy that!’ cried Viv, aghast.


‘I do. I’ll give you eighty pounds for it.’


Viv feared that Reuben was simply making an impetuous gesture because he wanted to get out of the shop as quickly as possible. Sometimes she wondered why he came in at all.


‘No. You can’t.’ She didn’t know how to stop him without revealing to Kate that it was a fake.


‘Deal,’ laughed Kate.


‘Where will you wear it?’ asked Viv weakly, desperately trying to think of a reason for him not to buy it.


‘Well.’ Reuben took a deep breath and plunged. ‘As luck would have it, there’s a country and western night at the Eagle pub this evening. I was thinking of going.’


‘We should go too,’ said Kate, landing a not-too-subtle nudge in Viv’s ribs.


Reuben hesitated, then added, ‘Company would be nice.’


‘That’s really not my thing.’


‘What is your thing?’ Kate muttered, not managing to hide her irritation. She had repeatedly asked Viv to come travelling with her, or at least take a holiday, but Viv had always refused, as she refused anyone who offered to buy her a coffee or take her to the cinema. She used the same excuse every time: ‘It’s not my thing.’


‘We’ll be there at seven, latest,’ declared Kate.


When Reuben left, Kate turned and beamed at Viv triumphantly; Viv refused to give Kate the satisfaction of talking about what had just happened. What had happened? Had Reuben asked her out? No, impossible. So had he asked Kate? That was much more likely. And the hat! She’d just knowingly passed off a fake as a genuine antique. It was unethical. It felt deeply wrong. She couldn’t talk about it. Instead she dusted her collection of Wade whimsies. Kate, realising she wasn’t going to get any thanks for her efforts, said she’d head off, they could meet later at the Eagle.


Viv felt hot and flustered all day. She didn’t want to go to the pub to meet Reuben, especially as he was so obviously keen on Kate, but she knew she had to. She had to return his money at the very least. She locked the shop door, fighting a sense of dread and gloom. Even the warm evening and the sight of old people sitting companionably on the benches and young people in boisterous groups drinking lager didn’t cheer her up.


The pub was heaving, a sea of checked shirts, cowboy hats and boots. Viv’s heart sank. Through the throng she spotted Kate, already chatting animatedly with Reuben. It was obvious that they were completely smitten with each other because neither of them seemed aware of the fact that was most glaring to Viv: nearly half the men in the bar were wearing the exact same Stetson as the one she’d sold to Reuben.
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