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PROLOGUE



THE SHOP


Two women stand side by side behind a shop counter. Sunlight streams in through the freshly cleaned windows and catches on the fabric of the dresses that hang neatly on the rails. There are clothes in every colour of the rainbow, from poppy-red to pale sage-green, to pinks so bright they make your mouth water and blues so blue you can’t help but think of the glittering sea on a hot day.


For now, the shop is empty of customers, the clock above the door telling the women that it is nearly time to open up. The floor has been swept and the curtain in the changing room pulled back to reveal a glistening mirror, ready and waiting to greet the customers who will wander inside later today, on the hunt for something particular or instead drawn inside by the wink of a dress that they simply can’t resist.


The two women behind the counter look around, checking everything is ready for the day. They have both spent countless hours preparing for this moment, the shop a manifestation of both their passion and hard work. Once they are satisfied that everything is as it should be, they glance at one another and share a smile. It’s a smile that speaks of all the things they have been through together and everything that has led them to this point. It’s a smile built on tears, secrets and pain, as well as the shared love, laughter and friendship that has pulled them both out from those dark moments.


Eventually the clock above the door hits ten and they nod to one another.


‘Do you want to open the door?’ says one of the women, holding out a key.


The woman at her side shakes her head and reaches for her arm. ‘Let’s do it together.’


It’s time to open the shop and welcome their customers. But it’s so much more than that too. For both women, it’s time for a second chance.





LOU



The new shop at the top of the hill in the small Somerset town of Frome is worth the walk up the steep cobbled street. At least that’s what its owner Lou tries to tell herself as she stands alone behind the counter, the autumn sun shining through the window and onto her face, neatly made up as usual in her 1950s-style make-up. We’ve only been open a couple of weeks, she reminds herself, they’ll come. And when they do, how could they not want to rummage through the racks of ­colour, her collection of vintage clothes and accessories lovingly hoarded over the years and now steamed and hanging neatly on wooden hangers.


She’s made the most of every space. Suspended from the ceiling is a wire birdcage looped with scarves so the customers can easily touch them (an important part of the shopping process, in Lou’s mind) and try them in front of one of the antique mirrors dotted around the shop. All the rails of clothes look vibrant and enticing. Lou remembers finding every single item and has dreamed up stories about the history of each piece before they came into her life. It’s one of the reasons she loves vintage so much. As she stands in her shop, she feels as though she is not alone but instead surrounded by hundreds of lives. Those lives are woven into the threads of each and every piece, the memories of unknown people left behind like a trace of old perfume.


She glances at the wall behind the counter, where a black-and-white photo of her mum hangs in a gold frame beside another of both her parents on their wedding day. She likes to think of them both watching her as she works. It was her mum who encouraged her to open the shop. Lou always dreamed about having her own place where she could share her passion for vintage, but never quite managed to find the confidence to leave her stable job in recruitment and set out on her own. But when her mum died six months ago after a long battle with ovarian cancer, Lou finally found the motivation to turn her dream into a reality. Life, she had painfully learned, was short. She didn’t want to keep putting off her dreams any more.


Lou decided to open the shop in her hometown in Somerset. She may have left when she was a teenager, spending many years in London, then Brighton, but when her mother received her diagnosis, she moved back to care for her. Lou’s father had passed away ten years ago, not long after Lou graduated from university, and Lou hated the thought of her mother facing her illness alone. As her mum grew sicker and sicker, Lou was there to look after her, the two of them back together in the house where Lou had grown up. After her mother’s death, it seemed fitting to remember both her parents by starting her business in the place they had lived for most of their lives, a place that Lou may have been eager to swap for a busier city when she was younger.


The day after her mother’s funeral, Lou started work on the shop, researching premises and organising viewings. She decided to sell the family house that was left to her in the will; it felt too painful to continue living there once both her parents were gone. The house held too many sad memories and what Lou needed was a fresh start.


She eventually settled on this building at the top of Catherine Hill, the charming cobbled street lined with independent shops and cafés. The shop had been empty for a while and needed renovation, something Lou took on herself, the sanding and painting and hanging of rails proving a welcome distraction from her grief. The flat above the shop was a different story; it had been used as a storage space for years and had fallen into more substantial disrepair that needed working on by a professional. For now, home for Lou is a room in the town’s Premier Inn. Plenty of Lou’s parents’ old friends had offered for her to stay until the work was completed on her flat, but Lou couldn’t bear the thought of their kindness. She knew they would keep asking her if she was OK and she couldn’t stand the thought of having to keep lying.


Blinking quickly, she looks away from the photographs and back around her shop. It still makes her proud to think that it’s really hers. It’s exactly how she pictured it when she used to daydream in her old office job, right down to the colour of the walls and the carefully handwritten tags that hang from each item. She worked hard to get to this point, spending long days and nights doing DIY and decorating and sorting all her stock. Now everything about it is perfect. All she needs is customers.





DONNA



Donna doesn’t like surprises. She doesn’t like change either, which is why she has lived her whole life in Cold Spring, a small village that hugs the edge of the Hudson River in Upstate New York like a limpet. For sixty years, she has never dreamed of going anywhere else. Each day, she does the same walk along Main Street with her dog Luna, taking in the same clapboard houses with their wraparound porches and painted mailboxes and looking across at the same view over to the forest on the opposite side of the river where the colours turn from green to gold to fire-tinged red with the seasons. The changing seasons are the only kind of change she does like, it being a transformation that can be predicted and plotted on a calendar.


Each morning, she eats the same thing for breakfast (half a grapefruit, a black coffee and a bowl of Cheerios) and puts on the same outfit (a pair of indigo jeans and a plain sweatshirt that she owns in multiple shades of blue) and goes to work in the office at the Sycamore Inn, the family business where she first started as a teenager and which she later took over with her husband when her parents retired. Her husband and their long-standing manager take care of the messy business of interacting with guests, while Donna deals with the accounts, admin and managing the online booking system. For the most part, her days form a pattern as neat and as easy to follow as a perfectly written recipe.


So, when her elderly father, who lives just down the road and isn’t scheduled to see her until a family dinner the next day, rings her at 11 a.m. one Tuesday, she feels a shiver run up her spine.


‘Dad? What is it?’ she asks anxiously, picking up straight away.


‘Is John with you?’ her father replies in a shaking voice.


Donna looks up from her desk where she had been engrossed in sorting through that month’s expenses and sees her husband in the doorway, perhaps alerted by the sound of her phone or maybe simply drawn to her when she needs him the most, as he so often has been over the years.


‘I know you hate shocks,’ her father continues, ‘but I’m afraid we’ve had one. It’s your mom.’


Donna has boiled the kettle fourteen times already and it’s not even midday. There has been a steady stream of visitors to her parents’ home ever since her mother returned from hospital after what turned out to be a minor stroke, or a TIA as the doctor called it. She only had to stay for one night, but it is a small town and somehow word has spread with the speed of a bad cold making its way around an elementary school. Donna can hear John and her father talking with a group of well-wishers in the living room as she fills the kettle again in the kitchen.


‘We were so worried when we heard, weren’t we, Don? Our cousin Jean had a stroke last year too and she hasn’t been the same since.’


‘The doctors say she’s doing OK though?’


‘Here, I’ve brought some of my jam, just a little something, you know.’


‘Oh, how kind of you,’ she hears John replying, ‘and homemade you say? Delicious. I’m sure Shirley will be delighted. I’ll make sure to show her when she’s awake.’


And that’s why Donna has spent the whole morning making coffee, leaving the greeting of visitors to John. She just doesn’t have it in her to pretend to be thankful for yet another pot of jam.


These particular visitors don’t stay long and once she has heard them say their goodbyes, Donna leaves her hiding place and joins her family. Her daughter, Brooke, has caught the train from Manhattan to be there, leaving her toddler, Chloe, with her husband, Tom, for the day. It unnerves Donna to see her daughter in a tracksuit and hoody and with a bare face, instead of in the smart clothes and meticulous make-up she usually wears to work in the city. She has always been close to her grandmother, the two of them having more in common, in some ways, than Donna and Brooke do.


‘If anyone brings another pot of jam, we might have to open a shop,’ Donna grumbles.


Brooke smiles weakly. ‘They’re just trying to be kind, Mom.’


‘If they wanted to be kind, I’d rather they stayed at home!’ she says, trying not to raise her voice. ‘Your grandmother needs to rest, and so do we. I just don’t understand what possesses people to think that the very day when a family member arrives back from hospital is the time to pay a social call.’


‘You’re right,’ says her father, Ken, ‘but I guess it’s just what people do.’


‘What would you do if a friend had just come out of hospital?’ asks John.


Donna thinks about it. ‘Well, if they’d only been in there a short amount of time, I would walk their dog. If it had been longer, I’d probably clean their car.’


‘And why’s that?’ Brooke asks, raising an eyebrow.


‘Well, if they’re just back from hospital they’re not going to be thinking about cleaning their car, but at this time of year you know how much of a mess the leaves can make. If we get any rain, the leaves form a mulch that glues itself to your car windscreen. If you don’t clear the car regularly, it can become a total nightmare. The last thing they’d want to think about when they’re trying to recover.’


To Donna’s surprise, Brooke reaches out and pulls her into a hug, squeezing her tightly.


‘I love you, Mom.’


Donna blinks quickly.


‘I love you too.’


The sound of stirring upstairs causes them all to look upwards.


‘Shall we go and check on her?’ suggests Ken and in silence the family follow Donna’s father up to her parents’ room, where her mother is propped up in bed. Her skin is pale and her typically blow-dried white hair lies flat against her head, making her grey eyes seem larger than usual as she looks up at them all.


Donna glances away, still not used to seeing her mother like this. Shirley may be eighty-five, but she is still a member of nearly every organisation in the town, including the walking club that arranges regular hikes through the Hudson Highlands. Donna knows logically that given her mother’s age she is lucky to have lived such an active life up until now and that a health scare like this was always going to happen eventu­ally. But although logic might usually be Donna’s friend, it can’t help her now. Faced with the image of her elderly mother propped up in bed, she doesn’t feel like a sixty-year-old looking at an eighty-five-year-old, but like a child looking at their parent and wishing them to be invincible.


‘Oh good, you’re all here,’ her mother says, her voice faltering slightly. ‘Now we’re all together there’s something I need to tell you all. Well, something I need to tell you, Donna.’


The tone of her mother’s voice makes Donna panic.


‘Did the doctors tell you something else? Are there complications?’


But her mother shakes her head rapidly. ‘It’s not that. Although, of course, I do have to be careful and watch what I eat and keep taking my medication. But this whole thing has given me a scare. It’s made me realise I just have to tell you something. It’s something I really should have told you years ago.’


‘We both thought about it so many times,’ chips in Donna’s father, who is now standing beside his wife holding her hand. ‘But we never managed to find the right words or the right moment. And then the longer we left it, the more difficult it became. Until it felt impossible.’


Donna looks rapidly around the room, taking in the expressions of each member of her family. The furtive glances shared between her parents, the furrowed brow of her husband and the way Brooke keeps looking over at Donna as though checking she is OK while still clearly being troubled herself too.


‘What is it, Mom?’ Donna asks, struggling to force the words around the boulder that has formed in her throat.


On the bed, Shirley bows her head, tears filling her eyes.


‘This scare has reminded me that I’m old. And she is too, if she’s still alive.’


‘Who is?’


But her mother continues as though she hasn’t heard Donna’s question, the tears dripping into the deep lines on her face. ‘I’ve left it long enough as it is. It might already be too late. But I have to finally tell you. Or perhaps it might be easier to show you.’


And she reaches into her bedside drawer and pulls out an envelope and from within it a photograph.


‘Her name is Eleanor,’ she says, passing it across to Donna, who reaches for the photo and holds it with the edge of her fingertips, John and Brooke gathering close to look at it too.


The image wears the faded, painterly style of a photo from another era. In it is the blurred figure of a woman, her features unclear apart from a broad smile. She looks as though she is spinning, and the movement creates ripples in the skirt of her bright yellow dress, a dress covered in tiny embroidered flowers.


‘At least, that’s what we were told,’ adds Donna’s mother. ‘We don’t know much else. But I kept this photo, always planning to one day show you. I’m just so sorry it’s taken me so long.’


‘Who is she?’ asks Donna, doing her best not to shout, her blood thumping loudly in her ears.


But her mother is crying too hard now to speak, so instead it’s her father who looks up at her and in a soft voice tells her the truth.


‘She’s your mother. Your birth mother.’
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There are as many kinds of dresses as there are types of people. A high-necked black dress that seems shy at first until the wearer turns round to reveal a low back and the curve of a shoulder blade; a show-off kind of a dress covered in ruffles; a hard-­working pinafore dress. And then there is a yellow dress, a dress made for dancing.


In certain lights, the dress looks like freshly churned butter, but as a shaft of sunlight slants in through the kitchen window, the fabric glows like the inside of a buttercup. Two women lean over the dress, a Singer sewing machine between them on the kitchen table, cleared for the afternoon of its vegetable peelings and dustings of flour. One of the women is young, her dark hair pulled back today in a pink dotted headscarf, her neat eyebrows creased as she concentrates on her work. The other woman is not young but has a face that reminds you nonetheless of youth, of a time before war, children and endless laundry carved lines into her pale skin. Beyond the pair, the scullery door is open, letting in a humid breeze and the sound of children playing in the dusty Islington streets. The wireless chatters in the background, but no one listens.


‘And you’re sure they said it was just regular cotton?’ mumbles the older woman through a mouthful of pins.


‘Of course, Mother,’ replies the younger woman, her attention on a delphinium-blue thread that she pulls carefully through the yellow fabric, adding another stitch to her embroidery. ‘The pattern called for six yards. I’d have to work for a year at the store to afford that much silk.’


‘You could have chosen a simpler style. This big skirt – are you planning on hiding a circus under there?’ The older woman sniffs and adjusts the fabric on her lap, her plain blue housecoat covering a simple straight skirt and cream blouse, the buttons resewn countless times.


‘But rationing’s over now, Ma. And think how wonderful it will be to dance in.’


The young woman’s mother doesn’t say that it’s been a long time since she went dancing, so long in fact that she can’t quite remember what it feels like to sway to music or rest her cheek against a warm chest, listening to a heart beating. Instead, she continues pinning the hem of the skirt as her daughter adds more stitches to the embroidery that adorns the nearly finished dress. In the absence of silk, the embroidery is an attempt to make the day dress into something fit for a dance hall. Both women’s fingers are stiff from the effort.


‘Shall we see how it’s looking?’ the younger woman asks her mother.


Together they stand, holding the dress in front of them.


The top half of the dress is neat and fitted with a collared V-neck, the waist slim and decorated with a row of shiny buttons. After the neat waist, the skirt billows out in folds of sunshine. The entire dress is covered in flowers, all rendered in miniature by multicoloured threads. Roses with tiny green leaves, poppies in bright lipstick-red, sunflowers and cornflowers and tiny white daisies. It is as if a wildflower meadow is growing out of the fabric itself, each leaf and petal picked out in delicate thread.


The young woman and her mother exchange a rare smile as they hold up the dress, admiring their work. And for a moment everything else falls away: the pain in their backs and their fingers, the chores that still need to be done, the endless worries about money, the one empty chair at the table and all the argu­ments that have been and all those that are still to come. In their small kitchen, with a golden dress nearly ready to be worn, it feels for a second as though magic is in the room.


That afternoon, the yellow dress that started as an idea has been finally realised, a pile of fabric and a tangle of threads transformed into something else, something with a life of its own. After all the hours of strain and stitching, it feels like an end point. But, of course, for the dress and the people who will come to love it, it is only the beginning.









LOU



The shop bell rings and Lou looks up as a grey-haired woman dressed head-to-toe in black steps inside. Without meaning to, she takes in every detail of the woman’s outfit, reading the story that is written there. The black that this woman wears isn’t like the bold statement of the sixties minidress that hangs on one side of the shop, or the luxurious confidence of the sequinned ballgown from the 1980s on the other. This black is a kind of cloak, loose-fitting and plain enough to hide behind, the kind of outfit put together by someone who wears clothes as a necessity rather than a joy. The sartorial equivalent of a tasteless ready meal.


Lou can’t help but notice the difference from her own outfit – her high-waisted fitted dungarees and bold floral blouse, the flash of red lipstick and the crystal earrings shaped like parrots that hang from her ears, the green of the feathers matching the colour of her eyes. She wonders, as she sometimes does, if she looks ridiculous. But over the years, the bright and the bold have become her own version of a uniform.


‘That yellow dress,’ the older woman says, her voice cracking slightly as she speaks, ‘how much is it?’


Lou follows the woman’s gaze to the dress that hangs on the wall above the counter. The fabric is a shade of yellow that Lou struggles to aptly pinpoint. Is it the shade of a primrose or the citrus tone of sun-warmed lemons? It depends completely on the light. Right now, it looks like the petals of a sunflower. Lou’s favourite thing about the dress is the embroidered flowers that cover the entire material, starting in delicate, widely spaced-out blooms near the top and becoming a dense meadow at the bottom.


‘I’m really sorry, but that dress isn’t for sale.’ It’s the only piece in the shop that isn’t.


‘Oh,’ replies the woman, her face falling. ‘It just caught my eye from the street. It’s so happy-looking. I could do with a dress like that today.’


‘We have plenty of other yellow dresses though,’ continues Lou. ‘Oh, and a scarf that would look wonderful on you. I can show you if you like?’


But as Lou comes out from behind the counter, the older woman steps back, shaking her head and rubbing her tired-­looking eyes.


‘No, no,’ she says quickly, ‘it was a silly idea. Yellow really isn’t my colour.’ And before Lou has a chance to say anything else, the woman has hurried outside, shoulders slumped and head bent as she disappears down the hill in a bundle of black.


It is another relatively slow day, but Lou at least feels cheered by the enthusiasm of the few customers who do step inside. Two friends, a little younger than Lou, visit in the afternoon, pushing prams. Both women immediately spot an indigo dress with an off-the-shoulder velvet bodice and a full satin skirt that shimmers in the light, exclaiming that it looks exactly like a dress one of them wore to their school prom when they were teenagers. Both friends take it in turns to try on the dress, Lou offering to watch the sleeping babies in their prams while they do.


‘I feel like I’m sixteen again,’ says the first woman.


‘It’s nice to wear something not covered in sick for a change,’ says the other.


Lou feels as though she has just seen them transform from busy mothers to carefree teenagers. In the end, neither buys the dress – they admit they have no occasion to wear it – but they do leave with matching dungarees. They are still talking about the prom when they step outside, their babies starting to stir in their prams.


Then there’s the teenager with the blue streaks in her hair who comes in with an older woman Lou assumes is her mother. They browse for a long time, the girl eventually deciding on a selection of patterned silk scarves.


‘They’re just like something Gran would wear, don’t you think?’ she says to her mother. ‘I think I’ll take them next time we visit. Maybe seeing them will get her to tell us one of her stories.’


As they pay, the older woman explains to Lou that her mother has dementia. ‘But there’s still so much she remembers about her past. Sometimes it helps to show her something to prompt her – a photo or a piece of clothing. She doesn’t always remember who we are, but the stories she tells us …’ The customer tries to smile, but it doesn’t quite work. Lou smiles back, trying to communicate in that smile, that she under­stands what it’s like to see someone you love slipping away.


It might not have been a big day in terms of sales, but the enthusiasm of her customers makes Lou think she must be doing something right. Her shop is somewhere that, once inside, people want to explore. She just needs to get more customers through the doors in the first place.


After locking up at the end of the day, she makes a detour up to the flat above the shop.


‘Hello, it’s me!’ she calls over the sound of whirring power tools, peering through the archway where a door should be. Except instead of a door there is a gaping hole, rusted hinges hanging loose. Through it she can see bare floorboards, electrical wires hanging from the high ceilings, and tall windows, the glass smeared with grime. And among the chaos is the builder, Pete, who is currently cutting something with a circular saw, pieces of dust flying up into the air.


He stops what he’s doing and looks up with a smile, brushing a strand of chin-length hair out of his face, sawdust catching in his beard.


‘Hi, boss,’ he says cheerfully.


‘I just thought I’d check in to see how things are going.’


‘It’s going OK. I’m just finishing up for the day actually,’ replies Pete in his thick Somerset accent.


They went to school together, not that Lou thinks he remembers her. He was much cooler than she ever was, one of those breezily confident boys who everyone fancied, but unlike the others it didn’t seem to go to his head. He was too down-to-earth to ever seem to ­notice the adoring glances that followed him around. He’s never indicated they know each other and she’s too embarrassed to bring it up herself in case he confirms her fears – that as the quiet girl she was before she developed the confidence to throw herself into the world of vintage, she was deeply forgettable.


She wonders how many other people she might know who have moved back here in recent years. When she came home, Lou’s mum kept encouraging her to get out more. ‘I promise not to die while you’re at the pub, you need to spend time with people your own age,’ she used to joke. But to Lou it was far from a joke.


‘Great,’ she says now, fighting hard to push away the memory, ‘so how long do you think it will be until I can move in?’ The hotel room may have its appeal, but there are limits. The wardrobe isn’t nearly large enough for all her clothes for ­starters.


‘Ah, the big question. You know it’s against the code of my profession to give you a definite answer.’ Pete laughs and, despite it all, Lou finds herself smiling back. ‘But I’d say a few weeks.’


Her smile disappears.


‘Oh, right. That might be a problem. I definitely can’t afford to keep living in a hotel for a few weeks. I’ve already gone over budget fitting out the shop – I wanted it to be perfect. But it means things are pretty tight.’ She tucks a rogue curl back inside her headscarf and rubs her forehead. ‘Oh God, I’m going to be one of those people whose business closes within a few months because they had no idea what they were doing, aren’t I?’


This was exactly why it took her so long to turn her dream of running her own business into a reality. She has never been a risk-taker. Now it hits her how much she has poured into this venture – all the time, money and hard work. Her shop has to be a success.


‘Hey, it’s going to be OK,’ Pete replies. ‘And if you need somewhere to stay, a mate of mine’s mother-in-law is looking for lodgers. She has this big house, but it’s just her on her own. Séb asked me if I knew of anyone. I imagine lodging for a few weeks would be cheaper than a hotel?’


‘Oh, that’s really kind of you,’ she says, trying not to sound too taken aback, ‘but …’


She trails off for a moment, thinking about what it would be like to move in with a total stranger. The idea overwhelms her, and yet the thought of throwing away even more money on the hotel feels even worse. If she really wants her shop to be a success, maybe she can’t be too picky about where she lives.


‘Actually, maybe I will give her a call after all. There can’t be any harm in meeting her. Perhaps you can give me the details?’


‘Sure!’


Lou hands him a piece of paper torn from a notebook she keeps in her bag, along with a pen, and he scribbles the name and number.


‘Thanks,’ she says. ‘Right, I’m heading off now, are you coming too?’


‘I’ll just tidy up here,’ he replies, gesturing around him.


‘OK, see you tomorrow. And thanks for this.’ She holds the scrap of paper in the air. ‘Hopefully this woman can help and this whole venture won’t be a total disaster.’









MAGGY



‘At least you got the house.’


As Maggy stands outside her front door, the words of her friends ring loud in her head. She had messaged them earlier to let them know the news – that after nearly fifty years of marriage and a year of separation, today the final paperwork landed on her doormat. She is officially divorced.


Maggy knew that things would be finalised this week but didn’t want to make a fuss by planning anything particular to mark the occasion. It had been a while since Alan left, after all. And yet, when the papers arrived and their separation was made final, it still hit her hard and made her feel off-kilter, so off-kilter that she spent the day doing things that were very unlike her, like arriving five minutes late to collect her grandsons from school and even trying to buy a yellow dress from the new vintage shop in town, a dress that would have stood out like a neon sign in her wardrobe of black and grey. She knew as soon as the woman working in the shop told her the dress wasn’t for sale that she’d made a mistake anyway. She was not a yellow kind of person. Not anymore.


She knows her friends are right – all things considered, her solicitor did a good job – and yet, as she turns the key in the lock of the front door, she pauses briefly and takes a deep breath before stepping inside.


The tiled hallway used to feel cramped, filled as it was with bicycles and discarded shoes and school bags when the ­children were growing up. Now, as Maggy hangs her coat on the other­wise mostly empty coat rack, the space stretches around her. Her eyes land on the thick en­velope containing the divorce papers, resting on the table by the front door where she left it this morning. She shakes her head, still not quite believing it all.


Maggy always imagined these years of her life would be calm and predictable, spent alongside the husband who was as known to her as her own reflection. That’s what she thought she had signed up for when she chose to marry a man like Alan. He was the kind of person who liked to go back to the same hotel year after year on their family holiday, who kept all his important documents in a neatly organised folder label­led ‘important documents’ and who bought her the same Christmas gift (a small bottle of her second-favourite perfume and a box of chocolates) every year.


They may have run out of things to say to each other a long time ago, but she thought that’s just what marriage was after a certain point. What they had felt like enough. Yes, since their children, Nick and Charlotte, had left home their lives had become quiet and somewhat separate, her throwing herself into her role as a grandmother and spending time with her friends while he played golf and pottered in the garden. But her life felt like it fitted her, like a comfortable pair of jeans softened and shaped to her over time. She pictured family gatherings, the two of them hosting Christmases and birthdays for the grandchildren. Maybe the occasional holiday together. Perhaps they could even try something new and take dancing lessons.


And then Alan surprised her by suddenly wanting more. He announced one day, not long after his seventieth birthday, that he was leaving. He’d met someone, a woman called Tracy who worked at his golf club. The first thing Maggy thought when he told her was, No wonder he’s been spending so much time there. He’s terrible at golf. And the second thing was, What on earth am I going to do now?


Maggy tucks the solicitor’s envelope under a pile of magazines and then heads down to the back of the house, the place that was always the heart of the home when her family still lived here. A large slate-floored kitchen opens out onto an expansive living room, filled with two cream sofas and a teal armchair clustered around a large coffee table, a TV and a fireplace, the mantlepiece topped with photos of her children and grandchildren.


She doesn’t bother to turn all the lamps on, just the overhead kitchen lights, the rest of the living room still in gloom. That way, she can ignore the dust that creates shadows on all the surfaces and the tiles and floorboards that need a good scrub. She just hasn’t found the time or energy lately for cleaning, especially as there is such a lot of house to clean.


A rumbling in her stomach reminds her that she hasn’t eaten since lunch. She may have prepared a snack earlier for her grandsons, Luke and Otis, while she looked after them until her son and daughter-in-law arrived home from work, but she was too busy doing a quick whip around with the hoover (just to help out, given she was there) to think about eating too.


Maggy hates to admit it, but she’s tired after today’s baby­sitting stint. When did it happen? When did her energy start leaking away like air slowly escaping from a punctured tyre? For years she has tried to ignore the fact that she is getting older. But this past year she has felt it more than ever. Not that she would ever admit that to her children when they ask if she’ll help out with childcare. She is still useful to them. And when she no ­longer has that, what does she have besides an empty house?


The sound of her mobile ringing breaks the silence, making her jump.


‘Is this Maggy?’ comes a female voice in reply when she picks up.


‘It is …’


‘Oh, hello,’ the woman continues. ‘I got your number from a friend – he tells me you’re looking for a lodger?’


Maggy had nearly forgotten about the advert she put up on a few community noticeboards around town last week. She did it on something of a whim. Maybe a lodger could help to fill some of the space around her. But she hasn’t heard anything since, so the thought had slipped to the back of her mind.


‘Yes, I am …’ she replies hesitantly.


‘Is tomorrow morning too soon to come and view the room? I could come over before work, if that’s not too early?’


Maggy takes in the unwashed dishes in the sink, the dust on the shelves and the odd jobs that need doing but that she just hasn’t found the time or enthusiasm to begin. Perhaps she should put off this woman’s visit and clean the place up a bit? Or abandon the idea of a lodger altogether? But then maybe it is just what she needs. Since Alan left her life has been frozen, as though she has pressed the pause button and then lost the remote. Something has to change.


‘Tomorrow morning is perfect,’ she says.









DONNA



Donna hasn’t talked to her mother in days. Not since she showed her the photograph of the woman in the yellow dress and everything Donna thought she knew about her life changed forever.


‘I understand you’re upset,’ says John one morning as they are having breakfast, ‘but don’t you think you should at least let her tell you her side of things? Let her explain why they never told you that you’re adopted?’


Donna’s daughter, Brooke, has tried to persuade her too, emphasising the fact that her grandmother is still unwell and the stress of the rift could be bad for her. But Donna has been insistent.


‘There’s nothing to tell!’ she says crossly, attacking her morning grapefruit vigorously with a fork. ‘She’s been lying to me my whole life.’ With her other hand, she straightens her coffee spoon so that it lines up exactly with the edge of the table mat.


‘But what has really changed?’ John says gently, pouring them both their morning coffee. ‘It doesn’t change the years you’ve spent together.’


Donna stands up suddenly, her legs so jittery that she is unable to stay seated. The room feels as though it is growing smaller, pressing in on her. It’s how she has felt ever since she found out. Every now and then, she lets herself forget, focusing on organising the inn’s calendar or filing receipts or walking Luna and taking in the colours as the season puts on its new outfit of orange and yellow around her. But then she remembers and a feeling of panic rises in her chest.


‘Everything has changed! I thought I was from Cold Spring. I’m not. I thought I was my mother’s daughter. I’m not. And what does that mean about my life? Everyone I grew up with left and lived big lives. And I stayed here. I thought it made sense, because this is where my family are from, it’s where I’m from. But now I’m not so sure. I don’t know who I am any more.’


‘Oh Donna, I’m sorry.’ John stands up and pulls her into a hug. She is stiff at first, but then lets herself be hugged back, breathing in the familiar smell of him: washing detergent, mint shower gel, coffee and that extra, indescribable him-ness. It makes her feel less like she might spin up and away.


She pulls back after a moment, brushing a thread off her blue sweatshirt and then looking up at his familiar blue eyes.


‘I might not know who I am, but I’m going to find out,’ she says.


‘What do you mean?’


Donna looks around the kitchen, at the same fruit-print blinds that have hung there for decades, the alphabetically ­arranged spice rack, the black metal scales that were a wedding present from her parents, and at all the other accumulated ­debris of a life. Just like the rest of her home and the inn where she grew up and has worked for most of her life, it all looks different now.


She reaches inside the book she has been reading, resting on the kitchen countertop, and pulls out the photograph of the young woman in the yellow dress that has been marking the page.


‘I’ve decided,’ Donna says firmly, pointing at the photograph. ‘I’m going to find her.’



[image: ]




The first time she wears the yellow dress is to go dancing. It was why she made it, after all. She gets ready after work, smiling into the mirror as she applies a bright red lipstick and pinches her cheeks, two circles blooming there like flowers. Next, a spritz of her birthday perfume on the inside of each wrist. She doesn’t believe in saving things for ‘best’, even if she knows her mother would chide her for being frivolous. Money has been tight since Father died. Her life revolves around her job at the department store and helping her mother with the household chores that never seem to end.


That will all change one day. She opens her dressing-table drawer and glances at the slim pile of magazines in there – another expense she knows her mother wouldn’t like, which is why she hides them in here, purchased with the little money she has left after handing most of her wages over for housekeeping.


She picks up the issue on the top of the pile and flicks it open, her eyes meeting the steady gaze of the women on the pages, modelling designer clothes that she dreams of owning rather than having to make reproductions of herself. In the mirror, she practises her steady smile.


‘One day, that will be me.’


She stands up, the yellow dress falling to just below her knee, and walks up and down, imagining herself on a runway. She is so busy trying to keep her head held high that she bumps into the spare bed. She rubs her knee and laughs at herself.


‘Maybe I need a bit more practice,’ she mumbles.


The sound of the doorbell downstairs makes her stop, putting the magazines away and smoothing the fabric of her dress.


‘Right, time to go.’


Her boyfriend, Percy, is waiting for her in the hallway. He is a pale-faced young man with bright white-blond hair, who is an inch shorter than her, which is why she always wears flat shoes for their dates. Tonight, he is dressed in a grey suit and is gripping a bunch of chrysanthemums, which he hands over to the young woman’s mother, who wipes her hands on her apron and takes them.


‘Oh, well aren’t you a gentleman. Thank you, Percy.’


On the stairs, the young woman rolls her eyes. The floorboard creaks and Percy and her mother turn and look up. Her ­mother’s face softens and Percy rubs at the neck of his shirt as though it’s too tight. He coughs.


‘You look lovely tonight.’


‘It looks even better on,’ admits her mother, her voice softer than usual. ‘Let me take a photo before you go.’


The camera belonged to the young woman’s father and was his pride and joy. They don’t often use it. Just as her mother presses the button down, the young woman in the yellow dress twirls, the skirt and her hair floating out around her.


‘Oh, you’ve ruined it now!’


‘No, I haven’t. It’s a dress made for dancing. I had to be dancing in the photo.’


‘Well, I suppose that will have to do,’ her mother says reluctantly as Percy reaches out for his date’s arm. ‘Have a good time, don’t be too late back.’


As soon as she leaves her home behind her, the young woman feels buoyed up by a sense of freedom. She and Percy head to the local dance hall, where they meet up with a group of friends, the girls all complimenting her on her new yellow dress. But after a couple of dances she tells Percy she isn’t feeling well and is going to head home.


‘Let me walk you back,’ he says.


‘No, no,’ she replies hastily. ‘You stay with everyone here. I’ll be fine!’


Before he can object or follow her, she dashes off in a whirlwind of yellow.


Outside, she takes a deep breath of the summer air, the London street busy with people out for the evening and enjoying the longer days. Then she turns quickly away in the opposite direction to home, her heart racing with excitement. It’s time for her real evening plans to begin.









MAGGY



‘Oh, it’s you!’


When Maggy opens the door to greet the potential lodger, it surprises her that she recognises the woman standing on her doorstep immediately. With her Christmas-red lipstick and vibrant outfit, the woman from the new vintage shop in town is not someone you forget in a hurry. This morning, she is dressed in a full-skirted dress in candy stripes of pink and white, worn with a denim jacket covered in colourful embroidered patches and a pair of lace-up boots and chunky-knit socks. Maggy quickly looks down at her own grey drawstring trousers and black jumper.


‘Oh, hello,’ says the woman on the step, adjusting her hair, carefully styled in 1940s rolls. ‘You came into my shop, didn’t you? My name’s Lou. Thanks so much for letting me come and view the room.’


Maggy guesses the woman is in her mid to late thirties, around the same age as her daughter Charlotte. Her outfit and make-up may be impeccable, but there’s a paleness to her cheeks and under her eyes that gives Maggy the impression of someone who hasn’t slept through the night in quite a long time. Although she doesn’t know this woman, the part of her heart that grew and stretched for each of her children gives a little squeeze.


‘I’m Maggy, come on in.’


‘Shall I take my shoes off?’


She is already leaning to unlace her boots, but Maggy waves a hand.


‘Please, don’t worry. You’ll see for yourself that the house isn’t exactly a show home.’


But as Maggy shows her around, Lou makes many compliments, seeming particularly drawn to the old paintings Maggy inherited from her parents, the slightly rusting but nonetheless elegant clawfoot bath in the main bathroom and the William Morris curtains in the dining room – a room Maggy never uses herself unless the family are visiting.


It feels strange to try to see her home through the younger woman’s eyes as though for the first time. They pause on the second-floor landing, where in-built bookshelves are tucked underneath the staircase that leads up to the next floor. There are more stacks of books piled on the floor too, their covers grey with dust.


‘What a wonderful collection,’ says Lou, crouching slightly to inspect some of the titles.


‘A lot of them belong to my children. They say they don’t have space for them at their own homes but couldn’t bear for me to throw them away. I must admit, you’ll easily spot the ones that are mine – I’m afraid I can’t claim any of the classics, mine are the well-thumbed whodunits.’


Lou smiles, reaching a hand out to lightly touch the spine of an Agatha Christie.


‘My mum loves those kinds of books too,’ Lou says. But then the smile drops from her face. ‘I mean loved.’


There’s a brief pause, but before Maggy can say anything, Lou adds, ‘She always used to pride herself on guessing who committed the crime.’
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