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‘Do not take life too seriously.
 You will never get out of it alive.’


 


Elbert Hubbard




 How it all began

The moon must have woken me, slanting in through the window onto my face, but once I woke, my brain started ticking over and I just couldn’t get back to sleep. So here I am curled up in my favourite chair. I left my watch on the dressing table next door, so I’m not sure what time it is now – but the moon is throwing light across the small patch of grass I grandly call my lawn and it must be two or three a.m.

I pull the blanket more closely round my shoulders and stand up to look out of the window. I love these windows – they must be twice as tall as me and then a bit. They’re what sold the flat to me all those years ago. Whilst the estate agent was wittering on about how convenient it was for town, I’d fallen in love with the high ceilings and panelled doors of this old Victorian house; had already made the flat mine in my head. I could imagine us both in it, could see the Christmases we’d spend, with the tree set up here in this bay and Nat’s presents piled up underneath.

Buying this flat was probably the last spontaneous thing I did for years. Until recently, that is, when I tried to fit a lifetime’s postponed spontaneity into a few short days.

Something catches my eye and I watch as a fox creeps gingerly out onto the grass, sniffs about and then scuttles away out of sight. A vixen, I think, on her own and off to raid a dustbin somewhere to feed her young. I can relate to the loneliness. At times in the past I even came pretty close to scavenging, if you  count charity shop trawls and the ‘marked down’ section at the supermarket.

But here I am. I can see my smile reflected in the glass. These last few weeks have turned everything upside down, and I don’t think I’d recognise the woman who lived here before it all happened. Before the most extraordinary few days of my life when I thought it was all over. The woman I was before I met Micah.

It’s so late now it’s hardly worth going back to bed. I’m not sure I could sleep anyway. Come on. I’ll tell you all about it.




 Chapter One

 Monday

My name is Lucy Streeter. It’s always been Streeter. Of course, like we all did at school, I’ve tried to imagine what it would be like to be married and have someone else’s name. I assumed by the time I was about twenty-eight I’d be proudly saying, ‘I’m Mrs Bloggs’, but it didn’t happen that way.

So the name Lucy Streeter is me, and I am Lucy Streeter. Not that I regret keeping my name, you understand. And anyway, sticking with it makes things much more straightforward and uncomplicated.

And uncomplicated is how I’ve liked things. In fact, the pattern of my life was pretty much without change or variety for years, once Nat was at school, and even more so when he headed off to university in Leicester – once I’d stopped crying and going into his room to smell the air. But until he was five, life was far from uncomplicated. It was more like a balancing act of single motherhood and scratching a living, whilst pretending that I was young and fancy-free to anyone around me. You don’t realise how wonderfully irresponsible your teens and twenties can be, until you have to be responsible.

What my father termed my ‘downfall’ was the fault of a trait my grandmother would have called ‘being headstrong’. Teenage bloody-mindedness, combined with the desire to challenge my father’s iron will and snobbery, made me determined to  do everything I could to defy him. And that included going out with the most unsuitable boy I could find. We lived near Warwick then, in a sprawling development of what they now call ‘executive homes’, each with slight differences but basically the same. With their usual habit of being sensible, my parents had bought it because it was convenient: my brother, Chris, and I would be able to walk to school – for him the nice private boys’ school, for me the nice private girls’ school, up the hill.

My route took me across the park and in the early days, when Mum walked with me, it wasn’t a problem. In fact, sometimes we’d stop on the way home and I’d play on the swings. Even better, if she was in an especially good mood, I’d be allowed an ice cream from the thatched café by the pond. Mum would sit on the bench and watch as I swung upside down on the playground equipment, pushing my luck and secretly hoping I’d fall off and have a spectacular bruise to show off at school for my daring.

The downside was that the path sent me into headlong collision with the kids heading home from the comp in the other direction. By the time I was fourteen or fifteen, I was going to school on my own. I avoided the other kids in the morning because school started earlier for us – a fact that only exacerbated our sense of intellectual superiority – but at home time, if I timed it wrong and if I didn’t have a music lesson or late games, I’d see them coming over the bridge and along the path through the park. Noisy and showing off, self-consciously smoking cigarettes, pretending to push each other into the river; then they’d be there in front of me: Neil Bartlett and his coterie.

‘He’s got a wicked face,’ my mate Kate would giggle when she was with me – and she was right. Dark scruffy hair and eyebrows that met in the middle, Neil oozed attitude. His shirt hung out, his tie was never tight, his school bag was written  on in Tippex. I was into Tiffany, ‘I Think We’re Alone Now’ and ‘Having the Time of My Life’ (can’t remember who that song was by at the moment). He was into the Beastie Boys, all baseball cap and the ubiquitous VW badges hanging round his neck.

I saw Dirty Dancing four times. He was into Full Metal Jacket  and the gratuitous violence of Robo Cop. But to me then, stupid and naïve and romantic, he was my Heathcliff. I knew he was all wrong but when he pulled me close in the park and kissed me hard and inexpertly, his mouth too wet and his clutch clammy, I shook with excitement and sexual awakening.

I can’t even remember now how the relationship came about. I suppose we must have started to chat when we collided, like Montagues and Capulets, by the rowing-club boathouse. Kate, who would have flirted with a lamp-post if it had shown the slightest sign of responding, probably set it going somehow, but in only a matter of days I was lying to Mum that I had a late rehearsal and was hanging around longer and longer. Neil’s mates eventually peeled off, I shook off Kate (who was tactful enough to know when she was surplus to requirements), and the two of us would kick about.

I cannot imagine for one second what we found to talk about, the only thing we had in common being the fact that we lived in the same town, but I do know that I spent a long time being polite, listening to him trying to be impressive – the big I Am – and struggling with how much I liked him touching me and how much I knew he shouldn’t.

‘You’re posh,’ he’d tell me over and over again, making it sound like a criticism.

‘He’s common,’ my father spluttered, when he found out, thanks to my brother Chris’s sanctimonious hints over Sunday lunch, and that was definitely a criticism.

For my father it was the ultimate crime. He’d paid through  the nose for my schooling to make sure I didn’t fall in with the likes of Neil. My plan had worked.

We continued our odd, secretive relationship throughout that summer term. I flunked my end-of-year exams, too busy dreaming about Neil and what we were going to do when we met next, and my parents were hauled in front of the head, who was at a loss to understand what had gone wrong with my performance and my attitude.

‘It’s that bloody boy,’ my father fumed on the way home. ‘You’re far too young to get involved – especially with the likes of him – and you’ll mess up your education. You only get one crack at it, you know!’

The nadir of my downfall happened when my parents went to Darlington overnight to see Auntie Jayne. Chris and I refused to go. It was boring and the prospect of us sulking in the car was enough to persuade my dad to agree to us staying behind. I know that Mum wasn’t happy leaving us and she was no fool. Chris scarpered to a friend’s no sooner had the tail lights left the drive, and I was on my own and due to meet Neil at five.

‘Go on, they’ll never know,’ I can still remember him saying, his lips so close to my ear that it made my legs shiver and go weak, and the sense of exhilaration was mixed with terror as I bundled him into the house, hoping the Goughs next door hadn’t noticed.

It doesn’t take much to imagine what happened. No interruptions; the novelty of a soft bed as opposed to a grope in the bushes by the river; add to that the heady and dangerous cocktail of teenage hormones and curiosity.

 



Happy that my teenage rebellion was spent, I gently shook off Neil – making excuses why I couldn’t see him – before I realised I was pregnant. I’m telling you this because it will explain things. Why I’m who I am, why I’m still Lucy Streeter,  and despite all I’ve done in between, why I’m still the girl who threw away her future on Neil Bartlett one sweaty Saturday afternoon in the July that I was seventeen.

It also explains why every morning for the last ten years, ever since I moved up the road to Leamington Spa, the town that blends seamlessly into Warwick, I would shut the front door and head up Warwick Road, make my way round the bin bags that someone always left annoyingly on the corner, and eventually on to Paradise Street, pick up a paper from Deepak at the newsagent and open up my shop. That’s how the days would go. Straightforward and uncomplicated, because I had a son to care for and perhaps, too, because everyone was waiting for me to mess up again. Better to be boring than give them the satisfaction.

That week – that week – was no different. In fact, it amazes me now how we can go on with the same routine for years. Perhaps there’s some reassurance in it – too much change and we get nervous – and I have to say that hearing Deepak’s ‘whatcha’ every morning when I picked up the Guardian was a sort of marker buoy in the very familiar sea that was my life.

I tried not to look at the front of Sandy’s shop as I passed that Monday. I say Sandy’s shop, but the windows had been whited-out for a few days now and a big To Let sign had been erected over the weekend. ‘Custard’ – absurdly named after her childhood cat – was Sandy’s shoe venture. It had kept the holistic element of Leamington in oddly-shaped and deeply unsexy footwear from Scandinavia for years. She seemed to have been doing okay to me, but perhaps Custard had too small a fan base to make it viable (even though this town has its share of yogurt-eating knitters). Its closure, virtually overnight, was too raw a reminder of how all of us on Paradise Street are holding on to our livelihoods by our fingernails. And our landlord wasn’t making it any easier, but more about that later.

The last stop before my shop was, as usual, the Deli. The warm smell of coffee wrapped round me as I opened the door. There were a couple of people in there reading the paper and sipping from tall glasses of steaming latte.

‘Hi, Luce, good weekend? What can I get you? One of these?’ Sally’s smile was broad and welcoming. Her hair, as always, was scrunched up on the top of her head and her hooped silver earrings waved as she bustled over a wicker tray of muffins, all of which would be sold to hungry shoppers by eleven.

‘You are an evil temptress and I will be strong in the face of your malevolence,’ I said, or something stupid like that, and ordered a skinny latte to go, as I always did and as she knew full-well I would. But more often than not a muffin would find its way into the paper bag with the coffee. I think I must have peered through the door behind the counter to see if Richard was there.

‘Where’s your brother, then? Nursing a hangover or recovering from another bonkfest?’

Sally laughed as she blasted steam into the milk. ‘Both. He’s pretending he has a really important meeting first thing with the accountant, but I know damned well he hasn’t. He was last seen in the Pig and Whistle on Friday night with some gorgeous slip of a thing.’

I handed over the money for the coffee. ‘Pathetic in a grown man, but you have to admire his ability to still pull the chicks.’

‘’Bout time he grew up, I reckon,’ she laughed and I waved goodbye.

Looking through the shop door, I could see a couple of bills on the mat as I balanced my bag, the coffee and the keys to reach the Yale lock. Monday post tends to be bills or strange blanket mailings trying to sell you stretchy chair covers or hearing aids. Today’s haul looked no different. I was tempted to put the bills in the bin with the mailings but instead slipped them into a  drawer to fester until I could juggle the cash flow sufficiently to pay them. As I pulled up the blinds, the shop flooded with light reflected off the white buildings opposite, casting bright slashes across the stripped wooden floor. By twelve, the sun would have come round and would be pouring in through the glass, something I had mixed feelings about. It would catch the gold in the embroidery on the coat standing on the mannequin in the window, and lift the emerald-green silk lining, but if it stayed there for too long, it would fade the fabric.

I suppose the shop always smelt the same, but you can’t really smell a place you are familiar with, can you? My friends say it has a fragrance of hyacinths, but that’s only because I fill the place with them the minute they are in season, cramming them into odd-shaped pots, along with tiny narcissi, because I adore them. There were always flowers of some kind, though, and on that particular day it smelt of lilies that had opened with obscene speed in the summer heat. Their heady scent didn’t quite mask the smell of damp that had filled the place for weeks since the roof had leaked and rainwater had come through the ceiling of the empty room above and down into the shop onto a rail of jackets. My business manager at the bank at the end of the road would probably say buying lilies was an extravagance I should have resisted, and I should have settled for an air freshener, but what the hell? It lent something to the shop, and life’s too short to be entirely sensible.

Ain’t it just?

I probably went through the rails and displays of shoes and bags and accessories because I always do, making sure the stock looked good, spreading it out to make it appear as if there was more than there really was. These days, more and more of the pieces are my own designs, but it wasn’t always that way. It had taken all my cash (and my energy) to transform the place from the chemist it had been into something close to my dreams. It  still had the wonderful drawers for potions and pills, but I’d had to take out the awful striplights and the vinyl flooring, replacing them with chandeliers my mum and I had found at an auction and polishing the floor until I had no fingernails left.

Because of that, I’d played it very safe and stocked tried-and-tested designers (or at least those who were prepared to supply a tiny, little-known shop in Leamington Spa), slowly sneaking in a few of my own pieces as I grew more confident. There were still the safe items – stylish but wearable tops and flowing skirts that were close enough to high-street designs to attract passers-by who didn’t know about me. It was the steady flow of their purchases that had paid the rent, but little more, for years.

Rarely did those sort of shoppers part with their cash for  my coats and dresses, though I’d watch with irritation as they fingered the silk and the velvet – in raptures over the fabrics, the colours, the embroidery.

‘You’ve got such a talent,’ they’d coo and my hopes would be raised, until they knocked me back with a sigh. ‘But I’ve got nowhere to wear it.’ So they played it safe for their parties and holidays, and the clothes I’d made stayed on the hanger.

One woman in particular – Mrs No-Buy, I’d christened her – seemed to have made a habit of coming in, getting just to the point of buying before she bottled out and complained about the price or the cut. No. My flights of fancy were more often wrapped in tissue and slipped into the stupidly expensive carrier bags I’d ordered, for my regular customers – usually friends – who’d whip out their debit cards with an ‘I know I shouldn’t’ and ‘I don’t really need it’. And thank God they did, because their largesse (and their husbands’ bank accounts) kept me and Nat out of the workhouse. And kept me motivated enough to keep designing.

How can I describe the clothes I make? You’ll have to imagine something as far from my personality as you can, and if I tell  you that I am the sort of person who would rather lock myself in a darkened room than stand up in front of people and speak, then you’ll have some idea of just how shy I am.

At school, I used to be amazed how girls would get up on stage in plays and love it, lapping up the applause and the attention. I’d be the one hiding in the shadows, happiest behind the scenes, building sets or making costumes. It is probably deeply unfashionable to enjoy sewing – it certainly was then and I kept my fascination quiet, as if it were some shameful habit – but the school drama wardrobe was my haven. With its labelled shelves crammed with hats and shoes, scarves and fabric, it was my escape: an irresistible treasure house for the imagination.

I’d sign myself up to help in all the school productions and while the cast were rehearsing upstairs, I would stay on late to create frock coats or Victorian bustled dresses from cheap bolts of lining fabric for dress rehearsals looming fast on the horizon.

Of course, my tryst with Neil Bartlett brought an end to all that. It brought an end to school completely, in fact. But that short time in the theatre does explain my designs. ‘Dandyish’ my mate Tamasin calls my frock-coats. Their three-quarter length and embroidered lapels do have a slight Louis-Quatorze quality about them, I suppose. Extravagant fabric – the more lush and jewel-like the better – has always been my weakness. Nat will vouch for that. Any holidays we went on – and there weren’t many – usually ended up with him standing waiting while I rifled through vintage clothes stalls at markets. I must have spent a fortune pacifying him with ice cream to make up for it. I remember one trip to France when we camped in a very cheap campsite miles from any attractions that were suitable for an eight-year-old boy and I led him from one flea market to another in search of bits of braid and buttons. That cost me a hideously expensive day at the newly-opened Disneyland Paris on the way home.

Poor lamb. No wonder his favourite artist is Lichtenstein and he’s decorated his room at university in wall-to-wall IKEA.

So that is the shop. My pride and joy, where I holed myself up, sewing like some latter-day clogged Hans Christian Andersen character, waiting for the door to ping as someone walked in, and my heart to race in the hope that another purchase would be made. That week, I remember, I was creating a dress and coat for Tamasin. Her willowy daughter, Harriet, who’d been saved from a tedious future making canapés for directors’ lunches when she met her rich banker, was due to waft up the aisle in a couple of weeks’ time, and Tamasin had given me the commission to transform her into the most stunning mother of the bride anywhere north of the M4. For once I was grateful that the shop was quiet – anyone with any sense would have been sunning themselves in Victoria Park – because I could concentrate. It was so bloody fiddly and I kept jabbing my finger.

By six each evening I was stiff and sore from concentrating so hard and, by Wednesday night, I was growing more and more irritated with the stitching, which in turn became irritation at the fact that the coat was for a wedding, and why was I never the bridesmaid, let alone the ruddy bride? I didn’t usually resort to self-pity on the relationships front – or only when I reminded myself how long it had been since I’d last had sex – but the summer heat and the fiddly work had got to me. The prospect of stopping by at the Deli for a well-earned glass of wine was a delicious one. Well, there was sod all to go home for.




 Chapter Two

The rest of the Paradise Street crew were at the Deli already; in fact, I think our custom of meeting every week or so helped keep Richard and Sally afloat – a sort of local business community self-help consortium. Retail communism! Someone had flipped the ‘closed’ sign on the door, and the group were gathered around a table at the back, close to a wide-open window overlooking a tiny terrace. A couple of bottles of chilled wine were already open on the table.

We’re a motley crew. Over the years some faces have come and gone as business have closed or moved, but the core suspects have been the same throughout. We’ve become a tight-knit little group, helping each other out when necessary (which made it all the more shocking that Sandy had left without a word). In fact, that’s how I’d met Richard and Sally in the first place. I’d just taken over the shop and was trying to smarten it up before my big launch – a few friends, a warm bottle of white wine and a rail of samples I’d bought on my business loan. I’d managed to pull out the canopy, easing its rusting brackets, and had been attempting to scrub the dirty, striped fabric with an old yard brush soaked in soapy water. I hadn’t been able to reach and the water had been pouring off the canopy onto my head, until my hair was in rats’ tails and my dignity in tatters.

‘Can I help?’ There Richard had been beside me – tall and dark, his eyes crinkling in amusement. He looked me up and down and I remember pushing the hair off my face, which  probably didn’t help my look at all. I checked he wasn’t too smartly dressed – though I know now Richard never is – and gratefully handed him the brush.

‘You might be able to reach. I think there’s about a hundred years of accumulated muck up there.’

‘Victorian bird poo, I expect,’ he laughed as he stretched the brush to the back of the canopy.

‘Perhaps we ought to alert the British Museum,’ I think I replied, liking this friendly man straightaway, and he gave me a broad smile back, a smile that’s become wonderfully familiar over the years.

When he’d finished the job, he introduced himself and invited me into the Deli they’d opened twelve months before for a restorative coffee and to meet his sister, Sally. From then on the three of us had become firm friends and I’d been included in weekends on Richard’s boat, where he taught me to sail via barked instructions. Sally would look on sympathetically, calling Richard ‘Captain Bligh’ and telling me to threaten mutiny. Richard isn’t only a brilliant sailor, he’s an adventurous one, too, and though I’ve crewed the odd overnight trip, he never managed to persuade me to go with him on jaunts to the Mediterranean, too worried was I about my safety and my teenage son at home – until it was Nat who was nagging to crew instead of me. And he often had.

Gaby was there in the Deli that Wednesday evening, her ample bosom resting on the table, the scale of it emphasised by the panel of sequins on the bodice of her blue batik dress. Gaby has owned Pets’ Corner, which is, unsurprisingly, on the corner of Paradise Street, since I can remember. In fact, I used to stand in there for hours as a little girl, touching the glass of the guinea pig cage, knowing it was pointless to hope for one because my mother would never relent. Gaby’s voice and temperament are as big as her size-twenty frame and she used to  scare me a bit – still does – but her survival is testament to the British obsession with spoiling their pets.

To her left sat the greying, bearded, bespectacled Martin, who runs the secretly quite successful tile shop two down from me. In these days of DIY superstores, it is remarkable that he has stayed afloat. But the secret of his success lies in the fact that he is ‘top end’, knowing just what his moneyed customers are looking for to decorate round their Agas or their state-of-the-art bathrooms in the handsome Regency houses that fill this quirky Midlands town. Every year he ‘does’ Europe and North Africa, sourcing the most beautiful handmade tiles, and comes back triumphant, like some ancient traveller returning from the Far East. He also brings great wines back with him, too, and we, as The Paradise Street Crew, feel it our duty to test them out. Martin is fatherly and caring and, I fear, enjoys our local business pow-wows because they are a good reason not to have to go home to his overbearing wife.

Next to Martin sat Fen. Small, chubby and a bit pompous, Fen is the expert on everything and is teased relentlessly by all, not least Richard who makes a point of asking Fen for advice on subjects he probably knows more about himself, then sitting back to watch as Fen earnestly explains the answer. Fen runs one of those hardware stores that smells of oil and wood and sells simply everything. How he has managed to survive with the big chains as competition is a miracle, but he seems to have a steady stream of customers coming to him for universal bath plugs and nails, and he exploits the father-and-son heritage of the business as his USP. His dad, a rather intimidating man with glasses and a thin little moustache, died a few years ago now but, like the characters in Open All Hours, Fen keeps values as they have always been.

Sally was sitting next to Deepak, from the newsagent. Sal’s boyfriend, the lovely Karl, works in London so she never  hurries home and she was enjoying unwinding from the day. She’d taken off her Deli apron and her floral-print dress hung loosely over her figure, lean and wiry like Richard’s. Richard was hovering, placing little dishes of nuts, olives and artichoke hearts on the table for everyone to dip into. He turned and enveloped me in a bear hug as he always did.

‘Oh, don’t squeeze too hard. I’m aching!’

‘Haven’t the little elves been helping you out today?’ He laughed deeply. I think it amused him to see me as some poor Victorian seamstress earning nothing for her labours – like a little match girl. But I’d forgive him, because often he’d just appear in the shop at lunchtime, still in his long green apron, and hand over a thick, delicious sandwich without a word before hurrying back to serve the lunchtime customers.

‘How are you after your . . . er, vigorous weekend?’ I asked cheekily and he wiggled his eyebrows comically.

‘I’m a babe magnet. What can I say?’

I snorted and sat down, took a long slug of the ice-cold white wine Martin had poured out for me, and relaxed back in my chair. These were my friends. Life was good.

Usually on these occasions, the chat is a mixture of congratulation for anyone who’d had a good week sales-wise and grumbles about the cost of keeping our heads above water. But tonight things were a little more tense. Martin coughed to quieten us down.

‘Right,’ he began, shaking a handful of nuts and throwing them back into his mouth. ‘We’ve had a reply from Sayers.’ The group groaned as one. ‘He says, and I quote, “You are, of course, fully entitled to go to arbitration but I would remind you that a new and higher basis of rental value has now been established following upon agreement in relation to another of my properties in your street, and that agreement will constitute irrefutable evidence for the purposes of any such proceedings.”’

‘Pompous arse,’ muttered Gaby.

‘Listen to this bit,’ Martin continued. ‘ “I will be serving rent-review notices upon all remaining tenants in order to seek increased rents in line with the newly-established rate.”’

My stomach clenched. This was confirmation of what we had feared. Just to fill you in – when we all opened our shops over a space of about twenty years, our landlord was Fitch and Wakeling, a couple of local men who’d been in Leamington since Noah commissioned the ark. Old man Fitch had died a few years back and when Wakeling followed him shortly after, their property company was sold to the elusive Mr Sayers. We’d all been informed, of course, in curt little missives telling us that nothing would change and reminding us that our rents were up for review shortly. As if we needed reminding. We’d all waited anxiously, certain that rents would rise, but none of us had envisaged the figures Sayers was demanding. The rents were high enough already, as we’d all signed up for Internal Repair Leases at the beginning, meaning the landlord was obliged to maintain the rest of the building, something Fitch and Wakeling had done faultlessly but which Sayers was very slow to do.

‘What does he mean “agreement in relation to another of my properties in the street”?’ asked Deepak, his forehead creased with confusion. ‘He can’t mean Sandy. She folded a while ago.’

Gaby leaned forward earnestly. ‘I miss her. I didn’t think things were that bad for her, actually. She seemed quite upbeat and then all of a sudden she was gone. Perhaps the bank foreclosed, but she had scuttled off with her Cornish pasty-shaped shoes before I could ask.’

‘No bad thing in my opinion,’ I heard Martin mutter. He was the type of dresser who seemed to polish even the soles of his shoes. Not Sandy’s target market at all.

‘What does he mean, then?’ Deepak pressed.

‘He means, my dear Deepak, that some snake in the grass  has agreed to a higher rent.’ Gaby sat back heavily in her chair, taking a large swig of wine. With a new pet store popping up near Sainsbury’s, she was feeling acutely the pain of a drop in business.

‘Henry?’ Fen suggested. Henry, a curmudgeonly Irishman, ran the noisy and permanently busy bar at the end of the road, half on Paradise Street and half on Regent’s Street, so he wasn’t part of our clan. ‘It’s bound to be him. You know what he’s like: selfish; and he can afford to be.’

Martin sighed. ‘He swears it isn’t him. I asked him outright, but I don’t trust him.’

Richard had been listening from the counter as he cleaned up. Now he sat down in the empty chair beside me and poured himself a large glass of wine. ‘It’s all very well going to arbitration, but it’ll cost us,’ he said. ‘I spoke to my solicitor this morning. If we lose, then we’ll each have to pay out a couple of grand at least.’

We all slumped back in our chairs then.

‘Sayers hasn’t mended that sodding gutter yet either.’ Sally rubbed her tired eyes.

Martin threw the letter down on to the table. ‘He has added at the bottom that “for reasons of security” he will be gating off the access road at the back – so that puts paid to parking my car and vans being able to get in and deliver.’

‘All tried-and-tested techniques to get us all to move out,’ Richard shrugged. ‘Another glass anyone? Has he mended that roof, Luce, after the leak? Did you call again?’

‘Um.’ I knew I should have phoned and hassled but Sayers’ receptionist was like Cerberus at the gates of Hades, and she had fobbed me off so often with ‘the builder has been informed and there’s nothing more I can do, Miss Streeter’ that I’d buckled under.

‘I’ll take that as a no?’ Richard teased.

‘Yes. I mean no. I will get round to it,’ I bluffed. The thought of the future was suddenly very worrying. ‘I can’t believe we’d all have to move out. I mean, I suppose I could find somewhere else if I had to, but what about you two?’ I looked at Sal and Richard. ‘You’ve got such a great place here and people know you. You’d never find a location this good anywhere else in town.’

‘What do you think, Sal?’ Richard smiled at his sister. ‘Shall we just give it all up? You go and marry Karl and I’ll take to the high seas. That’s been my dream all along anyway: me, a yacht, a Caribbean harbour and a beautiful woman.’ It made a lovely image in my mind. How heavenly would that be? I wondered briefly if one of his glamorous girlfriends would cope with scrubbing the decks.

Fen leaned forward urgently. ‘Richard’s right, Sally. Though you could maybe move the business to the other side of town. There are cheaper places. Or Warwick, maybe? I’ve heard there are some premises there that are to let.’

‘What, after all the bloody time we’ve spent building this place up and fending off certain chain coffee shops I could mention who’ve tried to queer our pitch? No thanks, mate. Karl or no Karl.’ Sally’s expression was sheer dejection. She rubbed her eyes quickly to stop any tears falling and looked out of the window until she had control of herself again. Richard leaned over and patted her knee.

‘I’m joking,’ he said gently. ‘I’ll fight Sayers as hard as you will. My solicitor is looking into whether we have enough protection and my mate Rob is a chartered surveyor in Birmingham. I’ll give him a call and see what he says.’

Martin knocked back his drink. ‘Well, I’ve got to run.’

‘Wifey tugging on the rope?’ Richard muttered under his breathe so only I could hear.

Martin stood up. ‘Don’t forget my launch party, will you?’

Gaby shifted her wide girth in the chair. ‘What is it this time, Martin? More tiles from Tuscany that you’ve marked up two hundred per cent?’

Martin’s eye twinkled. ‘And some! Morocco this time, actually. I need all the moral support I can get to persuade the buggers to buy them. At least then I’ll be able to afford to survive if Sayers does force us out.’

I left soon after Martin and wended my way back home. There was a message from Mum on the machine, nothing much on TV and even less in the fridge so, feeling a little bit squiffy from the wine, I got into my PJs and into bed with Dan Brown. Well, a girl needs some company, doesn’t she?




 Chapter Three

 Thursday

Everything seemed perfectly normal the next day. The day it all kicked off. Same old routine – up and showered, dressed – I can remember this exactly because of what happened later. Black jeans and a pale green T-shirt with a black fleece over the top to keep out the early-morning chill, sneakers on my feet, latte and – yes, I admit it – a cranberry muffin clutched in one hand. I opened up the shop as usual, a couple of minutes late if anything because I’d had to wait in the Deli while two college kids ordered croissants, but it’s not like anyone’s ever banging at the shop door. No one champing at the bit to get in and spend or anything. No, to all intents it was just the same as the day before, and the day before that.

I needed to get on with Tamasin’s coat because she’d said she was coming in after lunch so, as soon as I’d finished the coffee (well away from the dove-grey dupion silk) I set to work. I was particularly keen to get the coat in a state where she could try it on and it was going pretty well. From my work bench, I could see through the display window of the shop and anyone outside could see in. I like to be visible from the street – and visibly busy, not standing around looking as if I’m waiting for someone to come in. Which I am, of course. But I just don’t want to give that impression. So while I was sewing, I thought about Tam and everything that was going on with her at the time.

She’s a great mate, Tam, and, though she started out as a customer, she soon became a friend. I think I first met her when she came into the shop after school one day, must be getting on for ten years ago now. I know Nat had just started high school and was smart in his new blazer, with the knot in his tie still somewhere close to his neck. He was lurking around at the back of the shop pretending to do his homework but really just gazing into space, waiting for me to finish for the day so we could go home. It was dark outside, and close to Christmas. In an attempt to attract festive trade, I had hung a silk party dress in the window, where it matched the baubles hanging from the spray-painted twigs around it. Christmas decorating on a budget, as always. There was a sort of flurry, as there usually is around Tam, as she entered, and I thought she was alone until a dark-haired girl about Nat’s age trailed in sulkily behind her.

‘Hello!’ She greeted me as if she’d known me for ever, but it wasn’t irritating. You can’t be irritated by Tam. She has no guile and her face is too open to distrust. The thing that struck me first was how pretty she was – swathed theatrically in necklaces and knitted layers of green and blue, and with a lively, friendly face, framed by wavy fair hair kept back with combs jabbed in haphazardly. It was the party dress that had caught her eye as she’d walked past on the way back from school with Harriet, and as she slipped into my makeshift changing room to try it on, I remember we exchanged a glance of complicit amusement at our children, who were self-consciously pretending the other didn’t exist. Oh the glorious days before hormones kick in!

The dress suited her beautifully – the green wild silk perfect against her pale freckly skin. It needed taking in at the waist a bit so I pinned her, and we arranged for her to collect it the following week. That was when we really cemented our friendship and, since she bought that first dress so spontaneously, I’ve never had the worry that she’s just buying my stuff as a way  of supporting me – although I’m sure she buys more from me than she strictly needs to. At least I know she really loves the clothes I design. If anything, she’s encouraged me to go further than I perhaps would have done otherwise, gushing with praise at the silly indulgences and extravagant pieces I’ve knocked up over the years without any hope of ever selling them.

‘Let’s have a coffee,’ she blurted as I wrapped the altered dress together with a scarf she’d bought at the last minute. ‘Can you get away? Just close up for an hour?’ She had all the innocence of the non-working woman who assumes that other women work only to fill in the time or for pin money, but why not? I buried my scruples and did just lock the door and we wandered up to the Deli, its windows steamy against the cold day outside. Richard and Sally knew Tam already, of course. Even the traffic wardens in Leamington know her by name – she’s that kind of woman – and I remember on that first day Richard accommodated her weird coffee order (soy caramel latte with hazelnut syrup, or some shit like that) without a murmur. He, like everyone else, fell under her irresistible spell.

‘Now tell me all about you?’ she’d asked without preamble and despite my usual reluctance, she had the whole story out of me before I could see the bottom of my coffee cup.

‘Oh how brave you are!’ she gushed. But in some way I felt she really meant it. My experience was so far removed from hers with her big house on Beauchamp Avenue and her rich husband Giles who keeps her in frocks and lattes, and her arduous regime of light lunches. ‘And I think you are a genius,’ she went on. ‘I simply love that dress and I’m going to be back for more, you know.’

And she was. That’s the thing about Tam. Her enthusiasm is universal, but insincere it isn’t. What you see is what you get. We chatted on about teenagers and spots, and that was when it all came out about Harriet. The same age as Nat, she went  to the posh school, of course. Tam and Giles had only married recently and Harriet had been used to having her mum all to herself.

‘We’d planned the wedding for ages, and had those painful conversations across the dinner table with Harriet to make her understand, but she’s been an absolute bugger. Giles has been a saint and Harriet acted like a martyr, rolling her eyes every time the W word was mentioned.’

‘That’s cos she’s had to share you,’ I ventured, realising that was one problem I hadn’t had to deal with yet. ‘How long had you been on your own?’

That set her off and she regaled me with a hilarious and exaggerated story about young love in London where she had been pretending to study drama at some second-rate theatre school in Ealing, only to fall for some rake who fancied himself as a playwright. They’d married against her and her parents’ better judgement. He’d left her for the lead actress in a Pinter play, and Tam had come home to her parents in Kenilworth with her baby under one arm and her tattered thespian dreams under the other.

‘The thing is, Lucy,’ she confided, ‘Giles is my dream man, and sooo rich!’ She giggled. ‘But money can’t buy everything, it seems, and I’ve had expensive doctors from Birmingham to London with their speculums up my fanny for the last few years trying to work out why I can’t get pregnant again.’ For a moment her breezy act faltered, and there was real pain on her face. ‘We know it’s not him – nothing wrong with his swimmers – and they are scratching their heads because Harriet came along after one cap-less bonk. They can’t find anything wrong but still . . . Anyway,’ she pulled herself together and carried on over-brightly, ‘tell me more about your delicious dressmaking plans. Are you going to be the next Christian Lacroix?’

That was the beginning of a firm friendship, but my business  hadn’t moved on and neither had Tam’s hopes of becoming pregnant. She tried IVF for several years, and I’d even gone to the clinic with her sometimes, with her pee samples, and held her hand when they told her the disappointing results of her blood tests. It was heartbreaking to see. It was like a hunger for her – something that could never be satisfied. And despite the fact that Giles adored her and would do anything to make her happy, for her there was something mammoth missing in her life.

She’d recently given up on the IVF route and I knew reaching this decision had been terribly painful for her. I’d sat for many hours with her as she sobbed out her agony and disappointment. But, being Tam, she rallied, put a brave face on things and now she’d thrown herself – and her money – into organising Harriet’s wedding, but also into a kaleidoscope of new interests. She’d got a rescue dog – a very endearing but fairly mad terrier cross called Martha – she’d joined the local amateur theatre, she was fund-raising for a variety of charities, she’d done a course on Japanese cooking. She was a blur of activity. Giles, phlegmatic as ever, let her get on with it but declined to get involved himself so, when the need arose, she would drag me along as her companion. I never minded – we went to places I probably wouldn’t have dared try on my own and she was always good company.

So that’s how it happened that day. I’d got the sleeves tacked on by the time Tam came in on a waft of expensive cologne – Serge Lutens or Annick Goutal, probably – and hugged me tightly. Then she caught sight of the coat over my shoulder.

‘God, Luce! It’s heavenly,’ she breathed. ‘Even without the decoration. Can I try it on?’

She shrugged off her linen jacket, dropping it casually onto the floor, and slipped her arms carefully into the figure-hugging silk I held out for her. We were both silent for a moment while  she twisted this way and that, looking at herself in the long mirror. ‘Oh!’ she sighed eventually. ‘It fits like a dream.’

I was more critical, tugging at the shoulder seam and comparing the set of the sleeves, but even I had to admit, it was a pretty good piece of work. And on Tam, it looked fantastic. ‘You’re going to wear your hair up, aren’t you?’ I asked, lifting her plait to check the stand-up collar.

‘Oh yeah!’ She pulled the edges of the coat together and turned sideways on to examine the effect. ‘Look at that!’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re a genius, there’s no other word for it.’

We discussed the details of what she wanted for a while then, once I’d made some notes and taken a few pics with my digicam – oh yes, ever so high-tech – she slipped off the coat and handed it back to me, then sat down on the painted boudoir chair. This was a cue for me to put the kettle on so I slipped into the back of the shop – not far enough to interrupt the conversation, which started in the usual way.

‘So, how’s business?’

‘Oh fine – you know. Nothing startling. Sold one of those skirts on the sale rail yesterday and that friend of yours – Miranda, is it? – stopped by to have a look for a prom dress for her daughter. Not sure it was quite what she was after, though.’

Tam laughed. ‘Probably not what her daughter wants anyway – doubt if any of your designs show enough flesh.’

‘Oi! You make it sound as if I were designing habits for nuns.’

‘Touchy! That was supposed to be a compliment. After all, I am your muse – aren’t I?’

I handed her a short strong coffee and laughed at the idea. ‘Well, you’re a-musing but I’m not sure you’re a muse. That sounds a touch too Yves Saint Laurent to me.’

‘Huh! And there was me thinking I was your inspiration. Ah well! I’ll just have to find another role in life. Speaking of which...’ She left a significant pause and I looked up suspiciously.

‘I went for that audition for Mrs Burling in An Inspector Calls  and guess what?’

‘You got it?’

She tutted. ‘How did you guess?’

‘Easy. You wouldn’t have asked me if you hadn’t.’

‘Fair enough, but the competition was pretty stiff. The thing is, they’re having a bit of a do there tonight – a sort of fund-raiser for the members – and you can bring a friend. What do you reckon?’

‘Doesn’t Giles want to go?’

‘He’d rather have his toenails pulled out one by one. Come on, it’ll be fun. They’ve got some people doing cabaret acts. Nothing formal, just some singers. Oh, and I want you to meet this bloke who was at Carrie’s the other night. He’s new on the scene – well, I’ve not met him before, so he can’t be important! – but he’s quite entertaining. A bit intriguing. Does some sort of fortune-telling thing.’
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