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  For Jo




  So much more than just




  a wonderful mum-in-law.




  Thank you for being my friend.




  







  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Because you loved me




              I can face today




              Chase my blues away and smile




              It’s because of you




              That happiness is mine




              Because you loved me




              All my crazy dreams




              Find their feathered wings and fly




              I am free, love




              Because you loved me




              ‘Because You Loved Me’




              The Silver Five (1954)


            


          


        


      


    


  




  







  Chapter One




  ‘Ain’t That a Shame’ –  Fats Domino
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  The church was dark and cool, the chill seeping in through every brick and pew. Despite the warm day beyond its walls, inside it seemed as bleak as November. Why did funerals

  always feel cold, even when the sun was shining?




  Matilda Bell stole a glance around as she pulled a too-thin black cardigan more tightly over her goose-pimpled arms. It was still early, but several members of her family had already gathered,

  their hushed conversations and solemn expressions a show of unity that somehow made her feel even more excluded. They hadn’t noticed her yet; when they did she didn’t know what their

  reactions would be. She had been his favourite, after all. Before the argument, that was. Before her stupid mistake . . .




  She drew back further behind the tall, carved pillar that partially obscured her from the view of the front pews. It was an old church, one filled with memories and inextricably linked to her

  family. It had been his favourite place of worship, more importantly. Which meant that the building’s very fabric seemed carved with his name. It had always been such a warm, familiar place

  but today, with her grandfather’s presence reduced to a whisper among the gathering mourners and a printed name on a service sheet, it felt colder than a grave. Bracing herself against a wash

  of sadness, Mattie let out a sigh, almost expecting to see her breath rising like mist.




  I’ll stay until the final hymn, she told herself. Then I’ll sneak out before any of them see me.




  She almost hadn’t come at all. It was only because her sister had called her last week with the funeral details that she even knew about it. While nobody else in her family had said as

  much, she knew what most of them were thinking. That she had broken his heart and the pain of it had hastened his death. It was rubbish, of course: the post-mortem had revealed an aggressive tumour

  that had taken residence on his lower spine and spread with sickening speed to his liver. But deep down, Matilda knew the huge rift between her and Grandpa Joe couldn’t have helped. She

  blamed herself; not only for the argument that had torn apart a relationship she’d always assumed to be unbreakable, but also for failing to realise her grandfather had been right all along.

  If only she’d laid aside her stubborn pride for one second, she might have seen it. But Matilda Bell had thought she knew best – just like she always did – and now she had lost

  everything she loved.




  More people were filing in now – the great, the good and the mildly questionable of Kings Sunbury. Grandpa Joe had loved them all and they, in turn, adored him. Each new mourner seemed to

  assume a position in front of Mattie, making her feel shunted further down the queue away from him. They hadn’t let him down, the accusing voice in her head insisted. They

  hadn’t defied him . . .




  But the time for ‘if-onlys’ was far in the past.




  ‘Mattie? I thought it was you! What are you doing all the way back here? The rest of the family’s up at the front.’




  She stared blankly up at her cousin Jack, who was edging along the narrow gap between the pews towards her. ‘Hi. I’m fine here.’




  Ever the sunny optimist, her cousin was not likely to accept this. ‘Nonsense! Your place is with us. No matter what’s happened.’ Seeing her expression, he sat down beside

  her.




  ‘They blame me,’ she stated, hot tears stinging her eyes.




  ‘They don’t.’




  ‘I blame me.’




  ‘Matilda, it’s over. It’s done. They aren’t going to abandon you, whatever you think.’




  ‘I broke his heart . . .’




  ‘Cancer took him, not heartbreak. You’re as bad as your mother for blaming the world’s ills on your own failings. Let me let you into a secret: you’re not that powerful,

  Matilda Bell.’ His hand was warm on hers as he smiled. ‘Come to the front with me. Today’s not a day for this family to be divided. We’ve all lost him.’




  She wanted to believe Jack, to think that something as simple as shared family grief could heal the rift in the Bell family. But feelings ran deep and she knew what they were thinking: that in

  rejecting Grandpa Joe, she had dismissed all of them. Her friends had envied their close-knit family over the years, but now she was feeling the stab of the flipside – that when they were so

  close, arguments cut more deeply and were harder to heal.




  ‘All the same, I’m happier here.’




  ‘Then I’ll sit with you.’




  ‘No, Jack, you don’t have to do that.’




  ‘I know I don’t. But you shouldn’t be on your own today and I’ll be damned if I let you be. So shut up and give me a hug, okay?’




  Mattie loved Jack for his stubbornness. It reminded her of Grandpa Joe’s – except that Jack had never doled out ultimatums over her love life. What hurt most was that she

  couldn’t explain to her family the real reason her heart was breaking today . . .




  ‘Don’t cry, Mattie. You’ll set me off.’ Jack squeezed her hand and offered her a tissue from a small plastic pack.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she sniffed, the chill of the church seeping further into her bones.




  But she wasn’t only crying for Grandpa Joe.




  A signal from a churchwarden at the back of the church brought the grave-faced vicar to the lectern.




  ‘Good morning. Would you all please stand?’




  Mattie’s knees buckled and Jack caught her arm as the opening bars of ‘Because You Loved Me’ echoed hollowly around the ancient stone walls. Grandpa Joe’s favourite song,

  performed by The Silver Five – a once-famous singing group from the 1950s – as familiar to Mattie as the sound of her own voice. The music swept years of memories into the building as

  the funeral party processed slowly up the aisle. Mattie saw the loss etched in ugly lines across her father’s forehead as he bore the coffin on one shoulder, flanked by her brother-in-law

  Fred and two paternal uncles, Reuben and Seth. Didn’t they do this on special trolleys nowadays? Mattie was shocked by the physical bearing of Grandpa Joe’s body into the sacred space

  by the men that had loved him most. Had things been different, would she have accompanied them?




  She looked past the encroaching oak box to the front of the church, trying to get a glimpse of her mother, but she was obscured from view. Instead, she fixed on her older sister Joanna, who was

  holding the hands of her daughter and son as she watched her doting husband Fred carrying the coffin. Mattie could see the tension in Joanna’s shoulders and knew her sister would be fighting

  back tears, just as she was. Not that Joanna would ever allow anyone to see that. She was the one everyone else turned to for support, her steady nerve and coolness famous in the Bell family.

  Mattie was fiercely proud of Joanna but today felt an emotional mess by comparison. As if sensing Mattie’s gaze, Joanna half-turned her head, sending the briefest smile down the pews to her.

  Mattie nodded back. It was enough to know Joanna cared. They would talk later, but for now their mother needed Joanna’s calming presence.




  Reverend Philip Caudwell stepped forward to receive the funeral party, his expression ashen. Phil had been more than their local vicar, practically another member of the family for as long as

  Mattie could remember. The entire Bell clan had passed through the many traditions of St Lawrence’s, from christenings to confirmations, Sunday-school anniversaries and countless Christmas

  and Easter celebrations. Joanna and Fred had been married here. Mattie had hoped one day the church would witness her own wedding. For her grandfather, it was a second home. He had been a stalwart

  of every fundraising effort there since his own childhood and counted Rev. Phil as a surrogate son.




  The many solemn faces within St Lawrence’s walls today had one thing in common: everybody had loved Grandpa Joe. Every person gathered in the cold church still mourned his passing. But

  Mattie was a prisoner amongst them. They could all publicly express their grief today: she couldn’t.




  Barely whispered hymns and grim-faced Bible readings seemed to float above her head and it was only when she felt the chapel’s chill receding a little across her back that she realised her

  cousin had draped his suit jacket across her shoulders.




  ‘You were shivering,’ he whispered. ‘Is that any better?’




  Mattie nodded, emotion knotting in her throat.




  Rev. Phil’s eulogy was warmer than the garment surrounding Mattie, every word carefully chosen and delivered from the heart. It would have been clear to any stranger in the church that the

  vicar had not only known Grandpa Joe but also loved him dearly. Mattie could see the gentle undulation of her mother’s shoulders, her head nodding as Rev. Phil relayed bittersweet anecdotes

  and spoke of a man whose love for his family and his friends knew no bounds.




  Except with me, Mattie thought. He found his boundaries with me, didn’t he?




  She maintained her distance as the family moved outside to the far warmer church grounds to commit Grandpa Joe’s body to the ground. Rev. Phil asked if any of the family wished to say a

  few words at the graveside, to which her father, Uncle Reuben and Uncle Seth responded; their words choked by sobs. Mattie wanted to push through her gathered family members and declare her love

  for her grandfather, to pour out her apology for defying him, even though it was too late and he would never hear her words. But nobody wanted to hear her say that today, did they? Whatever Jack

  said, she knew her mother and her uncles blamed her in part for Grandpa Joe’s speedy demise. They had never said as much, but her mother’s pointed remarks about how positivity could and

  should have helped her beloved father-in-law fight back were as damning as an actual accusation.




  Finally, when the family moved away, followed hesitantly by Jack, Mattie moved to the open graveside, its edges bedecked with flowers, and stared down at the soil-strewn oak coffin in the dark

  earthen hole.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, hurt and regret all but stealing the power of her voice as tears flooded down her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t get to say goodbye.

  I know you were right now.’ She took a breath, the scent of sun-warmed grass and damp earth filling her lungs. ‘If I could make it up to you, I would. I’d do anything . .

  .’




  The air around her seemed to still suddenly, even the birds in the cedar trees that edged St Lawrence’s graveyard falling strangely silent. Kneeling slowly by the edge of the grave, Mattie

  gazed down at the brass plaque half-covered by scattered soil. This was the end of a season of her life, but was she prepared to carry this pain forever? She shook her head. ‘No, I

  will find a way to make it up to you, Grandpa. I promise you that . . .’




  Walking away from the graveside, she saw a familiar figure bounding across the vivid green lawn between the gravestones.




  ‘Mattie! I hoped I’d catch you. How are you doing?’ The vicar kept his smile steady despite clearly seeing the state she was in.




  Mattie felt a rush of affection. ‘Not good, Phil.’




  Rev. Phil offered her his arm. ‘I understand. He was a good man, loved by all. But he wasn’t perfect. You and I both know that.’ He raised a hand to silence Mattie’s

  protest. ‘And so does your family. They’re hurt now and they might say or do things they’ll later regret. But Joe loved you and he never stopped, despite being a stubborn

  ass.’




  His decidedly un-vicar-like choice of words brought an involuntary smile to Mattie’s face. ‘Thanks, Phil.’




  ‘Come back to the vicarage? Vanessa’s laid on a great spread and the neutral territory might be beneficial.’




  ‘I don’t know . . .’ The urge to disappear back to the safety of her home was strong.




  ‘I’m not asking you, Mattie, I’m telling you. As a vicar. Bearing in mind who my boss is, best not to argue, eh?’




  As she let herself be escorted to the vicarage, Mattie’s thoughts returned to the graveside promise she had just made. She didn’t know how she would ever fulfil it, but a new

  determination burned, furnace-hot, within her. One way or another, she was going to make amends . . .




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘Memories Are Made of This’ – Dean Martin




  [image: ]




  ‘Blimey, I haven’t seen one of these for forty years!’




  The bearded man grinned as Mattie handed him the old Bakelite radio from the shelf behind the counter. Reuniting people with their past was one of the things she loved most about her business

  – every day at work new stories emerged of her customers’ lives. She felt privileged to share them. And today’s revelation was no exception.




  Percy Walker had become a regular visitor to Bell Be-Bop – the small vintage goods shop Mattie had owned for two years. He had recently moved to the town after many years living abroad,

  and seemed to be furnishing his new house on the outskirts of Kings Sunbury almost exclusively from Mattie’s shop. A suntanned seventy-one-year-old, he was enjoying reliving his youth through

  the items he purchased.




  ‘I first heard Little Richard on this,’ he beamed, his eyes focusing decades back. ‘In my mother’s front room, while she was round at my Auntie Elsa’s. I managed to

  tune it to Radio Luxembourg and my rock ’n’ roll love affair began. I was a Teddy Boy, you know, back in the day.’ He patted his sunkissed bald pate. ‘Quiff’s long

  gone, mind, but I had quite the head of hair back then. How much for the radio?’




  ‘Eighty,’ Mattie replied, wondering if she should discount for her newly loyal customer. ‘But if you want to help yourself to anything from the record box I’d be happy to

  throw those in for free.’




  More than pleased with her suggestion, Percy hurried over to the chalk-painted tea crates containing stacks of 78 rpm records and began to eagerly leaf through the titles. Mattie felt her heart

  contract as she remembered doing the same as a young girl with Grandpa Joe’s record collection. Through him she had discovered and fallen in love with 1950s and 1960s music, from Elvis

  Presley and Lonnie Donegan to Chuck Berry, Tommy Steele and Connie Francis. Indeed, much of his record collection had been her first stock in the shop, before Asher, before the argument and before

  the mistake . . . Shaking the pain away, she focused on her customer. Today was not the day to dwell on the past, even if the past was what was funding her future.




  ‘I don’t know why we don’t just sell Percy the shop and be done with it,’ she whispered to Laurie, her assistant, as she returned to the sales desk made from the front

  section of a mint-green 1955 Ford Thunderbird. ‘We could make a fortune and retire.’




  Laurie grinned. ‘And miss all the non-stop excitement of this place? Not on your nelly! Admit it, Mattie, you love running this shop. It’s in your blood.’




  Mattie couldn’t argue with that. It had been a struggle to establish the shop in the provincial High Street of Kings Sunbury in the beginning. For what felt like months its only visitors

  came to peer curiously at the vintage stock, as if gazing at museum exhibits. Then Mattie started the online side of the business, and suddenly visitors began arriving not just from neighbouring

  towns but further afield, too. It was too early to deem the shop a roaring success, but sales in recent months had been promising and now, with a small but growing regular clientele like Percy, the

  future looked brighter. And today, with the sting of the funeral still raw, being here gave her hope for better times ahead.




  ‘No world cruise for us yet, then.’




  ‘Not yet, no. So,’ Laurie leaned against the counter and Mattie knew what topic was approaching faster than an express train. ‘How were your family yesterday?’




  Feeling her stomach twist, Mattie shrugged. ‘As you would expect. Dad’s retreated into himself. Mum’s still angry about everything. Grandpa Joe was more like a father to her

  than a father-in-law. She’s devastated – I get that. But she’s built a wall around herself that I can’t breach. We didn’t talk at the church, most of my family barely

  talked to me at the wake. No animosity or outright arguments, of course, that’s not our style. But I was glad to leave, let’s just say that.’




  ‘And your sister?’




  ‘Heartbroken, of course. Looking after Mum. But she called last night and we had the full post-mortem of events.’ That had, at least, been one consolation in yesterday’s

  painful progress. ‘It was just a horrible day.’




  Laurie pulled a comradely grimace and placed a hand on Mattie’s arm. ‘Well, it’s over. The actual goodbye bit. Things’ll get easier, I know they will. And how’s the

  new place?’




  ‘Still feels like I’m squatting in somebody else’s house.’




  ‘That’ll get better too.’ Laurie’s smile was firm. ‘Besides, nobody said it was a permanent solution.’




  ‘I suppose so.’




  Mattie remembered the sudden, unexpected move and the surprise on the estate agent’s face when she’d agreed to rent her new home without even wanting to see it. It was impossible to

  think of that – and the reason she’d abandoned her former home so quickly – without thinking of Grandpa Joe. He’d been right all along, hadn’t he? And she would never

  get the chance to tell him. Swallowing hard, she busied herself with a new till roll, keen for the well-meaning interrogation to end.




  ‘It will. You couldn’t have known . . .’




  But I should have. Grandpa Joe knew.




  ‘And I see you’re wearing it again.’ Laurie nodded at the gleaming silver tiepin tucked into the collar of Mattie’s vintage dress. ‘I’m

  glad.’




  Grandpa Joe had given her the tiepin on the day she’d opened the shop. Made from a silver sixpence mounted on a candy-twist silver pin, it had been a twenty-first birthday gift to him from

  a former school friend who was training as an apprentice jeweller in Birmingham’s Jewellery Quarter in the 1950s. Mattie had seen Grandpa Joe wear it proudly at every occasion requiring smart

  dress, and remembered him polishing it religiously with a silver jeweller’s cloth every Sunday morning before church. Since his death it had remained, wrapped in a black velvet pouch, at the

  bottom of the dancing ballerina jewellery box she’d kept from childhood. Until this morning. Laurie had asked her about it a week ago and challenged her to wear it again, ‘To bring him

  back to you.’ Why this morning she had felt differently, Mattie couldn’t say; only that today she had run out of excuses not to wear it. Now, it gleamed as brightly as it ever had and

  brought with it the smallest glint of hope.




  ‘It felt the right thing to do. You were right, Laurie.’ Not wanting to engage further in a conversation that could quickly overwhelm her, Mattie changed tack. ‘You can take

  your lunch if you like.’




  If Laurie knew she was being dismissed she didn’t let on. ‘I will, if you don’t mind? I have a couple of errands to run in the village.’




  ‘No problem. I’m sure Percy and I will be fine.’




  ‘You know,’ Laurie lowered her voice, ‘our Perce is a bit of a catch, if you fancied an older man for a change. He’s a silver fox.’




  Mattie loved Laurie for even mentioning it – even if Percy wasn’t exactly her type. While her friends still hadn’t broached the subject of Mattie’s love life, Laurie

  Murdock was not a woman to keep her thoughts to herself. A divorcee in her late forties, she had long since abandoned concern for what others might think of her and was embracing her freedom of

  expression in more ways than one: most recently becoming a devotee of yoga and meditation. Truth, she always said, was the best gift anyone could give or receive; there was no point holding back if

  someone needed to hear it.




  ‘I think I’ll pass. But, you know, if you fancy your chances . . .’




  ‘I might, you know. I’ve always been one for the older man. Oh, I almost forgot, a woman came in yesterday when you were at the –’ she avoided saying the word

  funeral, her blush making Mattie feel a fresh wave of affection for her employee. ‘Anyway, she left a message – somewhere . . .’




  She rifled through the unkempt pile of leaflets, letters and sticky notes across the desk and Mattie made a mental note for the umpteenth time that week to have a clearout.




  With a shout of triumph that made Percy turn in alarm, Laurie handed Mattie a yellow sticky note.




  Gaynor Fairchild, centre manager from Beauvale Sheltered Housing.




  Please call regarding an opportunity that may be of interest – 01562 . . .




  ‘Did she say what the opportunity was?’ Mattie asked, immediately wary.




  ‘Nope. But she was crazily excited about the shop being here,’ Laurie replied, heading towards the door as she struggled into her coat. ‘Give her a call.’




  Mattie glanced over at Percy, who seemed more than content settled on a folding metal chair by the box of records, and picked up the phone. Wasting time wondering what this stranger wanted

  wouldn’t do her any good. Better to nip whatever it was in the bud right away.




  A dour-voiced receptionist put her on hold for a full two minutes of dodgy lift-muzak before the sing-song voice of Gaynor Fairchild answered.




  ‘Oh, I’m so glad you called! I was hoping you would. Look, we’re in the middle of a crisis here at the mo – any chance you could pop by this evening after you

  close? I’ll be here till eight o’clock tonight.’




  Mattie barely had a chance to reply before the call was swiftly culled, leaving her staring bemused at the buzzing red Bakelite phone receiver in her hand.




  ‘Interesting call?’ Percy ventured, approaching with an armful of records.




  Mattie wrinkled her nose. ‘I’m not sure.’




  Beauvale Sheltered Housing was situated on the far west of Kings Sunbury, its white-picket-fenced boundary marking the end of the houses and the beginning of the rolling

  Staffordshire countryside. Once a large farm, the main house and outbuildings had been converted to warden-assisted retirement dwellings in the late 1990s, the single-storey apartments nestled

  around a pretty courtyard with beautifully maintained communal gardens beyond. Parking her beloved red VW camper van on the wide gravel sweep of the visitors’ car park, Mattie smiled as she

  considered what Grandpa Joe would make of her being here. Before their communication ceased it had long been a family joke that Grandpa Joe was the only person in England who didn’t

  want to retire to Beauvale. The Times had listed it as one of the ‘Top 10 Retirement Villages’ in an article a few years ago; since then, the waiting list for one of its coveted

  converted stone croft apartments had become the stuff of local legend.




  It turned out that the receptionist on duty was as grumpy in the flesh as her voice had suggested on the call earlier. She peered dismissively over reading glasses teetering on the end of her

  beak-like nose as Mattie explained she was there for a meeting with the centre manager. It felt a little like being judged by a disgruntled buzzard and Mattie had to bite her lip hard to keep her

  laughter at bay. She liked this place already and the urge to laugh was welcome after the pain of yesterday.




  ‘Through the double doors,’ Bird Woman snapped. ‘First door on the left.’




  Hurrying away from her avian-like disdain, Mattie ignored the nerves balled up in her chest as she knocked on a door bearing her caller’s name.




  ‘Come!’ a bright voice chirped.




  From a vulture to a blue tit, Mattie thought, opening the door.




  Gaynor Fairchild was a woman entangled in a 1970s fashion love affair and Mattie liked her immediately. While the decade wasn’t her speciality, she appreciated the passion of people who

  looked to the past for their inspiration. Gaynor had it all: brown and orange crocheted waistcoat over a flowing, gypsy-style blouse, low-slung bell-bottomed jeans, their flares made wider by

  hand-sewn triangles of darker denim, two rows of long wooden beads at her neck and the kind of perm Mattie had only seen in photographs of her mother at college in her teens. Gaynor’s only

  concession to the current decade was a pair of bright orange Converse sneakers, which seemed deliciously at odds with the rest of her clothing.




  ‘Miss Bell, I’m delighted you could come. Oh, and I see you’re a lady after my own heart,’ she gushed, practically skipping a circle around her as she took in

  Mattie’s vintage Fifties rose-print dress. Today Mattie had styled her hair in an Audrey Hepburn-esque side ponytail and was wearing the bright red lipstick Laurie had bought her from a

  vintage fair last month. ‘You’re so authentic!’




  Mattie smiled her thanks, omitting to tell Gaynor that this was what she wore for work, not her everyday clothing. Outside of shop hours she was more comfortable in jeans, but she’d

  discovered customers responded better when you were dressed in period clothes – it added to the vintage feeling when they stepped over the threshold of Bell Be-Bop.




  ‘My brother calls me Barbara Good – you know, like Felicity Kendal’s character from The Good Life? He thinks I’m stuck in a Seventies time warp. So I tell him, he

  should thank his lucky stars he doesn’t have a Margot Leadbetter instead!’ Gaynor chuckled at her own joke and seemed so pleased with herself for making it that Mattie wondered if she

  should have laughed, too. ‘But anyway, where are my manners? I’m sorry, Miss Bell. Please take a seat. Would you like some coffee? Tea? I have a lovely bit of Moroccan mint tea if you

  fancy it. I know, I know, I’m such a cliché!’




  Mattie sank into a low, linen-covered armchair, already feeling exhausted by Gaynor’s whirlwind welcome. ‘Regular tea would be great, thanks. I can’t stay long . . .’




  ‘Of course, absolutely. You must be dead on your feet after working in your shop all day. I tell you, I thank heaven every day that most of my job entails me sitting down.’ She

  picked up the receiver of her desk phone. ‘Eileen, would you be a dear and bring us a regular tea and one of my Moroccan mints, please? Yes, the one that smells funny . . .’ She

  pulled a face at Mattie as she ended the call. ‘Our receptionist thinks I’m on some strange waccy baccy or something. She doesn’t trust me. You know, I swear she goes through my

  desk drawers when I’m away from the office.’




  Mattie suppressed a grin. Despite only just having met Bird Woman, she could already picture her prowling Gaynor’s office after dark, her suspicions of the middle-aged hippy running riot.

  ‘So, how can I help you?’




  ‘As part of my remit here at Beauvale I bring in visitors to assist our residents in many ways – befriending, practical services like hairdressing, massage and chiropody,

  entertainment for our Wednesday afternoon social club, and so on. But I went on a training retreat at the start of the year and learned about an initiative some of my colleagues across the country

  are developing. It’s called a “Memory Day”. Have you heard of that?’




  Mattie shook her head. ‘No, sorry.’




  ‘It’s quite a new thing, by all accounts. But I’m very keen to try it. Many of our residents, as you are probably aware, are coping with the onset of dementia,

  Alzheimer’s, or post-traumatic stress following the loss of their partner. We do a lot of physical activities here at Beauvale but I also want to develop a programme that will help keep their

  minds active.’ She paused as if expecting Mattie to comment.




  Mattie smiled back, hoping it would encourage Gaynor to continue. An awkward stretch of silence followed. Keen to end it, Mattie spoke. ‘Sounds – interesting . . .’




  ‘Oh it is! Fascinating, I’d say. Memory Days bring residents back in touch with items from their lives, which can then help them to reconnect with the present. My colleagues

  at other retirement villages have used photographs, old cine film, music and clothing before, with some impressive results . . .’




  She was interrupted by a thundering knock on the door and Eileen bustled into the office with tea, her disdain now an outright snarl. Mattie thanked Bird Woman when a steaming, Beauvale-branded

  mug was thrust a little too forcefully at her, but Eileen didn’t smile back.




  When she had gone, Gaynor grinned at Mattie. ‘So, what do you think?’




  ‘I think it’s a lovely idea. But what would you want from me?’




  ‘Well you, for a start. I was thinking you might bring some items from your shop – on loan, of course, and Beauvale will cover any breakages – and perhaps do a small

  talk for the residents? Maybe twenty minutes or so, with a chance for them to touch and discuss the objects you bring afterwards? We would pay for your time and I daresay you might gain a wave of

  new customers from the event.’




  While sharing vintage items from her shop was no problem, the thought of standing up in front of a room of pensioners to speak petrified Mattie. She had never been one to aim for the limelight,

  unlike her cousin Jack, who could command a room wherever he went. ‘I’m happy to bring things, but I really don’t think I could talk . . .’




  ‘Nonsense, you’d be wonderful, Miss Bell!’




  ‘Mattie, please.’




  Gaynor reached across and grasped Mattie’s hand, a motherly gesture more touching than inappropriate. ‘Just tell them about your shop. And why you love the period so much. Remember

  that for many of the residents the 1950s were their teenage years. A special time. They won’t be listening to you, not really. The moment they see your beautiful outfit and realise you run a

  vintage shop, their memories will come flooding back. So. What do you say?’




  ‘So, what did you say?’ Laurie asked between mouthfuls of what Mattie suspected was Friday-night Chinese takeaway, given her assistant’s love of

  routine. ‘Rufus! Down! Forgive me, Mattie, I’m just wrestling a chocolate lab for the last of my spring rolls.’




  Mattie smiled against her mobile phone in the darkness of the country lane where she had parked after her visit to Beauvale. She’d bought fish and chips from Captain Nemo’s, Kings

  Sunbury’s imaginatively named chip shop, and was watching the heat from her meal slowly steam up the camper van windows. After she’d finished, she would reluctantly return to the bland

  rented semi on the far side of the village that still didn’t feel like home. But not yet. For now, a takeaway meal in the familiar surroundings of Rusty the van was far preferable.




  ‘I said I’d do it. You can come too, if you like.’




  ‘But what about the shop?’




  ‘It’s on a Sunday, so it won’t be a problem.’




  ‘Hmm, I’m not sure I – Rufus! Ooh, I swear this dog’ll be the death of me . . . Oh Mattie, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean . . .’




  ‘It’s okay, I know.’




  Would people ever stop tiptoeing around the subject? Since Mattie had lost Grandpa Joe she had found the hesitancy and embarrassment of other people trying to avoid the ‘D’

  word almost worse than the grief framing the edges of each day. People meant well – of course they did. But their carefulness only served to make her feel even more isolated than losing

  Grandpa Joe and the upheaval of recent weeks had done. She could almost hear the whispered conversations behind her back as she carried on with her life as best she could: Did you hear she lost

  her grandfather? And after what happened with that lad, too. I hear Joe Bell wasn’t even talking to her before he died . . .




  More than anything, Mattie longed for a return to normality. To be able to laugh at jokes with her friends in the pub, Kings Sunbury’s coffee shops, or in the street; to talk about the

  weather, whatever was on TV last night or gossip about the latest news in the village – without this awful, ever-present seriousness hanging over everyone she met. They didn’t know what

  to say. And Mattie couldn’t blame them. If the roles were reversed, maybe she would be tongue-tied and overly respectful, too.




  People in Kings Sunbury were kind and thoughtful, only too ready to offer words of comfort and ‘I-baked-too-many’ cakes and bread. In the first week following news of her loss,

  Mattie lost count of the number of casseroles brought to her temporary home – more than her small freezer could cope with and certainly more than she’d ever eat. She’d taken to

  keeping a pack of parcel labels and a Sharpie next to the door so she could make sure each newly delivered dish was returned to its rightful owner. But their gifts and platitudes, while kindly

  meant, reminded Mattie over and over again of what she had lost.




  ‘When are you doing the Memory Day?’




  Mattie rubbed a rogue tear from her cheek. ‘A week on Sunday. We’ll put together a selection of things from the shop and I’ll take the British rock ’n’ roll songs

  CD to play while the old people look at the stuff. Bit of Tommy Steele, Michael Holliday, Adam Faith and Alma Cogan will make a lovely atmosphere. I think it could be fun.’




  ‘I love that CD. It’s a wonder we haven’t worn it out playing it so much at the shop. Do you have to make a speech?’




  ‘I’m going to try my hardest to get out of it.’




  ‘Why? I think this could be good for you,’ Laurie blurted out, the sudden note of seriousness causing Mattie’s heart to sink. ‘Get out there. Talk about Grandpa Joe

  – his influence, I mean, not . . . you know.’




  She was right, of course. It would be impossible to talk about Bell Be-Bop without mentioning the reason she’d fallen in love with the Fifties in the first place. Everything in the shop

  related to stories Grandpa Joe had told his granddaughter, long before the rift that tore them apart for good. One of Mattie’s biggest regrets was that her grandfather couldn’t see how

  well the business was doing now. At the time they’d stopped speaking, Mattie had been seriously considering giving up the premises and moving the business entirely online. But the fact was,

  everything about the little shop overlooking the village green in Kings Sunbury reminded her of Grandpa Joe. The first records she’d sold there had been from the huge box he’d given her

  when she was sixteen; the book titles she remembered from the dusty shelves in his study; the radios, telephones and crockery mirroring the ones he’d point out to her in the bric-a-brac shops

  of Bridgnorth, Ironbridge and Ludlow. I had one of those in my first house . . . Oh, I remember that like it was yesterday . . .




  It wouldn’t just be the residents entertaining dearly held memories when they touched Bell Be-Bop stock at the Beauvale Memory Day. It would be a chance for Mattie to be close to Grandpa

  Joe again – one step closer to fulfilling her graveside promise to him.




  







  Chapter Three




  ‘Getting to Know You’– Bing Crosby & Victor Young and His Orchestra
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  Rusty groaned to a halt in the retirement village’s car park on the day of the Memory Day and Mattie took a breath to steady her nerves.




  ‘How are you feeling?’ Laurie asked, ducking down to tidy the victory roll in her hair using the reflection in the wing mirror.




  ‘Okay, I think.’




  ‘Well you’re doing better than me. My heart’s going ten to the dozen and I don’t even have to make a speech.’




  Mattie grimaced. ‘Thanks for reminding me.’




  ‘Relax. It’s just a few old biddies who’ll share a nice cup of tea with you when it’s all over.’ She straightened back and looked at Mattie. ‘How many people

  did Gaynor say she was expecting?’




  ‘About thirty. Quite a few residents go to their families’ homes for Sunday lunch so she said it wouldn’t be the full contingent.’ She shot a quick smile at her

  assistant. ‘It’s all going to be great, I’m sure.’




  ‘That’s the spirit.’ Laurie hopped out of the camper van and joined Mattie at its side door, helping her to pull out a large box of vintage objects and an enormous wheeled

  suitcase. ‘Blimey, have you packed Percy in this case? It weighs a ton!’




  ‘Think of the money you’ll save on gym fees,’ Mattie laughed as they headed into the main building, hearing Laurie’s puffs and groans as she wheeled the enormous suitcase

  behind her.




  When they entered the room, both women stopped dead.




  Beauvale’s bright but overheated communal barn was packed with residents, its exposed oak beams reverberating with loud conversation from the gathered crowd.




  ‘There are hundreds of them!’ Laurie hissed. ‘How do they fit them all in the buildings? Ten to a room?’




  ‘Maybe they all have multiple bunk-beds,’ Mattie grinned back. Laurie had a point. There seemed far too many people here for the number of converted outbuildings and cottages in the

  retirement village’s plot. Her stomach somersaulted again at the prospect of addressing such a crowd. She should have coaxed Jack into helping. He would relish an audience like this.




  ‘Where do we put the stuff?’ Laurie asked, still whispering, casting her eyes warily around the room at the already seated, loudly impatient crowd.




  ‘Gaynor will tell us. There she is – follow me.’




  Mattie headed quickly to the far side of the oak-gabled room where Gaynor – resplendent in a yellow daisy-covered maxi-dress and sparkly orange scarf – was fussing over the

  refreshment table. ‘Gaynor, hi.’




  ‘Mattie! You’re here! Excellent! And you must be Laura?’




  Laurie’s smile was more gritted teeth than grin. ‘Laurie.’




  ‘Excellent! What about the turnout, eh? Unbelievable! My colleague Nancy from Springhill Retirement in Stone Yardley has bussed over a bunch of her residents because she loved the idea of

  the Memory Day so much. So, we have something of a full house. Now, I’ve put out two trestles at the front with white tablecloths – see them? Pop all the things on there and we’ll

  get cracking in about ten minutes, yes?’




  Mattie realised her hands were shaking as she and Laurie filled the display tables with books, items of clothing, magazines, records, old telephones, coffee pots, cups and saucers, radios and

  vintage scent bottles. Loud oohs went up from some of the elderly ladies nearest the front as they began to spot familiar objects and the noise level of chatter rose several notches in the

  room.




  ‘I’m so nervous,’ Mattie confessed to her colleague.




  ‘Me too. But if I was you right now I’d be petrified.’ Laurie handed her a CD player disguised as a Fifties-style record player, and hurried off to find an extension

  lead to plug it into the wall.




  The tables laid, Mattie hid the boxes behind the long white tablecloths reaching almost to the floor and stood up to smooth the front of her Dior-inspired black and white circle-skirt. The

  coolness of the satin fabric calmed her as she took in a deep breath.




  ‘I had one of them.’




  Mattie started and looked round to see a small, bright-eyed old lady leaning on an opulent-looking carved mahogany cane. ‘Sorry?’




  ‘One of them skirts like you’ve got on. Dior New Look – back when clothes made women look like proper women. Bought for me from Paris itself. Only mine had a daft poodle on

  it.’ The lady’s broad Liverpudlian accent stood out a mile in a roomful of Staffordshire locals. But then, so did its owner. She was dressed not in the greys, beiges and muted pastels

  of her fellow residents, but in scarlet – a matching sweater and skirt with red kitten heels, a startling choice for a woman of her years. Her hair was immaculate, the only concession to her

  age the silver grey of her curls, tinted with a faint lilac wash. Two strings of large pearls lay around her neck, huge gold hoop earrings competed with the necklace for attention, and on her wrist

  an expensive-looking gold watch glinted in the light from the halogen spotlights high in the barn roof.




  Mattie liked her immediately.




  ‘This is a replica, I’m afraid,’ she admitted, lowering her voice a little. ‘I couldn’t afford an original Dior.’




  ‘Secret’s safe with me, kid,’ the lady grinned, tapping the side of her nose with a scarlet-painted fingernail. ‘We’re not all millionaires, are we?’




  ‘Thanks, I owe you.’ Remembering her manners, Mattie offered her hand. ‘Mattie Bell – pleased to meet you.’




  The old woman’s eyes twinkled like a naughty two-year-old’s. ‘Reenie Silver. And the pleasure’s all mine.’




  ‘Cooo-eeee! If we can all just have a bit of hush, please?’




  Gaynor’s voice chirped loudly across the room, calling the nattering residents to order as she headed towards Mattie. Reenie Silver rolled her eyes and positively sashayed over to claim

  her seat in the front row. Mattie noticed with amusement that several of the male residents sitting near her were casting winks in the old lady’s direction.




  ‘Lovely. Smashing. Well, everybody, have we got a treat for you today? Yes indeed! It is my very great pleasure to welcome Matilda Bell from Bell Be-Bop vintage shop in the village.

  She’s come today to talk a little about what she does. And I know that many of you have already spotted the things Miss Bell has kindly brought with her from her shop. So after she’s

  chatted to us, there will be lots of time to come up and see the items while we serve tea and coffee. And, as an extra treat, our very own Winnie has been busy in the kitchen making her famous

  butterfly buns.’




  This announcement was met with louder rumbles of approval than the rest of Gaynor’s speech, but it helped Mattie to relax a little. In a popularity contest between her and cake, she was

  more than happy to come second. Gaynor finally stepped aside to give Mattie the floor . . .




  The speech passed in a blur, Mattie finding her feet as her enthusiasm for her business overtook her nerves. Gaynor had judged the audience correctly: once into her talk Mattie

  noticed their eyes straying past her to the goodies laid out on the tables behind, and the not-so-whispered conversations about objects they recognised. At the end, following polite applause,

  Beauvale’s director, Dr William Lancaster, stepped forward to thank her, and relief flooded her frame as the residents and guests hurried from their seats towards the tables.




  Reenie Silver headed straight for Mattie. ‘You were bleedin’ good, you were.’




  ‘Do you think so?’




  ‘I know so. Takes guts to face a crowd on yer own. I should know. The room loves you. Haven’t seen this lot so excited over anything for months. It’s like God’s

  waiting room in here most of the time. Depressing, when you’ve lived life as much as me.’




  It was impossible not to smile when talking to the vibrant old lady, Mattie thought. Throughout her talk her eyes had kept being drawn to the lady in red, who appeared to be sitting in regal

  splendour, even though her chair was identical to all the others in the converted barn space.




  ‘Right, well, I’ll let you go and get a cuppa. I expect you’re gaspin’. Nice to meet you, Mattie Bell.’




  Mattie watched the crowd of residents part like the Red Sea as Reenie sailed between them to the Bell Be-Bop tables.




  I hope I’m that confident when I’m her age, she thought.




  ‘Excellent presentation, Miss Bell,’ William Lancaster smiled as he approached, carrying two cups and saucers. ‘I took the liberty of bringing you a cup of tea.’




  ‘That’s kind, thank you.’




  ‘And I see you’ve met our resident celebrity.’ He nodded in the direction of the old lady in red.




  ‘She’s quite a character,’ Mattie replied.




  ‘Reenie’s much more than that. Quite famous in her day, by all accounts. She was a singer with The Silver Five in the 1950s – have you heard of them?’




  Mattie’s world seemed to screech to a halt. ‘The Silver Five?’




  Mistaking her shock for confusion, Dr Lancaster continued. ‘They aren’t as well remembered now as some of their contemporaries, although their songs have been revived over the years.

  I think Tom Jones covered ‘Because You Loved Me’ once. That’s the song they’re remembered for. Well, our Reenie was a rising star of British rock ’n’ roll in the

  fifties. I think she did some TV work in the seventies on variety shows with Cilla Black and Lulu, too.’




  Mattie had heard the story of The Silver Five so many times she could have recited it by heart. Grandpa Joe had fallen in love with them as a young man in his twenties, and for many years seemed

  to be one of the few who truly appreciated their music. His vinyl records of their songs were his most prized possessions. Had he not broken all ties with Mattie before his death, she was certain

  she would now own them. I was their biggest fan, she remembered him saying, her heart breaking as the sound of his voice flooded her mind. Only had the chance to see them perform once.

  But I missed the concert and it turned out to be their last. He’d always looked so sad when he’d said it, a glimpse of the young man he once was flickering across his pale blue

  eyes. Then he would rally, putting one of the records onto the creaking turntable of his beloved record player and grabbing Mattie’s hand to twirl her to the sweet-sounding close harmonies

  and cheery skiffle rhythms of their songs.




  Mattie looked over to the front of the room, where a group of elderly residents were picking up items from her shop. Reenie stood out a mile, but it was more than just her chosen colour of

  clothing. It was as if she was surrounded by light, her every move watched by those around her. Grandpa Joe called that kind of presence a ‘Ready-Brek glow’. The memory of her

  grandfather caused a stab in her heart, and she looked quickly down into her half-empty teacup.




  ‘Ah, let me get you another. You must be thirsty after your wonderful talk,’ Dr Lancaster offered, mistaking her demeanour for thirst. He took the teacup from Mattie’s hands

  and hurried away through the crowd of residents. Mattie let out a sigh and kicked an invisible pebble with her flowered kitten heels. Would Grandpa Joe’s memory ambush her forever?




  ‘Penny for ’em?’




  The enigmatic old lady had traversed the room with impressive speed and was practically face to face with Mattie when she looked up. ‘Sorry?’




  ‘Pardon me for noticing. Only you look like someone wazzed on your chips, love.’




  Mattie suppressed a laugh. ‘I’m fine. Sorry.’




  Reenie shrugged. ‘No need to apologise. We all have our moments.’




  ‘Dr Lancaster was telling me that you’re a famous singer?’




  The old lady clicked her false teeth behind pursed ruby lips. ‘Should have been more’n I was, truth be told. But that’s a story for me memoirs.’ A wicked twinkle flashed

  in her pale grey eyes. ‘Singer with The Silver Five – named after myself, of course – 1951 to ’56. Then solo until 1980. Almost had my own TV show, I did. Headlined five

  weeks at The Sands in Vegas, ’71. Bloody tedious cruise-ship tours after that. But back in the day, they said I was the British Connie Francis. And now here I am: doyenne of Beauvale

  Retirement Village. Piggin’ Lulu can’t say that, now can she?’




  Mattie almost told Reenie about Grandpa Joe. But it didn’t seem right, somehow. Besides, the sting of loss was so keen today that she doubted she could find the words. Instead, she

  observed Reenie Silver with interest, trying to imagine her as the beautiful, raven-haired songstress who had led a group so seemingly destined for greatness – and had stolen her

  grandfather’s heart many years ago.




  One thing was certain: Reenie had lost none of her ability to command a room. She seemed so at odds with the other old folks, her brassiness unexpected in a lady of her age. When a gentleman who

  must have been in his late eighties tottered up and offered to accompany her to the refreshment table, Reenie shot him down in flames.




  ‘Away with yer, Stan Massey. Last time I took your arm you were after goosing me – and don’t you deny it. Three husbands I’ve had and the last one that tried your trick

  ended up with a bloody nose!’




  As the pensioner slunk away, a titter broke out from a timid group of ladies standing nearby. Mattie had noticed them earlier, following Reenie around as she prowled the room, always maintaining

  a respectful distance, yet clearly hanging on her every word.




  ‘Please don’t let me keep you from your friends,’ Mattie said, suddenly concerned that she might be hogging Beauvale’s resident celebrity.




  ‘Who? That lot? They’re not my friends, girl!’ Reenie scoffed, leaning a little closer to Mattie but maintaining a speaking volume loud enough for her hangers-on to hear.

  ‘I call them the Three Furies. On account of how the sight of them makes me bleedin’ furious.’




  ‘Do you like it here?’ Mattie asked, the question leaving her lips before she thought better of it. Reenie seemed out of place in the retirement village, even if she clearly ruled

  the roost. Grandpa Joe’s words about places like this had been playing on her mind: It’s just a pretty-pretty holding cell for old fuddy-duddies until they pop off.

  You’d never get me in one of those places . . .




  ‘Can’t complain. Staff are okay, food doesn’t kill yer.’ She cast a sideways glance at Mattie and let out a deliberately heavy sigh. ‘Just wish I had family to

  visit, you know.’




  ‘You don’t have any family?’




  ‘That’s not to say I haven’t lived, of course. I’ve lived more than most people get a chance to. Three marriages and more money than I know what to do with. But

  it’s not the same when nobody comes to see you.’




  ‘You don’t have any living relatives at all?’




  ‘A few, but they’re distant in every sense of the word.’




  ‘And no friends?’




  ‘Plenty of them – in here. But none from me life. Just the way it is, Mattie. I don’t make the rules. Still, it’s a shame. I mean, I watch all these other sad beggars

  jumped on by family every weekend and I’m a bit jealous of them, you know, being on me tod and that. You get used to it, ’course. That’s what a lifetime on the road teaches

  you.’ Reenie turned to gaze up at Mattie, a beatific smile on her face, and to her horror Mattie saw a single burgeoning tear in the corner of the old lady’s left eye.




  It was just so sad. For all her illustrious past and considerable material means, Reenie Silver was lonely – a fact that made Mattie want to cry with her. Grandpa Joe might have cut her

  out of his life, but he was never alone. When Grandma Bell had passed away seven years ago, the whole family had rallied round, determined that their beloved patriarch be loved and cared for. The

  thought of him ever being alone or lonely was abhorrent to them: he had founded the family and his place was right at the beating heart of it. How could anyone allow an elderly relative to exist

  without visiting them? In the final months of Grandpa Joe’s life, Mattie’s one consoling thought had been that he was surrounded by so much love from the rest of her relatives. She

  might have been denied the chance to spend time with him, but everyone else in the Bell clan was taking up the slack.




  The idea came about as easily as breathing; later, Mattie would marvel at how spontaneous it had been, especially given her recent reticence about every other aspect of her life.




  ‘I’d visit you. If you’d like?’




  Reenie Silver stared up at her and for a moment Mattie worried she might have taken offence at the offer. ‘You’d do that – for me?’




  ‘I’d love to. I—’ Mattie gulped back the tug of emotion in her throat. ‘I lost my grandpa last month and I still miss him. His stories about the Fifties made me

  want to start my business. I would be honoured to hear yours – if you’d care to share them?’




  Maybe learning about his favourite band will bring me closer to him . . .




  Reenie folded her arms. ‘So a trade-off, eh? I get a visitor and you get someone to fill the gap left by your grandpa?’




  Mattie wouldn’t have exactly phrased it like that, but it seemed a decent enough idea. ‘I suppose so.’




  ‘You might be on to something there.’ The twinkle returned as Reenie dabbed the lone tear from her eye with a lace handkerchief produced from a sleeve of her sweater. ‘But I

  have one condition.’




  ‘Name it.’




  Reenie tugged at Mattie’s elbow to move them a little distance away from the Three Furies, who were watching like over-anxious prairie dogs. ‘Bring us some of them posh violet

  crèmes from the chocolate shop in the village when you come, okay? Nurses won’t let me have them, see. Cholesterol, apparently. I’m eighty-four years old: why do I have to worry

  about cholesterol at my age? More likely to be bumped off by the wine in me coat cupboard I’m not supposed to be drinking.’




  All things considered, a bag of artisan chocolates was a small price to pay if it meant Mattie could feel close to Grandpa Joe again. All her life she had heard of his love of Reenie’s old

  group, yet she knew so little about any of the members. Talking about a period of time he’d had in common with Reenie would bring Mattie back to her life before the ultimatum, long before the

  rift was made, when she would sit for hours indulging in deliciously evocative details of her grandfather’s stories. The former singing star fascinated her, and the chance to learn more about

  her illustrious past was too enticing to miss.




  ‘Deal,’ Mattie said, feeling the strength in the old lady’s handshake as they traded smiles. ‘When shall we start?’




  ‘Next Sunday,’ Reenie replied, not missing a beat. ‘And don’t forget the contraband.’




  







  Chapter Four




  ‘These Foolish Things (Remind Me of You)’ – Etta James
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  Kings Sunbury was quiet and still beneath a pink-gold dawn sky when Mattie headed out to work on Monday morning. She hadn’t slept well, but that was nothing new. Since

  moving into her rented home sleep had eluded her regularly. It was as if the moment her head touched the newly purchased pillow on her temporary bed it began to fizz with questions she’d kept

  at bay during the day.




  Maybe that was the problem, she thought, as she coaxed Rusty into reluctant action along the winding lanes between darkened houses. There were so few comforting things around her to lull her to

  sleep. Everything in her house was new, bought in a hurry. She had left so much behind in the house she should have been living in – but all of it ceased to have meaning the moment she

  found out Grandpa Joe had been right all along. Strange how furniture, pictures and ornaments just became things when life took a turn. She’d grabbed only what she could carry,

  throwing it into black bin bags as her possessions merged together through her tears. Most of her furniture was still in storage, the little she had managed to take to the house before the split

  reluctantly returned to the unit by Asher.




  Her skin went cold. Asher. She didn’t want to think of him again.




  The little that had made it into her new home were sparse essentials: her jewellery box, files for work, her laptop and a box of books that had seemed important when she was moving out but she

  was pretty convinced she’d never read again. She didn’t even have a bookcase yet. Instead, the books formed a makeshift bedside table, the sight of their comfortingly broken spines and

  thumbed pages strangely reassuring. She would get around to sorting everything, of course. Just – just not yet.




  No matter what else was happening around her, Mattie loved this part of the day. The thrill of opening the door of her own shop was the same today as it had been on her very first day of trading

  and she never wanted to lose that sense of wonder and pride. Inside, the shop smelled of beeswax polish, chalk paint and roses, old leather and wood – a heady mix unique to Bell Be-Bop. When

  the day was done and she returned home, this fragrance would always linger on her clothes, a constant reminder of how lucky she was to be doing what she loved, day in, day out.




  Today, the shop was quiet – not unusual for the beginning of the week – but Mattie wished for customers to take away the silence. It was Laurie’s day off and Jack was unlikely

  to appear. Even Joanna had a prior engagement, so their usual lunch was postponed. Mattie looked around the shop, her to-do list frustratingly complete. Right now, she didn’t need thinking

  space. Her brain ached enough from going over things she would never solve.




  When the small brass bell over Bell Be-Bop’s door heralded a customer’s arrival just after midday, it was all Mattie could do not to run over and hug the incoming person. When the

  amused smile of the family vicar appeared, she didn’t hesitate in welcoming him.




  ‘Blimey, slow day, is it?’ he chuckled, almost knocked off his feet by the force of Mattie’s hug.




  ‘Sorry,’ she laughed, stepping back. ‘It’s lovely to see you.’




  ‘If only all my parishioners were so happy to greet me,’ he smiled. ‘Most of them think I’m after something.’




  ‘And are you?’




  ‘Well, that depends. Has your kettle recently boiled?’




  ‘Milk, one sugar?’




  ‘Perfect. Just don’t tell Vanessa. I’m supposed to be cutting out sugar.’




  ‘Tsk, Phil, I’m not sure I should enable your dishonesty. And you a man of the cloth.’




  ‘I know. Thankfully God knows me better than anyone.’ He glanced heavenwards. ‘And he knows I’m weak.’




  As Mattie made tea she could see Phil inspecting a display of her latest stock.




  ‘I love how you do this,’ he said, accepting a mug from Mattie.




  ‘Thanks, Phil.’




  ‘I mean it. You have such a skill for making a random group of objects evoke a period of time. Vanessa always comes back from your shop raving about your collections. It’s a good job

  we have a finite supply of money or I reckon she’d buy you out of stock.’




  Mattie offered the minister a seat in a 1940s display by the window. The armchairs she’d found in a flea market three years ago had finally found a home – not in the living room of

  what would now never be her marital home, but in prime position in her shop. She was glad that at least some of her beloved furniture was out of storage. Her heart sank again as she pictured the

  rest of her possessions in cardboard boxes languishing in the grey steel confines of a faceless storage unit on the outskirts of Telford. When she’d put them there she’d imagined

  herself and Asher unpacking them in their newly refurbished home. Now they were just gathering dust. She must make time to fit them into her new house, she resolved. Just as soon as she felt ready

  . . .




  ‘So, I have something for you.’ Phil’s smile had become earnest concern, immediately alerting Mattie’s defences. ‘I wasn’t sure when was a good time.’

  He paused, waiting for a response. When Mattie said nothing, he stood and picked up a cardboard box he’d left on the shop counter. ‘Here.’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘It’s a box, Mattie.’




  She shook her head. ‘You’re an idiot.’




  ‘Fair point. Okay, here’s the thing. You know I visited Joe in the hospice – at the end?’




  Mattie nodded, the sudden mention of her grandfather stealing the air from her lungs.




  ‘In the last two weeks of his life I visited every day. He had a lot he wanted to talk about and I was only too happy to listen. And I confess, I had an ulterior motive. I wanted to get

  him to talk to you.’




  ‘Really? I had no idea . . .’




  ‘I know. That’s why I’m telling you now. I’m sorry I couldn’t change his mind.’




  ‘Phil, don’t beat yourself up about it. He was never going to back down.’ Saying it aloud took none of the sting from the confession. And neither was I . . . Mattie kept

  her eyes trained on the box in Phil’s hands, not trusting her tears to stay back if she raised her gaze. ‘But thanks for trying.’




  ‘He loved you, you know. Despite everything that happened.’




  ‘He had a funny way of showing it.’ Mattie stopped herself, horrified by the bitterness her voice held. ‘I’m sorry. I know he did, deep down. He’d just made his

  stance and I guess any effort to change it would have looked like defeat. He hated admitting he was wrong. We were always too alike in that respect.’
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