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This book is for Clare Conlon


WEEK ONE



	To

	The Bobs <bob@bobscaff.co.uk>, Amber <amber@yummymummymews.net.co.uk>, Michael T. <qwertybookshop@hotmail.com>, Fiona J <filove@aol.com>




	From

	Sadie <sakuraspa@gmail.com>




	Subject

	CHERRY BLOSSOM MEWS RESIDENTS’ ASSOCIATION MEETING





Hi guys!

It’s my turn to host. I made a cake. Sort of.



	Date

	23.5.18




	Time

	6.30 p.m.




	Location

	Sakura reception




	Agenda

	Those new residents . . .





Somebody remind Mary (WHEN will she give in and buy a computer?)

Sadie xxxx


A Londoner to the ends of its wingtips, the sparrow took off from the balcony of a high-rise block of flats. It flew over the crumbling estate, over the roofs of a modest terrace, above a renovated Georgian gem and the blocky outline of a gym. It soared and swooped, its bird’s eye view taking in the typical inner-city confusion. A church. A row of shops that offered cold pressed coffee at one end and the Colonel’s fried chicken at the other. An office block. A playground.

And a mews.

The shape of a U, filled in with cobbles. A tree spilling out from its centre. The curved wrought-iron gates at the end supplied a vital buffer from the main road, and spelled out its name:

Cherry Blossom Mews.

The sparrow couldn’t read. It didn’t care what the mews was called. It had had a full dinner and now it had an urge. An urge it gave into as Sadie McQueen crossed the glass frontage of the wellness salon that straddled the end of the mews.

Sadie felt the soft splat on her hair. The sparrow was long gone by the time she looked up into the cloudless sky and muttered a ‘Thank you very much’.

A veteran of Cherry Blossom Mews residents’ meetings, Sadie knew the order in which the others would arrive. Michael would be first.

Bang on time, there he was. Crumpled, wild of hair, but with a sweet expression behind his round glasses, Michael was more sardonic than his appearance suggested. Sadie liked him a lot; a standing joke in the mews was that Michael liked her rather more than a lot and would someday declare himself.

‘Greetings.’ This was a very Michael-ish way of saying ‘hello’.

‘Um, greetings.’ Sadie heard a door slam across the cobbles. This was Mary, on her way from the charity shop with Noel, a Cairn terrier of small stature and great hairiness.

‘Waste of time,’ muttered the elderly lady as she ambled towards them. White curls, nylon dress, she made no attempt to defy old age. Perhaps Mary had always been about eighty. She tutted, as she always did, at the white modular seating that Sadie had splurged on during the refurbishment. ‘Whoever designed these,’ she said, ‘had scant knowledge of the human bottom.’

Sadie had to agree. The chairs looked right, though, setting the tone for the space-age calm of the Sakura Spa’s all-white reception area. She had gutted the old stable three years ago, tearing out the old and laying down the new.

Sadie knew the price of each doorknob, tap and tile. She remembered the old carriage doors being wrenched out. Moving halfway across the country to transform Sakura from mouldy cavern to chic salon had been a distraction that had saved her life. She knew how dramatic that sounded, but didn’t care. Lives had been lost around Sadie, and for a while it had looked as if she might be next.

Amber teetered over the cobbles in wedges, her floaty boho dress a chic fog about her slender frame. ‘Don’t you all look gorgeous!’ Amber scattered compliments like a combine harvester scatters fertiliser. She was a well of positivity, just like the unicorn bunting she sold in her Yummy Mummy Café and Party Emporium. ‘Where’s this cake, then?’ She waved her phone about; it never left her hand.

Sadie pointed at a sponge beret panic-baked that morning.

‘Might need a filter . . .’ Amber took twenty shots of the sad little confection.

‘Might need a miracle.’ The Bobs were there, of Bob’s Caff. He was small, round, in a once-white vest whose stains were a menu. She was tall, all angles like a fistful of knives. ‘Can we get started?’ she snapped. Snapping was her default setting. Possibly Mrs Bob had snapped, ‘Yes, yes, I bloody do,’ at the altar. ‘What’s she doing here?’

The ‘she’ was Fi, sole employee of Sakura, excellent masseuse, and even better friend. ‘You ask that every week, Mrs B. I’m here ’cos I’m here.’

‘But you don’t live here.’ Mrs Bob reached out for a slice of cake, then thought better of it.

Mary heaved Noel onto her lap. His perfume overpowered the lavender oil scent of the spa. ‘Can we get on?’

Sadie read out their names, made them all say ‘present’, and called the meeting to order. She ignored Mrs Bob’s insistence that it wasn’t a ‘real meeting’ and was glad of Michael’s sympathetic raise of his eyebrows.

‘First item of business . . .’ Sadie referred to her clipboard. ‘Yet again, a plea for somebody to take proper minutes of these meetings so we have a record of what’s said.’

‘Why?’ Bob seemed puzzled. ‘We never say anything important.’

Mrs Bob was forthright. ‘Why don’t you do the minutes, Sadie, if you’re so keen on them?’

‘Because I can only type with one finger, because I can’t read my own handwriting, because it’d be nice if, for once, the rest of you showed an interest.’ Sadie gave up. It was a tradition of sorts: every few weeks she called for somebody to do the minutes and every few weeks they all refused. ‘Anyway, thanks, everybody, for putting the word out about the vacancy for a new receptionist.’

‘I didn’t,’ said Mrs Bob. She nudged Bob. ‘Did you?’

‘Yes,’ said Bob.

‘Oh shut up, you berk, you didn’t.’

When Bob laughed, his narrow shoulders lifted. He found his wife’s rudeness hilarious. Even when – especially when – it was directed his way. ‘She’s terrible, isn’t she?’ he asked fondly.

She really is, thought Sadie. ‘I’m interviewing tomorrow, so there’ll soon be a new face on Cherry Blossom Mews.’ She waved a sheaf of CVs.

‘Hang on.’ Eyeing them, Mrs Bob scowled. ‘That top one . . . is the surname Mogg?’

‘Yes. Like the cat in the children’s books,’ said Sadie.

‘Like the crime family, you mean.’ Fi snatched the page. For once she agreed with Mrs Bob. ‘You never showed me this one. Cancel. Now.’

‘Ooh, yes. We can’t have a Mogg on the cobbles.’ Bob was unusually grave.

They explained, while Fi doggedly ate the cake. Slice after over-cooked slice.

‘The Moggs,’ said Bob, ‘are this neighbourhood’s version of the Krays.’

Fi, spitting crumbs, agreed. ‘They’re identical twins, right down to their fondness for casual violence.’

Even Mary joined in. She was rarely moved to speak in meetings. ‘I would proceed with caution, Sadie.’

‘Drugs. Burglaries. Mugging.’ For once Mrs Bob’s scorn was appropriate. ‘They live over in India Park Estate. At the top of Orissa House.’ She nodded in the direction of the blocks looming over the mews. ‘Everybody’s terrified of them.’

‘I get the message.’ Sadie turned over the CV. ‘Next on the agenda—’

‘Stop pretending there’s an agenda,’ said Fi. ‘You know these meetings are just an excuse to gossip.’

Michael, sitting back, enjoyed the show. ‘Same every week,’ he said.

Amber lifted her eyes from her phone. ‘I’d like to say something.’ She turned to Fi, who was chasing the last dry morsels of sponge around the plate with her fingers. ‘I really admire you, you know?’

Fi cocked her head.

Sadie braced herself. Amber could be, well, clumsy.

‘There you are, a large lady, and you’re perfectly happy to eat in public. That’s, like, so brave.’

Michael closed his eyes. Mrs Bob sat up a little straighter.

‘I’m not large, love,’ said Fi. ‘I’m fat.’

She was. Fi was fat. She had love handles and a tummy and thighs that spread like a blanket when she sat down. She was also gorgeous. Perhaps because she was unashamed, even when magazines and media conspired to convince her otherwise.

‘No, no!’ Amber was outraged. ‘You’re lovely.’

‘I didn’t say I wasn’t lovely.’ Each of Fi’s breasts weighed about the same as Amber. ‘Eating in public isn’t heroic. It’s just eating. And if we don’t eat, we keel over, so . . .’ Fi rooted in her bag and found her emergency Mars Bar.

‘Can we move on?’ Mary’s diction was old-school upper class, nothing like Fi’s local glottal stops. ‘We’ve ascertained that Fi is fat and the Moggs are gangsters. What’s next?’

‘The new residents,’ said Sadie. ‘They’ll move in any minute. Thoughts?’

‘I’m frightened,’ said Amber, eyes wide like a fawn. Or a thirty-year-old trying to look like a fawn. ‘I mean, alcoholics. That’s not nice, not on our mews.’

‘The online description is . . .’ Sadie referred to her beloved clipboard. ‘ “U-Turn: respectful, client-centred, community addiction services. We offer free confidential one-to-one therapy, comprehensive recovery service and relapse prevention. We are committed to improving the lives of vulnerable people.” ’ She raised her head. ‘Sounds rather lovely.’

‘Lovely?’ The mission statement didn’t impress Mrs Bob. ‘Pissheads watching me dish up my mixed grills?’

‘Maybe,’ suggested Fi, ‘the pissheads will buy your food. You could offer a hangover special.’

‘I’m with the lovely Mrs Bob,’ said Amber, prettily earnest. ‘I can’t expect my yummy mummies and daddies to push through a gang of drunks.’

‘U-Turn’s not a pub,’ said Sadie. ‘It’s a clinic. People won’t be drunk, that’s the point. They’ll be sober.’

‘We could write to the landlord, ask him to address our concerns.’ Michael took the middle way, as ever.

‘Yeah, right.’ Mrs Bob was not at home to such liberal nonsense. ‘When has he ever addressed our sodding concerns? I’ve been complaining about our roof for months. No response. I can’t get up a ladder ’cos of me sinuses and you all know how useless my stupid husband is.’

Bob rolled his eyes. ‘She loves me really.’

‘Oh no I don’t.’

‘We have it pretty good,’ said Sadie. ‘The rents are in a time warp.’ Fleeing her old life, Sadie had been astonished to find she could afford a bolthole in the middle of the big bad city.

Mary said, ‘I for one never ask the landlord for help. I’m perfectly happy falling apart alongside the mews.’

Mary wasn’t the sort to catch your eye, so Sadie didn’t try. The two women were, despite their differences, kindred spirits: both were in hiding. No family ever came calling for Mary, either. ‘I like the idea of the addiction centre,’ said Sadie, accepting the sighs. ‘It feels like giving something back.’

‘Back to what?’ asked Amber. ‘If we didn’t have those gates, we’d be burgled every night. This area’s dangerous.’

‘Not according to your Instagram,’ said Fi. @ambermagiclondon made the flyblown neighbourhood look like the riviera.

‘The impact on a lifestyle business like mine,’ said Amber, ‘could be enormous. I don’t want little tots finding syringes outside Yummy Mummy.’

‘This U-Turn place,’ said Mrs Bob, ‘will attract the wrong sort. I won’t serve them.’

‘Me neither.’ Amber stuck out her delicate chin. She was certainly Yummy, as per the title of her emporium, but Amber was not yet a Mummy. No sticky fingerprints on her velvets and silks.

Amused at the thought of diehard alcoholics wandering into Amber’s café to browse the cupcakes and hundred-pound scarves, Sadie said, ‘Vulnerable people need somewhere to go. U-Turn has to be somewhere, so why not here?’

Mary said, ‘Well said,’ and Sadie felt as if she’d been awarded a gold star.

As Amber suggested building clinics in the countryside ‘so we don’t have to look at them’, Sadie touted the last slice of cake.

No takers. She almost told them that Jack was the only person who liked her baking, but she didn’t. Jack didn’t eat any more. Gates clanged shut across her mind, like the iron ones protecting them from Amber’s imaginary criminals. The memory fired her up, and she said, a little more passionately than she meant to, ‘If you’d lost your family to alcohol, you might think differently about U-Turn.’

Fi squeezed her arm in the silence that followed. Mrs Bob’s antennae twitched; a nugget of gossip she had missed? Amber said, ‘I didn’t mean . . .’ and tapered off.

With customary briskness, Mary wound matters up. ‘We have no option but to accept U-Turn so I suggest we make the best of it.’

Sadie made sure her tone was lighter when she said, ‘I bet the guy who runs it is an ex-addict himself. Probably a battered Keith Richards type.’

From the open glass doors came a voice.

‘If I have to be one of the Stones, can’t I be Jagger?’

They all turned.

A man sauntered into the room. ‘I’m Hero,’ he said.

‘You’re kidding,’ said Fi.

‘Nope. I really am Hero,’ said Hero, clearly accustomed to her reaction. ‘And no, I don’t have a white horse tied up outside, and no, I don’t know Bonnie Tyler. Hero’s my name, not my nature. U-Turn’s my baby, for want of a better term. Thought I’d come and introduce myself.’ He paused. ‘Put your minds at rest.’

An uncomfortable white chair was found. All the women sat up straighter – with the exception of Mary – and both men pulled in their tummies. Hero was tanned, rippling with health. The slow way he settled one foot on his other knee wasn’t lost on Sadie. He was, she thought, like the sun. Shining on them. Bestowing goodness.

She pulled herself together and tuned into what this sun king was saying.

‘. . . so the main doors will open onto the street. Only staff will use the door onto the mews. Inevitably, clients – that’s what we call our people – will frequent the mews but we won’t be doling out syringes or anything like that. We offer recovery services, so there’ll be therapy and classes to help rebuild the lives they’ve shattered. We get really stuck in, so we advise on housing and employment, and, well, everything.’

‘I think that’s beautiful,’ said Sadie. She felt Michael shift in his chair.

‘Hmm,’ said Mrs Bob. She wasn’t about to let a handsome face overturn years of mistrust.

Amber leaned forward, her beads jangling. ‘You’re really giving something back, aren’t you?’

Sadie and Fi shared a look. Later they would agree they’d heard a screech of tyres as Amber executed the swiftest turnabout in history.

‘Meeting adjourned at . . .’ Sadie consulted her watch. It was mannish, with a large square face. Jack’s watch, borrowed indefinitely. ‘Seven fourteen p.m.’ She knew they were laughing at her use of the word adjourned, but that was the proper word.

Hero helped Sadie slide shut the glass doors.

Amber, who usually melted away whenever there was a chore to be done, offered to help clear up. Fi saw her off with a loud, ‘Nah, you’re all right, love.’

‘How did I do?’ Up close, Hero was boyish yet weather-beaten. His eyes were a bright flat blue. Like china. ‘I expected opposition. Nobody wants an addiction centre in their backyard.’

‘I do.’ This wasn’t flirting; Sadie meant it. Besides, she never flirted.

Hero regarded her. She felt his gaze land and linger. She wished she’d thought to put on some make-up. She wished her hair wasn’t cut like a medieval serf’s. She wished she’d wiped her nose. ‘Where do people go for a cup of something on a soft seat around here?’

It took a moment to realise what he was suggesting. ‘You and me, you mean?’

‘We’re people, aren’t we?’ That amused look again. As if he’d heard a joke just out of her earshot.

And that’s how she came to find herself sitting in a dark basement on a fine May evening, with a Hero.

*

Like Rapunzel with insufficient hair, Sadie stood at her bedroom window watching the activity around U-Turn. Men with tools. Hammering. Shouting. A removal van disgorging a spectacular brass bed. And Hero, emerging with dust on his shoulders. He looked up; he’d seen her.

Sadie stepped back into the shadows. Last night he’d asked, among the polite getting-to-know-you chit-chat, if there was ‘a mister Sadie’.

She’d wanted to be honest so she’d said yes. ‘But it’s complicated.’ She’d been grateful when Hero left it at that.

Avoiding the window, she righted the bedclothes and her mind strayed – no, leapt – to another bedroom. Larger, more lush and better appointed than this monkish cell. She’d lain beside Jack there, and then she’d lain alone, drenched in guilt, saying her sorries out loud to an empty house.

Like a deer running from a huntsman, Sadie dashed downstairs, past the bare spare room and the featureless sitting room, through the swing door into Sakura.

There she found life. Flowers on the marble reception desk. Radio playing. Fi faffing in the kitchenette which was out of bounds to customers and therefore somewhat less swish.

‘There was something on the mat for you,’ called Fi, swilling out white mugs and white plates and white trays; Sakura was a chic tundra.

A ‘Qwerty Bookshop’ bag sat by the computer. Sadie drew out a paperback with tattered corners. On its cover, a buck watched a ringleted lady in Regency dress stroll by. Sadie read its title aloud: ‘Admired from Afar.’

‘Told you.’ Fi was triumphant as she dried her hands and brought the virtual diary to life with a keystroke. ‘That Michael’s nuts about you.’

A remembered conversation. Sadie had run her finger along the colourful spines of a row of second-hand paperbacks. ‘You have the complete set,’ she had marvelled.

Michael was proud. ‘Took me years to collect them all. Are you a Dorothy Ball fan?’

‘More like an addict.’ Some covers Sadie remembered from her teenage shelves. With over a hundred titles to her name, the deceased Ms Ball could be forgiven the formulaic plots, but the heroines were as dashing as the dandies who pursued them; always adventuresses, never simpering misses. ‘I remember this one! It’s the exact one I had when I was sixteen!’

Michael had said he would sell only to good homes, and Sadie had promised to hotfoot it back with her purse. She’d forgotten, yet here it was in her hands.

Sadie looked out and, as if by magic, there was Michael setting out his trestle tables. He looked sheepish as she raised the book and smiled her thanks.

‘You’ve scared him,’ laughed Fi. ‘Right.’ She squinted at the screen. ‘First applicant is due round about . . . now.’

A knock on the glass. A sensibly dressed woman. They were off.

*

By the end of the day, Sadie knew a great deal about eight strangers’ ambitions, weak points, special skills. She knew that interviewee number two was a people person, interviewee four was too punctual, and interviewee five was scary.

‘I’d knock this place into shape!’ said interviewee five, as if the tranquil reception area was in uproar.

Number seven had a phobia about cats. She left before Sadie had finished her first question because she could ‘sense a cat’.

Fi showed her out, warning her to be on the lookout for pussies. She sat in on each interview, uninvited. Fi never waited for an invitation, a fact Sadie had reason to be grateful for. When she first hired Fi, the job description had covered massage and facials; it hadn’t included propping up Sadie with unconditional approval and affection.

‘Shit, it’s the Mogg girl.’ Fi’s merry face became a grim mask. The young woman coming over the mews, slight as a child, was a tick list of trends: jet black hair extensions, stripper heels, ripped jeans.

Cher Mogg asked more questions than she answered, mainly about time off and holiday pay. ‘Do I get a discount on treatments?’

‘The successful applicant will enjoy lower rates,’ said Sadie cautiously.

‘Any experience?’ asked Fi loudly, as she led a client through to Treatment Room 1.

Cher wrinkled her nose. ‘Never had a job before.’

‘But it says on your CV you work for the family firm.’ Sadie flicked through her notes.

Fi’s snort could be heard as the treatment room door closed.

‘That’s, you know, casual.’

‘The family business is . . . ?’

‘Breaking legs!’ came through the door.

‘Import and export,’ said Cher with a face that dared Sadie to say any different. ‘Do you own this place?’

‘Yes.’ All Cher’s questions, even innocuous ones, felt like a slap in the face.

‘So you’re like a boss lady?’

‘I am a boss lady. Well, a boss. The lady bit’s incidental.’

‘Respect,’ said Cher.

‘Thanks,’ said Sadie. The girl – no, hang on, this was a woman in her early twenties – the woman was unexplored territory. She didn’t give the usual responses. Manners? Irrelevant apparently. ‘You haven’t asked about salary.’

‘The money doesn’t matter.’ Cher stood up. ‘That it, then? Do you want to ask me one of them trick questions like what’s my main fault and I say “oooh, I’m a perfectionist”?’

Sadie laughed. Interviewee number three had said exactly that. An empty nester with time on her hands and a solid background in the beauty industry, three was currently the front runner.

‘I do have a question, actually,’ said Cher. ‘Sakura. What’s it mean?’

‘It’s Japanese. It means cherry blossom.’ Sadie gestured through the glass. ‘After the tree.’

‘That one?’ Cher scowled. ‘It’s bare.’

‘Back in April it was a riot.’ The mews’ cherry tree bore no fruit; it saved all its energy for the profusion of pinkish double flowers that burst like supernovas once a year. ‘It’s still lovely when it’s bare. You just wait; in autumn the leaves turn orange like flames. The cherry tree’s a symbol of spring. Renewal.’ Sadie had named the salon with care. ‘Tell me why you want the job.’ She walked Cher the short distance to the doors, propped open to make the most of the late May sun.

‘I don’t want the job,’ said Cher. ‘I need it.’ She pointed at the price list hanging by the desk. ‘That should be on the door. In case a shy person can’t make their mind up whether or not to come in, and worry they’ll be embarrassed if it’s too pricey. That’s a customer you’ve lost.’ Cher turned. No goodbyes for her. ‘People can be right muppets.’

*

By Friday, U-Turn’s sign was up. Hero was in several places at once, painting window frames, shouting instructions, carrying boxes, boxes, endless boxes.

Popping out to buy towels – Sakura’s washing machine was a temperamental creature and had let them down yet again – Sadie stopped awkwardly to say good morning and ask how it was going. She wondered why he made her feel awkward; she’d met many a good-looking man in her life but there was something different about Hero: a vitality that buzzed off his warm skin. A promise of something.

While she was wondering she forgot to pay attention and he had to repeat himself. ‘How’s the mutiny going? Mrs Bob still gunning for me?’

‘ ’fraid so. I did point out that all these workmen are good for the bacon sarnie business, but she thinks you’ll lower the tone of the mews.’

‘Doesn’t Bob’s vest do that all on its own?’

Sadie laughed. Maybe a little too much. She coughed and ended the laugh abruptly. ‘Well, anyway . . .’ She backed away from Hero.

‘Yes, anyway,’ he echoed. Amused again. As if he knew the effect he had on her.

When she returned with a bale of white towels, Fi said, ‘You took your time! I should be in with Mrs Lightfoot and her enlarged pores.’

‘Sorry, sorry. I ran all the way down the high street.’ Sadie dumped her towels and Fi snatched one.

Fi frowned. ‘The high street? Why didn’t you cut through the estate, past the church? Much quicker and—’

‘I just didn’t, Fi, okay?’

Fi looked at her. Really looked. Dialled down her attitude. Filled the kettle and said that Mrs Lightfoot’s pores had been waiting forty years, they could wait a minute more. ‘There.’ She put Sadie’s favourite mug in front of her. She didn’t ask; she knew better. ‘We need a receptionist, like, now,’ she warned as she sashayed away.

*

Cherry Blossom Mews was good at Sundays.

The businesses were all closed, as befits the day of rest, but their cheerful fronts, each so different, detracted from the loneliness that Sundays can bring. Amber’s pea-green painted window crammed with How-much?!-priced soft toys sat chummily beside the only vacant shop. Opposite them, Qwerty’s books were piled in enticing columns alongside Bob’s banner of those three little words: FULL ENGLISH BREAKFAST.

Traffic coughed hoarsely beyond the gates. The grand houses opposite, long since chopped into bedsits, oozed radio programmes and squeaking babies. Sadie, her arms full of flowers, dragged the gates open. The drawbridge was down; she stepped into the morning.

‘Off somewhere?’ Hero was there, wearing a tee spattered with paint. ‘Time for a coffee first?’

‘Coffee?’ Sadie responded as if coffee was some exotic substance she’d once heard of. She shook herself. ‘Sorry. I mean, no, not really.’

‘Right.’ He pursed his lips slightly. He’d wanted – expected? – her to say yes. ‘Lunch with a friend?’ He nodded at the flowers.

‘He’s more than a friend.’

*

Two and half hours later, Sadie pulled up alongside a high wall. Old and venerable, as befitted its purpose. Trees nodded over it, shedding a leaf or two on her faithful old Saab. It was, she thought, a long way to drive for a picnic.

First, there was a chore to do. Get the rejections out of the way first, she decided, dialling Cher’s number.

‘Hi, Cher? This is Sadie McQueen from Sakura. Just calling to say—’

‘I didn’t get the job. My name. S’okay.’

‘Well, no, I – don’t hang up!’

‘What?’

‘Can you start tomorrow?’

*

Cross-legged on grass, Sadie picked at her tuna sandwich. She hadn’t put enough cucumber in it.

I should have let Bob do it.

She said, ‘She screamed, this Cher girl. Thing is, I went with my gut. I can’t give you one solid reason, except for the crushing disappointment in her voice. And that idea about moving the price list . . . She was right. I can polish her rough edges, I hope.’

Sadie laughed at her confidence, but she laughed alone. Standing up, her knees clicked like a firing squad. From a large bag she took out a cloth, some polish and a stack of wet wipes.

‘Soon get you nice and smart.’ Sadie took pains to polish the granite headstone, tracing around the etched writing. JACK MCQUEEN, it said, beside that pitifully short timespan: 11TH DECEMBER 1976–4TH OCTOBER 2015

Around the edge of his grave, Sadie had planted low-growing alyssum. The mass of small white flowers, so modest but so happy, seemed right for this cemetery by the sea. She’d learned that high growing blooms were chopped down by the wind.

I know how they feel.

Memories queued, as they always did. Sometimes, if the East Anglian sky glowered, the memories were oppressive. Today, in the promising weather, they felt gently nostalgic.

Jack.

Jack telling her she looked gorgeous when she stepped out of the shower, grabbing her wet body, kissing her and getting his shirt damp.

Jack telling her she looked gorgeous when she came in out of the rain with a Sainsbury’s bag in each hand, her nose radioactive red.

Jack telling her she looked gorgeous when she lost seven pounds. When she put on seven pounds.

Sadie stroked the headstone. ‘You thought all your geese were swans.’ It was hard living without Jack’s berserk bias. She recalled his arms, the weight of them around her. It was challenging, still, to accept that Jack McQueen, solver of crosswords, drinker of beer, teller of jokes, was silent beneath her feet. He’d built boats with his bare hands, designed ocean-going yachts that traversed the globe; how could all that be snuffed out?

‘Talking of gut feelings, I have something to confess, darling. Well, not confess. Something to tell you. Or maybe confess. You decide.’ Sadie knelt. Put her cheek to the stone. It was warm from the sun. ‘Desire, Jack. I thought it died with you. Turns out it didn’t. What do I do with it? He’s not you. Nobody’s you.’

Jack didn’t answer. Sadie searched for his voice in the rustling of leaves, or the pulsing of her own blood. Sometimes she found it. Sometimes she heard him. But not today.


WEEK TWO



	To

	The Bobs <bob@bobscaff.co.uk>, Michael T. <qwertybookshop@hotmail.com>, Sadie <sakuraspa@gmail.com, Hero <hero.smith@u-turn.net>, Fiona J <filove@aol.com>




	From

	Amber <amber@yummymummymews.net.co.uk>




	Subject

	CHERRY BLOSSOM MEWS RESIDENTS’ ASSOCIATION MEETING





Hello!!!!!

Can’t wait to see your lovely faces. There’ll be cronuts and speciality teas and superfood salad – all locally sourced OF COURSE!!!!!



	Date

	30.5.18




	Time

	6.30 p.m.




	Location

	Yummy Mummy café & party emporium




	Agenda

	Summertime loveliness!





(Please tell Mary)

Amber xxxxx


A morning routine of pulling a flannel over your face and aiming antiperspirant at your armpits is quickly achieved.

Sadie tugged on her crisp white uniform. Time was of the essence; she felt the salon calling her, and the small bare rooms above it offered nothing to make her stay. Tucking her hair behind her ears, she peeked around the door of the box room.

I should get rid of that bed.

A child’s bed in a house with no child was a joke without a punchline.

Down. Out. Across the cobbles. Around the tree. Towards the charity shop. Sadie had an urge to check up on Mary.

That’s not how I’ll describe my mission to her face, unless I want to feel her wrath.

She passed Yummy Mummy, which wouldn’t open for another three hours or so; Amber wasn’t a morning person. She hoped there was no children’s party planned for that day. It was ironic that Amber fretted about U-Turn’s clients being noisy and disruptive, when her own short-arse clients were exactly that.

The flat above the MOBuk charity shop was only marginally less cluttered than the ground floor. Mary was dwarfed by hoarded furniture and books and art and whatnots. Noel greeted Sadie with a gruff noise before trotting off to widdle on an antique something or other.

‘You left your front door open.’ Sadie cleared a space at a mahogany table invisible beneath 1950s copies of Vanity Fair. ‘Again.’

Mary was impervious to nagging, even if – especially if – it was for her own benefit. She’d warned Sadie early on in their friendship that she was allergic to do-gooders. ‘Have you come to scold or have a croissant?’

‘Both.’ Sadie gave half the croissant to Noel, who was an experienced and skilful beggar.

‘Stop that. He’s too fat as it is.’

‘How many Noels have you had?’ Sadie knew the hairy little chancer was the latest in a long line. Always small, always greedy, always called Noel.

‘He’s Noel the sixth.’

‘Has a ring to it. Like Henry the eighth.’ Sadie noticed a rectangle of wallpaper lighter than the rest of the room. ‘Wasn’t there a big oil painting there?’

‘So nosy,’ muttered Mary.

‘There was, though. It had a deer in it.’

‘Hmm?’ When Mary wanted to, she amped up the old-dearness.

It was clear that Mary got by financially by selling off heirlooms. She wore it lightly but her family were a noble clan. A family crest that used to hang over the loo before it, too, was hocked, had sported a motto: Absque labore nihil. ‘Don’t sell Noel, will you?’ she said as she left.

Jogging back over the cobbles, sensing rather than seeing Michael rearranging Qwerty’s windows, Sadie stopped to fish her buzzing phone out of her tunic pocket.

‘Hi, Fi.’

A gassy hissing seeped from her phone. Then a honk. A rustle.

‘Fi!’ she yelled. ‘You’re pocket-dialling me again!’

Hero materialised, gritty-eyed like a cat that’s been prodded awake. ‘Does she do that often?’

‘Yup.’ Sadie switched off her phone.

‘I’m off to Bob’s for something caffeine-y. Maybe a sausage will be involved.’

There was an invitation in his remark. Sadie hesitated.

Jack, is this okay?

‘Look, I’m not suggesting a hot date. Just a cup of Bob’s surprisingly good coffee.’

‘Sounds good.’

They both tried to go through the door at the same time. They were out of kilter. They both felt it. For Sadie’s part, it didn’t feel clumsy, it felt intriguing.

I make him nervous.

A surge of power, a feeling almost forgotten, rushed through her beneath the crackling white cotton.

Hero was barely inside before Mrs Bob looked up from a couple she was telling off to tell him off.

‘Oi! You! Posh pisshead fella! I’ve got me eye on you, matey. One wrong move and you’re barred for life!’

‘Be nice, love!’ called Bob through a hatch, happily grilling economy meats.

Sadie wiped the table with a tissue. Partly to annoy Mrs Bob and partly because it needed a wipe. The caff – definitely not a café with its effete accent – was traditional right down to its grubbiness, but somehow the terrible ingredients achieved perfection in Bob’s genius, if unwashed, hands. His bacon sandwich could turn a vegetarian at ten paces. ‘Mrs Bob loves barring people for life.’

‘Does life mean life?’

‘It means until she forgets she’s barred you. Usually about a fortnight.’

Scanning the menu, Hero said, ‘This place was the clincher for me when I was property hunting. Everybody mingles in a proper caff. That Yummy Mummy place is full of, well, yummy mummies.’

‘The ridiculously low rent can’t have hurt.’

‘That too,’ conceded Hero.

A roar went up in the kitchen. ‘Ketchup, not brown sauce!’ Mrs Bob threw a tea towel at her husband. ‘I could have married a millionaire, and here I am with you in this dump! My mother was right about you.’

‘And my mother was right about you.’ Bob dodged the towel with practised ease. ‘She told me I should hang onto you and I did.’

Hero, entertained by the marital circus, looked at Sadie and his expression changed. ‘What?’ His brows met.

‘You asked about a mister Sadie.’ Time to come clean. ‘I do have a husband, but he’s dead.’ She was aware how daft that sounded, and decided to use the proper term, one she hated. ‘I’m a widow, Hero.’

One day she might get used to using his unusual name.

Not yet though.

He was quiet. He looked at her. Looked into her, was how she recalled it later. Sadie was grateful for his reaction. She was bad at telling people about Jack; three years practice and she still couldn’t quite believe it herself. People said she looked too young to be a widow, or put their head on one side, or went red, or said nothing.

Hero took his time to speak. ‘That’s hard, Sadie. How are things, now?’

His empathy infused the simple words. ‘Up and down. Still!’ She managed to laugh.

‘How did he die? Sudden, or was it expected?’

She almost blurted out, ‘I did it.’ Sadie shut her eyes, only to find Jack’s last words to her printed on the backs of her eyelids.

Love, watch out!

When she said nothing, Hero didn’t press her. ‘We all lose people we love, but that doesn’t make it any easier. It’s normal and devastating.’

‘An ordinary heartbreak.’

Hero seemed to like that. The sides of his mouth lifted. Sadly. ‘Exactly.’

They were having a moment.

She hardly knew him and she rarely talked about this subject – the last conversation had been with Fi years ago and involved much hugging and crying and being called ‘babes’ – yet here they were, having a moment.

Maybe I can tell this man the whole story.

She couldn’t. That was the Everest of emotional truth; Sadie was ill-equipped to climb just yet. Instead, she said, ‘We’re getting a bit deep for this time of day. Fancy a bite later?’ Jack had encouraged her to be impulsive; this haircut was his fault. ‘I could show you the swanky new place over by . . .’ She stopped. The surprise was there, beneath the politeness. ‘Sorry. Forget it. You’ve got loads to do. Where is that sandwich?’ She glanced at Bob’s combover for comfort.

‘I’d love to. After the residents’ meeting?’ Hero tapped her forearm, brought her back to him. The hairs on her arm lifted slightly. As if danger was near.

She was practising what Jack preached. Going with the flow. Saying ‘yes’ after three years of saying ‘no’.

As they parted out on the cobbles that had twisted many an ankle, she said, ‘Will U-Turn change Cherry Blossom Mews, Hero?’

He considered his answer. ‘For the better, I hope. If you’re worried about it making the mews ugly . . .’ He raised a hand as she opened her mouth to protest. ‘Sorry. Poor choice of word. I don’t mean ugly in the literal sense. It’s not your pots of geraniums I’m talking about. It’s the feel of the place.’

‘Yes.’ Oh, it felt good to be understood.

‘I’ll do my best to make sure we’re part of the landscape, not dominating it. My clients are just people, like you and me.’

More like me than you.

As Sadie turned away, she was a carbonated bottle of secrets. A breeze, warm with early summer sensuality but with the ever-present urban base note of bins, slithered by. Change was coming. There was potential for hurt in that change.

Isn’t there always?

Sadie had wrapped the mews about her to protect her from that cheeky, treacherous wind. So many years she had lived with Jack, her sister, Tish nearby, believing herself secure. Now the residents were the nearest thing she had to a family. A typical one, insofar as they didn’t all get on but had no option but to rub along together. Sadie appreciated them and forgave them, and she knew first-hand how fragile a family’s eco-system can be. Sadie didn’t have to catastrophise; she’d been through what many people would consider to be the worst of times.

The mews was a coat. A little tight at times, not the style she’d choose and not at all trendy, but it was comforting to pull up the collar and snuggle down into it when the nights bit.

Through the gates nosed a sports car, low and sleek. Fi got out of it, after kissing the driver and beeping the horn. A plate smashed in Bob’s Caff.

‘Isn’t he fabulous?’ Fi’s question was rhetorical as the car backed out into what Sadie thought of as the real world. ‘Ten out of ten boyfriend behaviour.’ She took Sadie’s arm, the bulk of her solid and warming. ‘He goes, “No babes, can’t have my princess walking to work,” and gives me a lift in the shagmobile.’

‘It’s actually a Mazda MX5, but we’ll let that pass.’ Sadie opened up Sakura. Felt Fi fill it with life and potential and cheer simply by being there. ‘He’s a step up from He Who Cannot Be Named.’

‘Tell me about it.’ Fi pulled on a white tunic whose buttons strained at the job expected of them. ‘Cheating. Lying. Stealing.’ She paused, nostalgic for her infamous ex, Emanuel. ‘Handsome, though.’

‘Cole’s handsome!’ Sadie didn’t mean this; Cole was a bit too nicely put together for her liking. He was Fi’s attempt at respectability, after a romantic history that doubled as a police line-up. She liked, she claimed, a bad boy; Sadie had asked, ‘But do they have to be that bad?’

So far the attempt at respectability was going well. Fi was amazed by any display of boyfriend/girlfriend behaviour, like a starving woman confronted with a buffet.

‘You pocket-dialled me again by the way.’

‘Soz. Cher’s late.’ Fi lifted her eyebrows.

‘Not quite.’ As the clock’s hand juddered to the half hour, a blinged-up jeep tore into the mews, startling Noel VI as he contemplated his morning toilette.

‘She’s trouble, Sadie.’ Fi was dark as she refilled lotion bottles from a pump. ‘When the time comes, I’ll shout “I told you so” from the roof of Sakura.’

Sadie endured this comment, as she had endured dozens of others. Fi was a battering ram. She also had a point. Cher was rude. She was just about punctual, yet she left on the dot. Outside, she was mincing in her stilt heels to open the passenger door of a car that was, surely, way beyond her pay grade.

Her passenger came in with her.

‘This is me nan.’

Nan’s wrinkles were beyond the help of the spa’s various treatments. Her dentures clacked when she said hello. She looked at Cher as if her granddaughter was the sun; Sadie liked her for that.

‘She’s your first client of the day.’ Cher led the lady to Treatment Room 2. ‘I booked her in for a massage. Her feet hurt, so you could concentrate on them a bit.’

‘Reminds me of training,’ said Sadie. ‘We never get older people in here.’

‘ ’xactly.’ Cher closed the door on her grandmother. ‘I hear you pow-wowing about expanding your client base and all that bollocks, but you’re not tapping into the old girls. They’ve lived round here forever, long before these middle-class types came in and started gentri-bleedin’-fying all the damp old houses. The oldies deserve a bit of pampering, and their money’s as good as anyone’s.’

‘Of course,’ said Sadie, who didn’t like the prejudice Cher was sort of implying.

‘You should offer an OAP discount on Thursday mornings. That’s our slump time, innit?’

‘Good idea.’ Sadie had the sensation she was sleepwalking. Cher was so certain of herself.

Never a sleepwalker, Fi said, ‘Fancy tackling world hunger while you’re at it, Ms Mogg?’

Ignoring her, Cher tweaked her extensions. ‘Me nan’s a freebie, though. You’ll get your money back when she tells all her bingo buddies.’

*

Once in a while Sadie liked to walk Mary, like a pet, to stop the old lady becoming a hermit.

‘Can we turn back now?’ Mary was stoic for the first fifteen minutes, before she began to behave much like her little dog. Constantly turning her head, huffing, pining for Cherry Blossom Mews.

‘Sure.’ Sadie enjoyed walking with Mary. The enforced slow pace. The noticing of things. ‘Not down there,’ she said, a little sharply as Mary turned a corner.

‘It’s the quickest way. Do shush and come on.’ Mary ploughed ahead, Noel straining at his lead.

‘But . . .’ Sadie’s feet slowed. She never took this route.

She glanced at her watch. Jack’s watch. They might just get away with it. Surreptitiously, she sped up, but Mary’s octogenarian feet in their wider fit sandals didn’t match her stride.

Not only did they not get away with it, but the timing was the worst it could have been. As they passed, the wide wooden gates set in a new brick wall slid open and released a torrent of schoolchildren.

It was a girls’ school. Mary laughed as they were surrounded on all sides, Noel getting stroked as he had never been stroked before. Sadie clung onto her arm; for once it wasn’t for Mary’s benefit.

It was too much. She could barely breathe. The loveliness of them all. The quirkiness. Schoolgirls en masse, a joyous clump of energy and falling down socks and hair.

So much hair. The waves, the cowlicks, the shimmering colours in each plait. There were chums. Loners. Best mates. A gang bent over a phone.

They smelled of perfume from Boots, of talc, of crisps. A gentle undertow of body odour. And in the middle of it, her heat-seeking brain found a girl just like her own long-gone girl. A face with a pointed little chin, disgruntled expression exploding into laughter. But the height was wrong. And the body language was wrong.

It was just another kid.

*

One look told Fi. ‘You all right, babes?’ She left her client with a brochure and moved nearer. Her voice was low and intimate. ‘Where’ve you been?’

‘Is she crying?’ called Cher from the reception desk like a foghorn. Amber, sitting awaiting a pedicure, looked up from her iPad. Interested.

‘OhmyGod!’ Cher pronounced this as one word. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing.’ Fi’s teeth bit the word. ‘Get the kettle on, Cher, and before you say it, tea making is in your job description.’ Turning a professional face to Amber she cooed, ‘Be with you in one minute,’ and led Sadie like a child into the stockroom where she could cry the way she needed to with Fi’s warm arms wrapped around her.

A crack is a crack, no matter how cautiously you handle the china after it’s been repaired.

*

A Nan anecdote broke the ice.

Post-residents’ meeting, Sadie sat opposite Hero at a copper table barely larger than a dinner plate. His elbows were on its surface. His face was near. Tonight his hair was flattened. Hero was tired.

But he’s happy.

Hero was happy by nature, but he was specifically happy to be there, that close to Sadie. Which made Sadie happy.

Happiness is as infectious as the Black Death, and much easier to clear up after.

‘So we found her dentures and sent her on her way,’ said Sadie, wondering why she was telling a dentures-related story to such a man.

‘How’s Cher working out?’

‘I’m not entirely sure.’ Sadie’s fringe fell in her eye. Her hair was unwashed, and her dress, a stripey thing that had been insouciant once but was now too old to be anything other than knackered, rode up her thigh. She hadn’t shaved her legs.

I am a walking talking example of how not to impress a man.

‘Do you regret employing her?’

‘Not yet,’ laughed Sadie. ‘She’s rude, like really rude. The insults fall like rain. She’s nosy. She swears if she’s asked to wash a mug. But all the clients turn up on time and the appointment book’s full. Seems like Nan spread the word at bingo. I had three pensioners today.’ Sadie remembered them. Their tortoise movements. Their appreciation. ‘They aren’t touched very often.’

We have that in common.

Hero’s knuckles had grazed Sadie’s arm as they squeezed into the dark alcove, and her skin had erupted. The walls closed in around them; a cool spot in the heatwave.

‘Did I miss anything?’ Hero had been twenty minutes late for the residents’ meeting. ‘A group therapy session ran over, then I couldn’t get my little sis off the phone.’ He frowned. ‘I should stop calling her that. Effie’s a grown-ass woman, but she relies on me, you know? Especially since she lost her boyfriend.’ He heard himself, and looked hastily at Sadie. ‘He died. She’s finding it hard.’

‘It is hard,’ she said. ‘Were they serious?’

‘She loved him.’

‘Can’t get more serious than that.’ Sadie coughed, changed the tone. ‘You missed nothing, although tonight’s meeting was productive by our standards. Nobody actually fell asleep. Bob once dozed off while Michael was talking about a communal watering system for the flowerpots.’

‘Amber took being chairperson very seriously.’

There had been an array of wholesome food. Cushions of many colours scattered on artfully distressed wooden chairs. They drank their tea from Moroccan glasses and chimes tinkled above their heads. ‘Amber’s an influencer, you know. On Instagram. She tinkers with Yummy Mummy all the time, making sure it stays current.’

‘Exhausting,’ said Hero. ‘I’m glad she’s pro U-Turn, though.’

Sadie smiled at his naivety. Amber was pro Hero; he hadn’t noticed the whimper of irritation when Amber had realised that Hero and Sadie were heading off somewhere together after the meeting.

‘Mrs Bob, however,’ said Hero, ‘will never be a fan.’ He rubbed his jaw, as if Mrs Bob had physically punched him.

‘Did you see how Michael shut her up?’ Sadie had almost high-fived her admirer. ‘When she was going on about drug addicts roaming the mews, and he reminded her of when our window boxes were all nicked and she insisted it was kids from the India Park estate. Turned out to be one of Amber’s Boden-wearing customers.’

‘Michael’s a good egg. We’re putting together a library for U-Turn. You know, positive thinking books. He’s pulling out all the stops to set it up before we open next Wednesday.’

The conversation roamed from favourite smell to respective opinions of the prime minister. Then he asked, ‘How long have you been on your own?’

‘Three years.’ Sadie sat back, suffering emotional whiplash from the abrupt change of direction. ‘We were married for fifteen. His death was an accident,’ she said, without waiting for him to ask. ‘One of those treacherous bendy country roads.’ She made her arm into a snake to illustrate. ‘Jack . . . There was . . .’ Her mouth dried up.

‘It’s okay, we don’t have to.’

But I want to.

‘There was booze involved. So, you see, I was always going to be sympathetic to U-Turn.’

‘Shit. I’m sorry.’ Hero kept his eyes on her. As if Sadie was walking a tightrope and he was guiding her to him. ‘Come on.’ He stood up. Threw down his napkin. ‘Home.’

*

The gates were closed. As Hero pushed them open, their joints creaking, Sadie felt that breeze again, saturated with diesel fumes this time.

‘My sister,’ began Hero, as the gates groaned shut behind them. ‘She lost her boyfriend in a car crash, too. Effie holds herself apart. It’s hard to watch.’ Hero put his hands in his pockets, rocked on his heels. ‘I didn’t mean to dredge up your pain, Sadie. Next time tell me to shut up.’

‘I liked you asking.’ Sadie was glad of the few feet of clear space between them.

I want to kiss him.

If Sadie kissed him, she’d feel guilty. The lack of logic made no difference. She was weary of guilt; it’s thin gruel for a woman to live on.

Indoors, alone, Sadie did something she rarely did.

She went into the tiny room across the small landing from her own chamber. She lay on the narrow bed. It was always neat, that bed, never ruffled. Sadie permitted herself to feel, instead of stoppering up her grief in case it flooded her house, the mews, London.

A framed photo sat on the bedside table. A girl, four years old, looked out at her. The big knot of a school tie sat under the pointed chin. Only Sadie or Jack would have recognised the slight anxiety in the wide-open eyes. The child was smiling, saying ‘cheese’, but Sadie knew her daughter was ever so slightly nervous and desperate not to show it.

She knew her. Really knew her.

‘I told him about Dad, darling. But I couldn’t tell him about you, Teddy. I just couldn’t.’


WEEK THREE



	To

	The Bobs <bob@bobscaff.co.uk>, Amber <amber@yummymummymews.net.co.uk>, Sadie <sakuraspa@gmail.com>, Hero <hero.smith@u-turn.net>,Fiona J <filove@aol.com>




	From

	Michael T. <qwertybookshop@hotmail.com>




	Subject

	CHERRY BLOSSOM MEWS RESIDENTS’ ASSOCIATION MEETING





Dear All

I will provide basic nibbles.



	Date

	6.6.18




	Time

	6.30 p.m.




	Location

	Qwerty Books




	Agenda

	The tree





I have informed Mary. She and Noel will attend.

With all best wishes

Michael


‘I’m only saying, you can’t vote on the bins because you’re not a resident, Fifi. You have no right to be here.’

‘I’ve known you for three years and you still haven’t learned my name. If I’ve no right to be here, Mrs Bob, how come I’m on the email list?’

A suggestion that residents should club together to buy a storage shed had deteriorated into a ‘Fi vs. Mrs Bob’ catfight. Michael was pulled into it, and he shrank in his chair as Mrs Bob turned on him.

‘Traitor,’ she spat.

‘Fi’s part of the furniture,’ offered Michael by way of an excuse.

‘Thank you, I think,’ said Fi. ‘By the way, Michael, these nibbles are beyond basic if you don’t mind my saying so.’

‘And if he did mind?’ asked Sadie. ‘Would that stop you?’

‘He can take it.’ Fi leaned over and chucked Michael’s cheek. ‘I used to come in here long before I worked in Sakura.’

‘One of my best customers. Well, that’s to say she didn’t buy much but she liked sitting here out of the rain.’

It was that sort of place, Qwerty Books. Nothing modern. Everything cared for. Wooden shelves. Leather seats. Low lights that showed the ageing spines off to their best advantage. Qwerty smelled slightly of mould, but that added to rather than detracted from its charm.

Sadie had chosen to sit beside the shelves dedicated to Dorothy Ball. Michael had noticed, she knew.

‘Whenever Fi left the shop,’ said Michael, ‘I used to find pages with the rude bits turned down.’

Amber snorted with laughter. In good form, she had already posted a picture on @ambermagiclondon of Mary pretending to read Fifty Shades of Grey. ‘Forty-eight likes, Mary!’

‘From forty-eight people I will never meet,’ said Mary. ‘Thank heavens.’

The street door opened with a bang, setting off the trembling bell above it.

‘Sorry, sorry, I’m late, sorry.’ Hero’s eyes flashed with excitement. ‘But you’ll forgive me because I brought these!’ From behind his back he produced two huge bottles of champagne.

‘Ooh!’ Amber jumped up and clapped. Actually clapped. Sadie somehow found the strength not to lock eyes with Fi.

‘That’s more like it.’ Mrs Bob nudged her husband. ‘See? That’s what a real man does.’

The popping of a cork always gets a party started. Mary held out a paper cup and poured some into a saucer for Noel.

‘This is a thank you.’ Hero did the rounds with the foaming bottle. ‘For putting up with the building works, and the noise and the aggro. It’s a bit inappropriate for an addiction counsellor to bring champagne, but . . .’ He stepped back, spilling a drop or two as Sadie put her hand over her beaker.

‘None for me. Gives me a headache.’

Amber said, ‘Don’t be a party pooper! One drop won’t hurt! It’s fizz, Sadie!’

‘She knows what it is,’ said Fi. ‘I’ll have her share,’ she whispered to Hero with a wink that had felled many a lesser man. As the others whooped and giggled, she leaned into Sadie. ‘What’s the latest on you and him, eh? It is going somewhere, right? You and Mr Posh Bollocks?’

‘Such poetry.’ Sadie tried not to answer but the laser stare was impossible to ignore. ‘Dunno. We only spend time together after residents’ meetings. It’s a new tradition.’ Sadie’s life was short on tradition, unless you counted bin day and she’d rather not. Since Sadie had told him about Jack, Hero had been warm but wary; the widow word does not bring all the boys to the yard. Pleasantries were all they exchanged. Sadie shuddered at that least erotic of words: pleasantries. She wanted to tear off Hero’s shirt. Nuzzle his neck. ‘It’s as if he’s waiting to be activated.’
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