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PROLOGUE

THE SHOP

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


LOU

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


DONNA

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I love you, Mom.’

Donna blinks quickly.

‘I love you too.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Who is?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘She’s your mother. Your birth mother.’

[image: ]


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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