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About the Book

In 2018 Tom Fort’s daughter-in-law took over a century-old hardware shop. The family dreamed of developing the shop into one that would become the centre of village life; that much did come true, but not in the way they had expected.

Interweaving the evolution of the shop, its previous owners, the customers it serves and the items it sells, Rivets, Trivets & Galvanised Buckets offers a delightful study of community and shines a light on the eccentricities of ordinary people. Alongside, it presents a fascinating history of technological development; from who thought of screwdrivers to where the spirit level came from, who devised the process of galvanisation and what genius worked out that a suction pad on the end of a piece of wood could unblock sinks.

As Tom recounts: ‘A little girl came with her father into Heath and Watkins, looked around for a while and said “Daddy, this is the shop of EVERYTHING”’. This is the story of how that happened.
  



Dedication

To Caroline Dawnay




Prologue
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THE SHOP STANDS BACK from the road as if reluctant to advertise itself too obviously. It doesn’t have to. Almost everyone in the village knows Heath & Watkins and what its business is.

In front is the forecourt, an expanse of tarmac where customers park their cars with varying degrees of care and consideration for others. The surface has been patched and repaired many times, but as soon as one hole is filled, it seems that another appears. When there has been a lot of rain, there are puddles great and small to be avoided. People grumble, but it doesn’t deter them from coming.

Between the forecourt and the road is a long, rectangular raised bed made of sturdy railway sleepers. It contains a section of holly hedge merging into laurel, a yucca, a solitary flowering cherry – its partner died – and assorted shrubs. The bed, and others, are weeded and kept orderly by a group of worthy volunteers known as the Village Gardeners – mainly in their sixties or older, mainly female but with a couple of blokes. They assemble one Thursday morning and one Sunday morning each month in their green gilets with barrows and tools to do their bit to make the village presentable.

The shop occupies half of the ground floor of a substantial building dating from the 1920s. It has no pretensions to architectural distinction. But with its steep, tiled roof, high chimneys, decorative vertical beams set into pebbledash under the eaves, and its wide first-floor bay windows, it has a certain solid dignity, verging on handsomeness. When I came to live in the village in the 1990s, the other half of the ground floor was a newsagent’s, where I bought my paper. I used to observe and relish the palpable tension between the couple who ran it: a quiet, reserved and harassed husband, and his more vivacious wife, who smoked a great deal and always wore short dark skirts, usually flecked with cigarette ash. In time, their lease expired and they moved away, and for several years the premises has been a dry-cleaner’s.

The retail mix along the forecourt is completed by a small, square single-storey building of extreme functionality. This is a pet shop, dispensing food, treats, toys, bedding, crates and cages, dietary supplements and the full range of other items required by the village’s army of pet owners to keep their animals healthy and contented. There is another, much larger, pet shop on the far side of the village, not more than half a mile away; that this place can sustain two such competing businesses is testimony to the size and purchasing power of the pet-owning community.

Above and behind our shop and the dry-cleaner’s are two separate maisonettes. Aesthetically, the appeal of the whole building is unarguably let down by the single-storey extension added at the side of the shop and the yard next to it, which is covered by corrugated plastic sheets laid at a very slight angle over a wooden frame. The yard is separated from the forecourt by a roll-up garage door, a side door and some wooden panelling. During business hours, the garage door is normally kept open to allow access to the stock stored in the yard, and to the battered wooden workshop at the back, which were the premises of Heath & Watkins in its original incarnation in pre-war days.

The name is a masterpiece of the commonplace. When I was a boy, I was much intrigued by posters in my home town of Reading advertising the services of a company called Vanderpump, Wellbelove, Wellesley-Smith and Co. The Dickensian resonance of this triumvirate was striking, and suggested to my youthful mind an enterprise of great but mysterious importance (in fact, they were and remain a firm of chartered surveyors, although the Wellesley-Smith was dropped from the name some years ago). In contrast, the conjunction of Heath with Watkins suggests nothing of note – no mystery, no importance, just a somewhat colourless respectability. Mr Heath and Mr Watkins: they could be anyone, engaged in anything.

The profound and reassuring ordinariness of the name fits perfectly with the location and appearance of the shop. The road in front is a very ordinary road, which leads in one direction to a bend and another very ordinary road, and in the other to what is known as the village centre, where the majority of the shops and the village hall are located. I say ‘known as the village centre’ because, in terms of its shape and physical composition, our village does not have a centre in the traditional sense. There is no green, no place for the villagers to gather for recreation or protest or to put up a maypole, no old church with ancient yews and lychgate and bells to mark the time and summon the faithful to prayers. Our village has no old history, nor any accidental historical associations; it hardly even warrants a footnote in the annals of times past. It came into existence piecemeal during the course of the last century, creeping, dwelling by dwelling, along what had previously been rural lanes and cart tracks, spreading offshoots which were in turn built on. It grew steadily, but was not recognised as an administrative entity in its own right until – more than halfway through the century, and with a population of more than 1,500 – it became the parish of Sonning Common.

IT IS EASTER SATURDAY. The clouds have parted, and there is a precious warmth from the sun, and a softness in the air that speaks of spring and nudges minds towards summer. It is a time to think about plants and projects.

Outside the shop stand trolleys stacked with trays set out to greet the new season in the garden: pots of pansies, primroses, violas and sweet peas ready for planting out. On stacks of pallets, the veg and fruit are displayed: leeks slenderer than pencils, sprigs of lettuce, delicate runner beans and cucumbers, clumps of strawberries, fronds of carrot leaves. The foliage bends to the breeze. Everything looks small and vulnerable, but green with promise.

A car arrives and a couple get out. They are both beyond retirement age but fit enough. There is a purposeful air about the way they approach the shop. They are here to buy, not just to browse and dither. But the browsing is part of it, and they divide either side of the first trolley of bedding plants to examine the contents and exchange comments. They remove a couple of trays and place them on a convenient pallet for the moment.

They move on to the veg display. One remarks that late March or early April is very early to be putting out runner beans or leeks or anything else. But they agree that a place might be found in the greenhouse for the infant seedlings to be protected until the soil has warmed enough for them to face the rigours of the English summer, so several strips are added to the intended basket.

In the window behind the vegetables is displayed an array of essentials for garden wellbeing. There is a discussion about seed potatoes and onion sets and bulbs, then another about the respective merits of pelleted chicken manure and other plant foods. A need for a new pair of knee pads is identified. The case for buying the gleaming partnership of ash-handled spade and fork is made, but eventually not accepted.

It so happens that she likes to bake and he likes to make, and in the other window of the shop can be found the wherewithal for the pursuit of both interests. Her eyes range over the cake tins and pastry shapers and equipment for piping icing. She is well aware that she has everything she needs at home, but that is all old and familiar, and it is pleasant to let the mind roam over the possibilities suggested and sharpened by the gleaming new.

As she has her store of baking paraphernalia, so he has a box overflowing with screwdrivers, chisels, spanners and the rest; and hooks and big nails in the cross-struts of his shed, from which hang saws and drills and other larger tools. Like her, he does not need a new saw in the sense that there is an actual deficiency. But what about his saw? It is flecked with rust and the teeth are worn. With that new one in the window – its unsullied silver blade glinting, its teeth so sharply defined – he could go through lengths of two-by-four like the proverbial hot knife through butter.

And what is that hanging temptingly just to the right of the saw? He presses his nose to the glass to get a closer view. A rivet gun with pop rivets. Now that he does not have. Nor does he have a clear idea of what he would do with it, except he knows that, with rivets, you can achieve results impossible with bolts and nuts and screws. In his mind’s eye, he sees himself finally replacing the sagging shed guttering with something fit for purpose; or attaching an elegant brass plate inscribed with the name or number of their house to the gatepost; or . . . His imagination wanders in various directions.

The shop is a nurturer of dreams. It reveals paths and invites customers to follow them. It provides for basic everyday requirements, such as lightbulbs, batteries, matches, washing-up liquid and the like, but also promotes higher ambitions. With a bag of screws, a strip of Rawlplugs and some brackets, you can, at last, begin installing the bookshelves for which your living room has been silently yearning for years. Add paint and new brushes, and you can breathe life and colour into those tired walls. A packet or two of veg seeds or trays of the infant plants, and you picture your raised beds bursting with produce – wigwams of climbing beans, dense ranks of carrot tops, thickets of peas, their pods heavy and fat. A tub of tile grouting, and the shower surround, with its distressing streaks of black mould along the joints, is transformed into ceramic perfection. A box of grass seed and another of fertiliser and moss killer combined, and the lawn – in which the grass has fought and lost the war with plantains, clover, daisies and moss – becomes a lush carpet hardly distinguishable in terms of quality from Centre Court at the start of Wimbledon fortnight.

In their imaginations, the customers of the shop glimpse visions of homes and gardens reborn. Of course, a harsh reality lurks in the chasm between hope and outcome. But in the context of the relationship between shop and customer, it doesn’t matter that the shelves in the living room sag a little when the books are put on them, or that the smartness of the newly painted walls fades; it doesn’t matter that the cakes don’t always rise, or that most of the carrots fail to germinate and the lettuces are ravaged by slugs, and the moss raked out of the lawn so effortfully is back by the following winter. These trials and tribulations may be and are discussed in the shop – but they belong elsewhere. The contract between shop and customer is founded firmly on aspiration and hope rather than on Proust’s ‘dust of realities’.

THE NAME OF the shop is written in plain white capitals on the pale green fascia that runs its length, with the street number at either end. It has been like that for as long as anyone can remember, and is a significant element of the image that the shop presents to the world. It is not self-consciously old-fashioned, but there is something potently timeless about it. You feel that it could have belonged in any decade from the 1930s onwards, and would be entirely appropriate in a post-war black-and-white Ealing comedy. Imaginatively, you would not be surprised to see Margaret Rutherford pedal past on a Rudge’s touring bike with a woven basket attached to the handlebars, or Stanley Holloway pull up in a Riley RMB, or the youthful Dickie Attenborough emerge and light a fag, his trilby at a jaunty angle.

This is our shop.




CHAPTER ONE

Everyone Needs Something
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I AM NOW on the wrong side of seventy. I have lived in the village for more than twenty-five years. I am used to it and find it still suits me, so I suspect I will see out my days here. When I came, I knew no one. It was just a place with a small house I could afford to buy, within easy distance of the railway station at Reading so I could get to my job at the BBC in London. I was bruised by a recent divorce, and battered spiritually and financially by the attendant upheaval. I was also somewhat daunted by the challenge of doing the best I could for my three children, then aged between eight and fifteen.

In the first years, I got to know my immediate neighbours – an elderly couple on one side who were very kind to me, and a young couple on the other – and no one else. I cannot recollect when I became aware of the hardware shop. I must have registered its presence as I developed the habit of getting my newspaper from the newsagent’s next door, and sooner or later, in need of a light bulb or a ball of garden twine, I would have encountered Mick behind the counter. If you lived in the village and regularly needed household or garden items, that meant getting to know him to a degree. It was impossible not to.

His name was Mick Wells. He was sometimes referred to by regulars as Uncle Mick, which he liked, because – I suspect – it accorded with his preferred self-image as a gruff, friendly, no-nonsense, feet-on-the-ground sort of chap, who knew the world and its ways and was regarded as a reliable dispenser of advice and opinions on practical matters, whether or not the means to address them were available in the shop. He was generally to be found perched on a stool behind the counter, on whose worn and shiny laminate surface he would spread his big hands, clenching a fist or jabbing a finger to emphasise his point.

His physique was not particularly impressive, perhaps diminished by various brushes with cancer. But his head and features – which were what you saw most of – were imposing. He had a fine nose and a distinctive white beard that matched his strong, forceful voice. Like all of us, Mick was more complicated than he seemed. But in the one-dimensional relationship between shopkeeper and customer, to know him was generally to warm to him. The transaction might extend no further than a new nail brush or a packet of lettuce seeds, but he always had time to explore whatever issue of the day had caught his attention, or discuss the weather as it related to the health of the plants and vegetables he grew. As a degree of intimacy was established, he became more confidential, relaying titbits about the meanness, ignorance and eccentricities of his other customers.

He would talk with anyone, but favoured the company of men, with whom he felt comfortable in calling a spade a fucking spade and indulging a fondness for colourful invective that deviated somewhat from his easy-going Uncle Mick persona. His domestic situation was not straightforward. He had been married long before his Heath & Watkins days, and had two daughters from that marriage. But for many years he had lived with Jo, who had been his neighbour as well as working for him in his business. She had looked after him after their respective marriages foundered and he first got cancer, and the cohabiting arrangement had endured. They were, or appeared to be, a companionable couple. For several years, one of Jo’s daughters, Emma, worked in the shop on a regular basis, until Mick – providing a glimpse of another, less genial side – decided he could no longer afford her wages and summarily dispensed with her services.

His previous business, whose accounts Jo was employed to keep in some sort of order, had involved the wholesale purchase and distribution of vegetables from a base near Slough. It had developed from an earlier enterprise centred on potatoes, a vegetable that Mick retained a keen interest in long after he had ceased trading in it in bulk. He was extremely knowledgeable about the merits and failings of different varieties, and was happy to drive many miles in his Range Rover in pursuit of a particular favourite seed potato to add to the range available at the shop. When I ventured into growing spuds, it became a bond between us, and he would sing the praises of Lady Christl, a ‘first early’ variety notable for smoothness of skin and pure whiteness of flesh, which Mick esteemed most highly of all.

In time, Mick had wearied of the veg business (or it may be that his affairs became too tangled to prosper – he was always distinctly vague about that phase in his life). He hankered for pastures new and began looking for a fresh challenge. It was thus that he became the owner and face of Heath & Watkins.

In 1938, two men – Jack Heath and Ted Watkins – who had both worked at a wireless company a few miles from our village, got together and opened a small workshop across the road from the current premises. They specialised in the sale and repair of radios and bicycles, and sold spare parts and other useful items as well. They did a decent trade, but then the war intervened. Jack Heath joined the RAF and Ted Watkins the Royal Navy, and the business was left in the care of a friend, Jack Sweetman. They both survived and returned to Sonning Common to take up the reins again. In 1958, they migrated across the road to 41a Wood Lane, taking the workshop with them. The shop premises and the maisonette above and behind it were owned by the village butcher, who – having invested cannily and extensively in acquiring local commercial premises – decided to move the meat side of his business to a bigger outlet opposite the post office.

Heath & Watkins became a hardware shop, with cycle repairs carried out in the old green workshop at the back of the yard. After Jack Heath’s death, Ted Watkins assumed sole charge, and in time he handed over to his son James, who ran it successfully for more than twenty years up to 1990. A couple took it over for a while before selling it to Mick Wells.

Mick told me he paid £50,000 for the business. The ownership of the shop, the maisonette and the land behind had passed from the village butcher to his daughter (who owns it still). Mick paid rent to her, and initially he and Jo lived in the maisonette. Subsequently, as a result of some nimble wheeler-dealing, he managed to take on the lease of the other half of the building, which was under entirely separate ownership. He and Jo moved across to the other maisonette, and he then sublet both the second shop and his previous living quarters.

Mick relished such manoeuvring. It confirmed his view of himself as an astute operator; and if opaqueness is a measure of astuteness, he was right. A regular reader of the Daily Mail, he had acquired a deep-seated suspicion of ‘them’ – the powers-that-be, the regulatory authorities, the institutions appointed to ensure that citizens paid their dues. Mick paid his dues when he had to. But he was, by nature, a cutter of corners, who regarded rules on health and safety, workers’ rights, planning and anything else that threatened his freedom of operation with contempt.

The shop’s motto was ‘Everyone Needs Something From Heath & Watkins’. It had prospered and continued to prosper modestly because proper attention was paid to meeting those needs. Very few villages in southern England (and not that many small towns) can boast a hardware shop. As the longest-established retail outlet in the village, Heath & Watkins remained an essential port of call, its position aided by the unusually rich and diverse mix of shops close by.

As time went on, Mick was in the shop less and less. After the abrupt departure of Jo’s daughter, the serving slack was taken up by two male retirees who were acquaintances of Mick’s. Mick himself had further health issues. When well, he liked to go on extended winter cruises with Jo, or attend to his pet project, a disused quarry he’d bought in rural Devon, where he had installed a caravan and some sheep.

The shop entered a phase of gentle decline. Mick was well aware of it, but preferred to blame competition from Amazon and the big DIY stores rather than address the root cause. People might need something at Heath & Watkins, but they had increasing difficulty in getting it.

THE TERM ‘HARDWARE’ is older than it might seem. It is sometimes assumed to have originated in the United States, and to have made its way across the Atlantic to elbow aside the good old-fashioned English ‘ironmonger’. In fact, the Oxford English Dictionary dates the first written reference to ‘hardware’ to the sixteenth century, so it must have been current well before that. It was applied to a range of specific items, mainly metalware, that were contained under the broader umbrella of ironmongery. The dealer in such goods was the ironmonger, and the shop – when there was a shop – could be referred to as an ironmonger, an ironmongers or even an ironmonger’s.

It is the way of language and the constant process of linguistic change that meanings shift and gain and lose currency in mysterious ways that are very difficult to record. It is not possible to say why hardware should have come to eclipse ironmonger as the favoured general term for the trade; although I do wonder if it might have had something to do with a perceived awkwardness in the naming of a shop and the provision and placing (or not) of an apostrophe, and the problem of pluralising it satisfactorily. The old designation has not disappeared entirely – I recently came across Dawsons Ironmongers (without any apostrophes) in the splendid covered market in Todmorden in west Yorkshire, and a fine hardware shop it is.

The word ‘ironmonger’ is Anglo-Saxon in origin. As a surname for those practising the trade and as a name applied to locations where such traders were concentrated – such as Ironmonger Row and Ironmonger Lane – it was widely recorded in the thirteenth century. A detailed inventory dating from 1356 of the stock in an ironmonger’s shop in Cornhill, London, reveals an impressive range of metalware being offered for sale: iron gauntlets and braces, brass pots and plates, a trivet and sledgehammer, iron punches, fire forks, door latches, spits, hinges, axes, pincers, grates, chisels, locks, an anvil and much else. The shop, owned by John Leche, also sold non-metal items, such as cushions, bench-covers, tablecloths, a tapestry and even a wooden bedstead (valued at two shillings).

John Leche’s establishment – which may well have comprised as many as three shops – was evidently a notable early standard-bearer in a tradition that reached its apogee in the splendour of the Victorian ironmonger. By 1850, many of the familiar staples of the good hardware shop of today were readily available in the ironmongers that had sprung up in towns and cities all over Britain. The first sensation that would have struck you as you entered a well-run, well-stocked ironmongery emporium in, say, 1864 (the year Dickens’s last novel, Our Mutual Friend, was published) would probably have been olfactory: a rich and subtle aroma composed of paraffin, glues, oils, varnishes, polishes, waxes and a thousand other elements.

Behind the counter, in cap and heavy black apron, would be the proprietor or his assistant. First, you might inspect the lighting section: lamps, globes, mantles, glass chimneys, candles of wax and Russian tallow, bottles of linseed, cod and sperm whale oil, paraffin. Heating belongs next to lighting: fire grates, bellows, fire irons, fenders, coal scuttles, stoves powered by various oils. The kitchenware shelves are packed with tinplate pots and pans, enamelled dishes and utensils, kettles and coffee pots, breadboards and knife boxes. You glimpse mangles and ringers, gridirons and goffering irons, umbrella stands and coffin handles. A japanned bird cage hangs from the ceiling just above your head. Around the corner is drysaltery: Zebra black grate polish, Nixey’s black lead, assorted dyes and bleaches, glycerine, treacles, varnishes and vinegar cleaners.

Edging your way forward to the tools section, there are ranks of spades: London spades, Scotch spades, Gloucester, Norfolk and Lancashire spades, rabbiting spades, draining spades, spades with T-shaped handles, D-shaped handles, Y-shaped handles. There are Warrington hammers, Exeter hammers, Canterbury claw hammers, mallets, pincers, pliers, vices, clamps. There are saws, planes, chisels, gouges, bradawls, gimlets, bevels, spirit levels. There are nails. There are screws, now – mercifully – made with standardised threads.

Through the door at the back filters the racket of hammering and the roar of the furnace, coming from the workshop where many of the items in the shop are made. It is spacious enough for carriages to be wheeled in for repair. There is a machine for fixing metal rims to cartwheels, rolls of wire and coils of rope, prams and pushchairs, stacks of custom-built kitchen ranges and grates.

A catalogue printed in 1881 for the Norwich ironmonger Piper, Theobald & Co. illustrates the great range of essentials and extras that the middle-class Victorian household might aspire to possess. The goffering irons – for making ruffles and frills – were eight pence a pair. Parrot cages were between twelve and sixpence and thirty shillings, presumably depending on the size of the bird as well as the degree of ornamentation. A nine-inch chop cover was listed at one and ninepence; a bronchitis kettle (distinguished from other kettles by its immensely elongated spout with a flattened end for inhaling the steam), four and sixpence. An adjustable brass trivet was seven and ninepence; an Athenian hip bath, twenty-eight shillings and sixpence. The single most expensive item on offer was the Piper & Theobald patent refrigerator, with improved ventilation, at ten pounds fifteen shillings.

By then, however, the ironmongery landscape was changing. Factory mass production had already transformed the supply of basics, such as nails, screws and standard tools. It soon embraced a host of other essentials – kettles, saucepans, buckets, fire irons, lamps, pots, pans and the like. Choice widened immensely, restrained only by the space available in the individual ironmonger’s premises. Chains of retail outlets developed. One of the best-known was under the name of George Mence Smith of Bexleyheath in south-east London, who advertised himself as ‘an Italian warehouseman’. He began trading in Bexleyheath itself and expanded steadily until he had twenty shops in London and seventy altogether across south-east England. (Although Smith himself died in 1896, the businesses carried on under his name until the 1940s, when they were taken over by Timothy Whites.)

Broadly speaking, by 1900, shops selling ironmongery and household items – whether calling themselves Italian warehouses, hardware shops or ironmongers – were acting principally as distributors of goods made elsewhere. Some retained their workshops to do repairs and maintenance, but the old tradition of manufacture on the premises had largely died out. Tools, accessories and other articles poured out of the noisome and grimy factories that had sprouted in the industrial towns and cities over the previous half-century. The customer base was comprised of professionals making up the service industry – farmers, carpenters, tinmen, whitesmiths, blacksmiths, tanners, shoemakers, builders, carriers and the rest.

The notion that consumers might do some of this kind of work for themselves – might even wish to – had not yet taken shape.

BEHIND HEATH & WATKINS is a plot of land extending the width of the shop and perhaps fifty yards in length. The portion nearest the shop is concreted and used to store the pallets of compost, bark, topsoil and other bulky garden products in plastic sacks. One of Mick’s favourite tasks was to move pallets around on an elderly forklift truck that he had picked up for a song from some other dodgy dealer. It had decidedly defective brakes, and characteristically, he never bothered to obtain the licence legally required for him to operate it.

Over the years, the rest of the plot became a graveyard of abandoned projects, littered with installations and objects associated with them. Behind the original green workshop was a large wooden store that had once been covered in roofing felt. This material had, over time, proved inadequate to resist rain and wind and occasional falls of snow, and had rotted and collapsed, its downfall accelerated by an invading force of brambles rooted in the gap between it and the perimeter fence. The surviving misshapen sheets of felt hung from the joists to which they had been nailed, leaving everything that Mick had stored there – including two upright fridge-freezers, a metal storage cupboard, various old tools and a stack of pots of Hammerite metal paint either forgotten or too damaged to be sold – exposed to the elements.

The green workshop itself was originally used by Mick to repair bicycles when the mood took him, which it did erratically. He subsequently agreed to rent it to Greg, a former groundsman who was looking to establish a one-man mechanical repair business focused on motor mowers. Greg’s wife was (and is) the same Emma who once worked for Mick in the shop. Despite the strains created by her departure, Greg continues to operate there to this day. He is a man with a great talent for keeping mowers going, but even he is not always successful, and over the years a considerable number of his discards – abandoned either because they were beyond salvation, or because they had been forgotten by owners who had moved away or become too decrepit to do the mowing or had died – had been exiled to the store at the back to join the casualties of Mick’s enterprises, where, like everything else, they rusted and decayed.

There were other ruins scattered about. There was a shed whose roof had long since fallen in, leaving its contents to degrade to the point at which it was no longer possible to determine what their original intended function had been. Lying on their sides or at curious angles were several of the trolleys once used to transport and display bedding plants, their wheels now broken or jammed. The cage on wheels in which the retailer of Calor gas was legally required to store the canisters – Mick could not be bothered with that kind of palaver – had been left at the foot of a large mound of rubble and broken bricks, with bindweed and brambles twisting their way through the mesh until it was held in a smothering embrace.

The melancholic effect of these relics was deepened by the gloom that prevailed over most of the plot most of the time. Two sides were enclosed by a high wooden fence, which Mick had had topped with strands of barbed wire to deter intruders. Along the bottom end and the boundary with the garden next door – Mick’s since he and Jo had moved – someone had, long ago, planted a beech hedge. This had been left to make its own way in life, and had responded by growing from a hedge into a towering barrier of thirty-foot-high trees that blocked out most of the available sunlight.

The most prominent feature of this desolate scene was the skeleton of a large polytunnel that Mick had installed in the days of his first enthusiasm for the business. This will play a crucial part in the story I am telling, but first I need to introduce that story’s chief protagonist, and – if a narrative about a shop can have one – its hero.

She is the long-term partner of the eldest of my five children. His name is Hugh. Hers is Sharona, taken from the hit song of 1979 (The Knack’s ‘My Sharona’), which her mother sang along to during the pregnancy. It has been shortened by Hugh to ‘Shro’. I will not try to itemise Shro’s many qualities here, as I hope they will become apparent as the story unfolds. Suffice for the moment to say that she has a great passion for making things and growing things, fortunately combined with a rare talent for both.

At the time of which I speak, she had a fairly low-level administrative job at the Ministry of Defence. She had once said that one of her many ambitions was to have a piece of land on which she could put up a polytunnel. She and Hugh had bought a small house in a suburb of Reading, where every available space, inside and out, was occupied by plants and herbs and flowers and vegetables. The garden was fine, she said, but think what you could do with a polytunnel. Her face shone with longing, nourished by visions of melons, grapes, sagging tresses of tomatoes and exotic blooms, burgeoning and ripening in the warm moisture promoted under plastic.

At that time, I was ready to expand my own gardening horizons, but in a much more mundane way. I had got married again, to Helen, and we had moved from the little house I had bought at the edge of the village to a bigger one in the centre, with a bigger garden. I had made raised beds to grow vegetables and a cage for soft fruits, and was ready to strike out in new directions – particularly that of potatoes, which I had never tried. Shro’s polytunnel aspiration nudged open a door in my mind.

Mick’s polytunnel had flourished for a while, until he began to lose interest. Then a bonfire was allowed to get out of hand, igniting the polytunnel’s plastic covering and destroying it. That put paid to any lingering ambitions Mick may have had to play the part of nurseryman, and the frame was left to rust, with torn sheets and gobbets of burned plastic flapping mournfully from the struts whenever the wind blew.

By then, I was on friendly terms with Mick and I asked him if Shro and I could refurbish the polytunnel and restore it to its intended use. He gave us a free hand; he was more than happy to see it functioning as it should, providing he didn’t have to do it himself or pay for it. Shro was exultant. She went straight to YouTube and studied videos showing how the re-covering should be done. She bought the plastic, and I was set to work digging the trench around the base of the polytunnel in which the plastic was to be fixed. Then, over the course of one long and arduous day, Shro, Helen, Hugh and I stretched the plastic over the frame, anchored and tightened it, and brought the polytunnel back to life. Shro took charge. It was my first experience of her leadership qualities. She was decisive, unfailingly good-humoured, ingenious in overcoming the many difficulties that arose and – as long as she was nourished by a regular intake of strong tea – tireless.

The resurrection of the polytunnel initiated a new phase in my relationship with Mick. By now he was in his late seventies, and his health and interest in the shop were flagging. He rarely served behind the counter any more, leaving it to his two assistants. He preferred to spend his time either tending to his sheep in Devon, or sitting on the sofa in his living room, watching daytime TV and working his way through the columns of the Daily Mail, always ready to pontificate on the state of the world for the benefit of anyone prepared to linger. He concerned himself closely with my selection of seed potatoes for the first planting in the raised beds I’d constructed in the polytunnel, and was almost as thrilled as I was when I presented him and Jo with the first fruits, a colander one third full of pale, fat, smooth Lady Christl tubers.

He gave me a key so I could use the side door to attend to the polytunnel’s needs whenever I wanted to. I became a regular visitor and got into the habit of dropping in on him for a cup of tea and a dose of salty common sense. Shro came over two or three times a week from her home in Reading to tend to the flowers and plants on her side of the poly, as we called it (we had contrived an amicable division of space). Mick got used to seeing her around.

Mick was diagnosed with cancer for a third time. It was in his lung, and as he subjected himself resolutely to a new but familiar regime of chemotherapy and drugs, I do not think he ever really expected it to be third time lucky (and in fact he died on the last day of February 2019). One day, as we held our mugs of tea, he told me he had decided to pack in the shop. He asked me, more in hope than expectation, if I might be interested in taking it over. The alternative was the closure for good of a village institution.

I naturally asked if he couldn’t advertise it as a going concern. He was not a man for self-deception. He admitted openly that trade had diminished to such an extent that the term no longer applied. But he was also insistent that, with new blood, new energy, new enthusiasm, it could be turned around. Might Sharona be interested, he asked tentatively?

I walked slowly back to our house with my mind swirling. I was an ex-BBC journalist and writer of books in my late sixties, and Helen was still a senior editor with the Corporation. It was inconceivable that either of us would embark on a new career in shopkeeping at our time of life. But Shro? I had a strong presentiment that she would leap at the chance. It matched many of her dreams, and I never doubted that she was brave enough and resourceful enough to meet such a challenge. I talked it over with Helen, and we then talked it over with Shro. Helen was sceptical; Shro – after she recovered from the initial shock – cautiously interested.

Mick and I talked more. He outlined the terms of a deal under which his lease on the shop and the maisonette – which had three years to run – would be transferred. We would pay a modest sum for the stock and a nominal sum for the business, which he conceded was, in effect, valueless. We decided that it might work if Shro was in charge. She was prepared to give up her job to take it on. We declared an interest in principle.

There ensued a lengthy period of negotiation, in the latter stages of which the lawyers became involved. The chief stumbling block was the condition of the building. Characteristically, Mick had entirely failed to fulfil the condition in his lease requiring him to maintain it in good repair. There was a leak in the roof over the shop, multiple leaks in the plastic covering over the yard, and the state of the maisonette was little short of ruinous. He had sublet it (cash in hand, of course) to a reclusive couple who shared it with their four dogs. The roof was damp because of a leak beside the chimney, two of the window frames were entirely rotten, and the guttering was falling off in various places.

For the owner to agree to the lease transfer, all this had to be put right. This was mental agony for Mick, because it meant he had to put his hand in his pocket in a major way, something he habitually avoided. His mood was not improved when the lawyers I had engaged said we should commission a full structural survey, as well as having the electrics and damp courses checked. At times, my relationship with Mick cooled, and came close to breaking point. He wriggled and ducked and dived, and complained bitterly that I didn’t seem to trust him to get the work done – which I didn’t. I took refuge behind the lawyers, and in the end he bit the bullet and forced himself to address the situation.

What had begun as a nice idea belonging in the realm of fantasy became an imminent and increasingly daunting reality. I do not remember feeling that anxious, but subconsciously I must have felt it because – as the legal bills mounted – my hair began to fall out in patches.

Shro handed in her notice at the MoD. The couple living in the maisonette initially resisted Mick’s demand for them to leave, and then – under some kind of pressure from him into which I preferred not to enquire – departed suddenly with their quartet of snappy dogs. They left the place filthy and stinking, and we had a testing few days cleaning and airing it, and removing the reeking carpets and other detritus. It became just about habitable, and Hugh and Shro arranged to let their house in Reading and move in.

On 1 October 2018, Shro became the lessee of 41a Wood Lane, and the owner of the business registered as Heath & Watkins, hardware shop.
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