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Chapter One

Christmas begins in Blaggard’s Bar


Saturday 1 December

Battling her way along the crowded pavements of Camden High Street, under the red and green Christmas lights and past the huge boots and aeroplanes displayed on the shop fronts, Ava didn’t feel entirely in the mood for going out and having a good time. Today, her first day as a ‘casual’ stallholder in the West Yard market, had seemed endless. And she was pretty sure there would never be a second.

‘Even though I’ve been home to warm up, my feet are still burning and freezing both at the same time,’ she complained to Izz. They’d linked arms to share body heat as sleet danced in the air around them but she wished her dress would magically transform itself into a thick waterproof coat until she reached the warmth of Blaggard’s Bar. ‘It’s only the beginning of December and I’ve already had enough of Christmas shoppers who browse without buying, try on without buying, and especially, especially those who gasp, “How much? For one hat?” and drop one of my precious samples. Also without buying.’

Izz’s teeth chattered, although she was marginally more warmly dressed in glittery jeans and a top. ‘Sales were a bit thin, were they?’

‘To the point of being anorexic, even though I slashed my prices and prayed that none of my bespoke customers would appear and demand to know why they’d previously paid double.’

‘Your hats are amazing. You should be charging more, not less.’

Ava gave Izz’s arm a squeeze. ‘Aw, thank you! But needs must. I do need to eat, even if I can manage without luxuries like restaurants or the gym. I get anxious every time I think how much I spent on tarpaulin, skirting cloth and display stands, all of which look likely to end up on eBay after Christmas. If another casual hadn’t offered us a lift home I’d probably have stuffed the lot in a bin. I should have listed my stock on Etsy or Notonthehighstreet and saved myself a lot of freezing disappointment.’

She gave a little skip to keep up with Izz’s long stride. ‘I hope this drinks party is worth coming out for. It’s a bit early for a Christmas do, isn’t it?’

‘PR and marketing people will be frantic for the rest of the month with clients. Anyway, three of the associates from Jermyn’s were already over here today with a new client. Oh, look, there’s Tod, going into Blaggard’s.’

Ava watched the back of their mutual bestie Tod with envy as he hopped out of a cab and into Blaggard’s Bar, safe from the December drizzle. ‘Clients on a Saturday?’

‘It’s not necessarily a Monday-to-Friday industry.’ Izz was on a short contract at the communications agency where Tod was an associate. Tod was taking his newish and bossy girlfriend, Louise, to the agency Christmas do, and so Ava had agreed to be Izz’s plus one, Izz not currently having a boyfriend or feeling sufficiently brave to go alone. Izz’s next words illuminated why giving the event a miss had not been an option. ‘Sam says the agency Christmas bash is a cornerstone of team building, so everyone will probably be here.’

‘Ah! If Sam said it then it must be true,’ Ava teased, shooting thankfully through a midnight-blue door spangled with stars and into the happy and familiar din of Blaggard’s Bar, the rough-hewn wooden pillars incongruously strung with fairy lights and mistletoe tied with red and black ribbon. Typically Camden, Blaggard’s was about crowds and diversity; suits mixing happily with gothic black or steampunk satin.

‘Tod!’ Ava managed to grab Tod’s arm as he was about to vanish beneath a cardboard and tinsel archway. ‘Give me a hug for coming out on such a horrible night.’

Tod blinked behind his glasses and wrapped her awkwardly in his warmth. ‘You could always wear a coat or take a cab.’

‘But then I have a coat to hold or a cabbie to pay.’

Tod immediately let the subject drop. They all knew that Ava didn’t have the dosh to spend on cabs and would prefer not to freeload in a cab Izz had paid for. He gave Izz a hug, too. ‘Sam and the others are here already. It’s going to be a great night.’

Ava had to raise her voice to be heard over the Christmas revellers and pulsing music. ‘So I get to meet Sam the Big Important Man tonight?’

‘He’s over there’ – Izz was tall enough to see above people’s heads – ‘with Patrick and Jake. I can see some of the girls, too, over in the corner. Nobody else seems to have brought guests,’ she added uneasily, doing the looking-without-looking thing that was more obvious than staring.

Ava gave her arm a reassuring pat. ‘But you were told you could. And I can always disappear off home if you think I’m in the way.’ She paused to check the angle of her black-feathered pillbox hat fixed to the coil of blonde plaits at one side of her head and made sure that the rest of her hair streamed smoothly over her shoulder. No point turning herself into a walking display of her work if she wasn’t meticulous with the effect.

‘No!’ said Izz in alarm, fluffing up her short hair, a pretty brown that, in Ava’s opinion, could do with a more exciting cut. ‘If you go home early I’ll have no one to talk to.’

‘What about Tod?’

‘He’ll talk to the others.’ Izz glanced back at the door, as if contemplating baling out before the evening began.

It wouldn’t help Izz if Ava were to demand to know how she could be shy with people she’d worked with for weeks, so Ava simply said, ‘OK, let’s pile in.’

Without the benefit of the height enjoyed by Izz and Tod, Ava was corralled by backs and shoulders as they battled through the melee, and could only gauge that their goal had been reached by a sudden chorus of, ‘Hey, Tod! Hello, Izz.’

Izz hung back, allowing Tod to tug Ava forward. ‘Ava, meet Patrick and Jake.’

Patrick had dark eyes, crisp curls and the kind of smile that was probably supposed to be a smoulder. Jake was more of a vague beamer.

Ava smiled politely. ‘Hello, I’m Ava—’

‘And,’ Tod barrelled on as if he couldn’t wait to get to the important stuff, ‘this is Sam, our creative director.’

Ava hadn’t intended to be impressed by Sam Jermyn, the golden boy who’d handled PR for a high-profile football player and, at thirty-five, made enough money to invest in his own communications agency. But as Sam turned his gaze on her she couldn’t help but be aware of him. He was tall, even taller than Tod or Izz. His tawny hair fell across one eye and was just long enough to tuck behind his ears. In his dark suit and white shirt he looked as well put-together as an expensive car.

With a slow smile, Sam took her hand in his. ‘Ava. I’ve heard a lot about you.’

‘Likewise.’ She smiled sweetly. She wouldn’t embarrass her friends by telling Sam that Tod and Izz sometimes seemed to have no other topic of conversation.

‘What are you drinking?’

‘Thank you, but I’m not feeling flush enough to get involved in rounds. I might only stay for a couple, anyway.’

‘You’ve been invited for Christmas drinks. No need to reciprocate.’ Sam consulted Tod over Ava’s head. ‘What does Ava drink?’

‘Zinfandel rosé.’ Tod cheerfully ignored Ava’s exasperated stare.

‘It’s not PC to dismiss a woman’s perfectly valid wishes,’ Ava half-joked at Sam’s departing back as, having swiftly taken orders from Tod and Izz, he made towards the bar.

Sam flashed her a glance over his shoulder. ‘Except for wine, surely?’

She had to concede the point. Zinfandel made everything better, even ‘I can’t earn enough’ woes, and ‘Christmas is coming’ woes, and ‘with people I don’t know just to please my friends’ woes. Or, at least, it made them no worse.

Upon his return, Sam passed her a large glass of rosé. ‘So, you’re friends with Tod and Izz?’

Ava only got as far as, ‘They’re my best friends. I share Izz’s house and Tod lives not far away, in Kentish Town,’ when more agency people arrived in a flurry of greetings and cold air and, enlisting the help of Patrick and Jake, Sam once again turned himself into a drinks waiter, before the new group drifted further into the bar.

Oh well. That was probably her ration of small talk with the head honcho. Ava gladly turned to her friends. ‘Thanks for helping me pack up that horrible stall today, Izz. I never dreamed I’d still have almost all my stock. I thought the only good thing about Christmas would be that I could sell a shedload of stuff on the market. I think my mistake was taking proper couture samples. I should have bought shapes and decorated them with readymade flowers and feathers. That way I could sell at what people want to pay.’

‘It’s not the only good thing about Christmas!’ objected Izz, her tongue loosening now there was just the three of them in the conversation. ‘What about new films and Christmas DVDs?’

‘And the food.’ Tod pushed back his floppy fair hair, which, maybe because of his Harry Potter glasses, always seemed to end up looking schoolboyish, no matter which trendy salon created the cut.

‘Drink.’ Izz brandished her beer approvingly.

‘Video games launching in time for Christmas shoppers,’ Tod contributed.

Izz grinned at him. ‘For Christmas geeks and spoilt kids.’

Tod’s eyebrows shot up in mock affront. ‘OK, I’ll be the Christmas geek if you’ll be the spoilt kid – still funded by your parents at twenty-nine.’

‘Oi, I work! It’s just that Mum likes to give an allowance to my sister, Danielle, and me. It would be rude to refuse.’

Ava smiled at Tod’s snort of laughter but her mind was drawn irresistibly back to her problems. She’d been hopelessly optimistic in thinking market punters would leap at samples made for summer weddings or Ascot, the Ava Bliss Millinery labels removed. Christmas shoppers wanted fun cocktail hats, sexily veiled pillboxes and feathery fascinators. At workaday prices. Hand-embellished ready-mades – ‘dressmakers’ hats’ – might fall short of her couture ideals but, if it meant she could pay a few bills, she’d resort to them. Black for the goths and brown for the steampunk crowd. In fact, she wished she’d thought to search out a Christmas steampunk convention. She might have made a fortune from mini top hats with corset lacing.

‘Anyway, Ava’s parents paid her rent for years,’ Izz pointed out, breaking into Ava’s thoughts.

Ava replied lightly, ‘Then they had to fund their retirement to Alsace.’ Worry dug its claws into her abdomen. Finances right now were more difficult than when she’d been a student, or even during the period before uni when she, Izz and Tod had had such a fantastic time working around Europe in cafés and bier kellers that one gap year had stretched into two.

Izz stooped to peep into Ava’s face, eyes soft with concern. ‘They must get an income from their bookshop café?’

‘I don’t think it can compare with their old salaries. Le Café Littéraire Anglais is in a market town, Muntsheim, not a swanky part of Strasbourg. It’s mainly somewhere for Mum and Dad to hang out with ex-pats over pork pies and loose-leaf tea.’ Ava manufactured a laugh to counteract a threatening prickle of tears.

‘But they must have their pensions—’

‘Which are allowing them to enjoy dabbling in the bookshop.’ Ava shook her head. ‘I’m thirty! They’re entitled to have me off their hands by now. I’m not going to run to them with my problems when I’ve already told them that I’ll be OK.’ Scraping by would have been more accurate. ‘Hopefully I’ll be sorted soon. I would be, if bloody Ceri Mallory had made good on her promises.’

Tod placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘It should have been a fantastic opportunity, working in an upmarket milliners. The prices at Ceri’s are staggering.’

Ava took a sip of her wine to ease a lump in her throat. ‘Because she’s spent decades building up a client base and her reputation in the Old Brompton Road. I thought her vague “stick with me, kid, and I’ll take you places” would get me more than experience and her name on my CV. But look what happened when I reminded her how many years she’d been dangling the carrot of a junior partnership while I rode the donkey of low salary: a full-on row and the carrot vanishing completely. I should have struck out on my own after six months, then maybe I’d have had time to establish myself before Mum and Dad took off.’

‘Well, it’s not as if you have a horrible landlady,’ Izz reminded her, gently. ‘I’ve already told you that you can take a rent break—’

‘My landlady is absolutely the loveliest, but I won’t sponge!’ Ava gave Izz a grateful hug, though the offer prodded awake one of the monster worries that a good day at the market today might have caged for a while – what if the time was near when she couldn’t afford Camden? The few years she’d had here weren’t nearly enough. She still felt new in this mad, colourful, happy, bohemian place, so much cooler than the Frimley Green side of Farnborough where she, Izz and Tod had grown up. How would she survive being separated from the others? All that was left for her in Farnborough was an aunt and whichever school friends had stayed put. She chugged down the rest of her wine. ‘Either of you guys up for a refill? No?’ Ava set out alone on the trek to the bar through the claustrophobic press of warm bodies.

In her peripheral vision she noticed Sam Jermyn talking to Patrick and Jake, apparently having left their colleagues to their own devices. Sam’s bottle of Cobra was almost empty. She sighed. Sam the Important Man had bought her a drink. It was standard alcohol etiquette that she should now buy him one.

It took her several minutes to get served. She wriggled back through the crush, drinks held high in an effort not to end up wearing them. When she finally reached her target she stretched forward to press the bottle of beer upon Sam with a gracious smile.

But then she caught a laughing comment from Jake. ‘You bought her a drink, that means you have the right to hit on her.’



Chapter Two

The trouble with an ex-boyfriend

Ava hesitated. Focused on their own conversation, the three men showed no signs of having noticed her approach.

Jake ploughed on. ‘Hitting on women at Christmas is almost obligatory. Take a punt!’

Heat flooding her face, Ava used the Cobra bottle to deliver a hard rap to Sam’s elbow. ‘Here you go. Now “she” has returned the favour. No “rights” or “obligations” involved.’

With a jump, Sam swung around, looking horrified. ‘Look, I hope you don’t think—’

Behind him, Ava saw Patrick and Jake go wide-eyed with embarrassment, smiles falling from their faces. ‘I don’t think anything.’ She began to turn away.

But Izz had come up behind her, blocking her escape. ‘Louise has arrived and she’s talking to Tod so I thought I’d join you guys.’ Her voice rose hesitantly at the end of the statement, as if asking Ava whether she was doing the right thing.

Ava stepped aside, ready to say, ‘I was just moving on.’ But the words died on her lips as she saw the wary way in which Sam was regarding Izz, and that Patrick and Jake were looking ever more uncomfortable.

As if feeling the weight of expectation under all those gazes, Izz stumbled into speech. ‘So, Sam, do you get up to Camden for the music? I’m going to see Jeramiah Ferrari at Barfly in January. They’ve got a new album out.’ Self-consciously, she cleared her throat. ‘Who are your favourite artists?’

Patrick buried his face in his drink. Jake began to inch away, craning over the heads of the crowd as if searching someone out. But Izz’s eyes were on Sam.

Ava’s heart sank as she recognised her expression.

Oh, right. Izz had one of her crushes. On Sam.

And Sam and his smoothly dressed cronies were embarrassed. Indignation burned in Ava on her friend’s behalf. Izz couldn’t help being Izz. She wasn’t confident with men, probably because boys had bullied her for her size at school. Hunching apologetically as if to try and hide her height, her flirtation technique was a bit like a needy dog looking for a pat.

Sam, Ava had to admit, at least had grace enough to bear his part in the conversation. ‘I’ve been to Dingwall’s a few times.’ He sent Ava an encouraging smile, inviting her in. ‘Do you and Ava go to gigs together?’

But Patrick asked at the same moment, ‘Ava, you live locally, don’t you? Camden’s pretty cool. Do you work here, too?’

Feeling bad for Izz liking Sam when he was being polite rather than liking her back, Ava answered Patrick. ‘I share Izz’s flat and have a studio there. I’m a couture milliner.’

Patrick made a performance of looking confused. ‘You’re going to have to tell me what that is. I’m just a bloke.’

‘I make hats. Bespoke hats, by hand.’

His gaze moved upwards. ‘So that’s why the headgear?’

‘Yes. This is a pillbox, but I make all styles.’

‘Sounds like an interesting career,’ Sam put in, when Izz took a breath in her comparison of Dingwalls and the Roundhouse.

‘It’s fantastic. So creative.’ Patrick raised his drink in a toast.

Ava smiled. Patrick’s flirtatiousness was too obvious to be attractive but if Ava responded to him Izz would have a chance to chat to Sam. How would Izz become more at ease with men if they didn’t stay in her conversations? ‘But aren’t you PR types creative, too, Patrick?’

Sam turned politely back to Izz, leaving Ava to listen as Patrick chatted about his place in the communications agency and the mix of commercial creativity, incisive innovation and sales craft that went into writing successful advertising copy. ‘We get a bit fed up with people saying that anyone in promo and publicity just plans parties and hands around champagne.’

Ava gave him a smile. ‘You mean you have to make the sandwiches, too?’

‘No – I order them from the deli.’ Patrick laughed.

Ava’s attention was taken when Izz, perhaps running out of conversational steam, turned to fight her way to the ladies.

Sam clapped Patrick on the shoulder. ‘Your turn to organise a round of drinks, I think. I just want a word with Ava.’

Patrick nodded and began to push his way towards the bar, leaving Sam and Ava together in the crush. She fidgeted, feeling slightly as if she’d been asked to stay behind by a head teacher.

But Sam was looking apologetic again. ‘I’m really sorry. Jake wasn’t expecting to be overheard, obviously. I’m not sure what to do but apologise. There seems no good way to say “He wasn’t saying things about you behind your back. He was saying things about your best friend.”’

Ava gave him the benefit of her best raised-eyebrows stare. ‘Not very nice of him.’

‘Sorry,’ he repeated. He did look sorry, his frank gaze unwavering. ‘Jake doesn’t mean any harm. The alcohol’s washed away a few of his social boundaries, that’s all. Izz hasn’t been at the agency long and she can pull together the server, network, intranet and database in her sleep, but people are finding her a bit … hard going.’

‘Not everybody finds it natural to be outgoing and schmoozing. Is it obligatory in a publicity shop?’

‘Probably not actually obligatory. But useful.’ He looked pained. ‘And we generally call Jermyn’s a comms agency rather than a publicity shop.’

Ava sipped her wine. ‘Noted. And I generally call Izz shy rather than hard going.’

A smile lurked at the corners of his mouth. ‘Also noted. And I usually call myself personable rather than schmoozing.’

She widened her eyes. ‘Seriously?’

He laughed, but subsided without further comment as Patrick came back, drinks clutched awkwardly. And then Izz returned, too, accepting another bottle of beer.

Patrick brushed Ava’s fingers with his as he passed her a glass of rosé. ‘So, are you ladies looking forward to Christmas?’

Deliberately, Ava looked at Izz, including her in the conversation.

‘We’ll eat and drink too much for a couple of days,’ responded Izz, cautiously, when it became obvious that the floor was hers. ‘And we’ll probably come down to Camden High Street because there’s always something to do and it’s on our doorstep.’

Ava waited, knowing what would come next. And, sure enough … ‘But Ava doesn’t like Christmas,’ Izz added.

Patrick did a theatrical double take. ‘Not like Christmas? When everybody has too much to eat and drink and there’s loads of partying? I love it all! Then, at New Year, we usually go skiing but it’ll just be me and Jake this time. Our mate Elliot doesn’t come any more and this year Sam can’t make it.’

‘Illness in the family,’ Sam said, briefly. He glanced curiously at Ava. ‘What don’t you like about Christmas?’

She shrugged. ‘Most things. Except, I agree that the parties can be good.’

A small frown quirked Sam’s brow. ‘What about when you were a child? Did you at least like it then?’

Ava was assailed with a rush of memories of putting up the Christmas trees at Gran’s house, a stately real one in the sitting room and a wonky little silver one in the kitchen. Ava had loved the kitchen tree best, twinkling multi-coloured lights at them as they baked mouth-watering mince pies and gingerbread Santas that smelled of Christmas. Ava’s heart clenched to remember Gran’s red apron with jolly robins on and her grey curls bobbing energetically as she rolled out pastry, laughing because she always managed to sprinkle flour over every surface in the room.

When it was all cleared up and the baking rested on cooling racks, present wrapping at the big kitchen table in a joyful muddle of paper, foil ribbon and sticky tape would take over, while carols played on Radio 4.

On Christmas morning, after present opening, they’d make dinner together, lighting a fire in the dining room grate to make it a special occasion.

Sometimes one of her parents made it to Gran’s for Christmas dinner, Ava and Gran scheduling the meal to fit in with a shift if necessary. Or else it would be just Ava and Gran pulling crackers and wearing paper hats that were too big, munching succulent turkey and Yorkshire puddings with tiny sausages baked into them.

Ava shook her thoughts back to the present, realising that Sam was waiting for a reply. ‘Yes, when I was very young. But Gran was the one who made Christmas happen in my family and she died when I was thirteen.’ Gran had smilingly seen to the everyday care of Ava while her parents pursued their careers and her loss had left a gaping hole in Ava’s teenaged soul. She avoided Izz’s gaze, not wanting to see reflected there the painful knowledge that Gran had died at Christmas, making Ava feel like hurling the gaily lit Christmas trees to the floor and jumping on them.

‘That must have been hard.’ Sam’s gaze was sympathetic. ‘Didn’t your parents take over?’

‘Not exactly.’ It was no new thing to be regarded with curiosity for not enjoying what everyone else in the country looked forward to all year and Ava had a well-honed explanation. ‘Mum was a doctor, Dad a senior police officer. Mum patched up the drunks in A and E and Dad dealt with the drunks who ended up in the cells. They don’t really believe in Christmas and think it’s a phoney exercise in commercialism. They always volunteered to work so those who valued the season could have time off.’

Patrick goggled as if Ava had just admitted that she came from a family of aliens. ‘If they don’t believe in Christmas, what do they believe in?’

She made a face. ‘Hard reality, I suppose. My parents are lovely, and we all love each other, but they were career-orientated and so much of their focus was outward.’ Not inward, on their family. Family. The word conjured up siblings – not just the one child who had occasionally felt in the way and had grown to realise the best way to please her parents was to be as independent as possible. She remembered their congratulations when she’d begun to make family meals, the proud smiles as they told their friends how good she was at it.

Sam’s frown deepened into a cleft between his eyes. ‘I’ve never heard Christmas made to sound less fun.’

‘You should come to my party!’ Patrick jumped in. ‘Next Saturday, in Balham. Loads of nice people, lots of alcohol, a bit of food. Music. A proper party, none of this standing shoulder-to-shoulder stuff, frightened your drink’s going to be knocked from your hand. Hasn’t Tod mentioned it to you? He’ll be in Balham for something, anyway. His girlfriend lives there, doesn’t she?’

‘She does. It’s because he’s always over there for BalCom that he met her,’ Ava admitted unenthusiastically.

‘BalCom?’ Sam looked mystified.

‘Tod’s comic club. We go to their Christmas meeting at the Snooty Fox every year. In fancy dress. The comickers create stunning costumes, everything from Superman to the Joker. It’s OK for us more ordinary folk to aim a little lower, though. Last year I was a reindeer with antlers made out of branches stuck in a pair of tights.’

Patrick looked pained. ‘Ah, erm, he’s invited me, too, but I’ll be too busy with the party. But why don’t you come on to my place when the pub shuts? I’ll make sure we keep some goodies back for you.’

‘Thank you,’ Izz stuttered. She flicked a glance Sam’s way.

Intercepting that fleeting look and reading hopefulness there, Ava felt she had little choice but to smile and accept, too, although she was pretty certain that Tod hadn’t mentioned the party because Patrick had only this instant decided to invite them. But Izz was looking at her boss as if he were made of her favourite chocolate and obviously wanted to grab the opportunity of spending more out-of-office time with him. It would take a harder heart than Ava’s to deny her.

And, as they’d already arranged to stay at Louise’s, she couldn’t even claim it would be too difficult to get home to Camden in the early hours. She was still pondering an escape strategy when Izz’s expression altered. ‘There’s Harvey,’ she whispered, grabbing Ava’s hand.

Ava shrank down. ‘Oh no. I don’t want to see him.’ She could hardly hiss, ‘Duck!’ at Izz, but she was all too aware that Izz’s height made her hard to overlook. If Harvey spotted her, he’d assume Ava to be nearby.

‘Boyfriend?’ Patrick sounded wary.

‘Ex. He just can’t seem to get used to it.’ Ava took a surreptitious peek, absorbing, between the sea of constantly moving heads and shoulders, Harvey’s bloodshot eyes and uncertain movements. ‘Damn, he’s drunk.’

Izz shifted uneasily. ‘Nothing new there, then. He’s heading over.’

‘Hell.’ Ava tried to make herself smaller still.

Sam leaned in, as if to help her hide. ‘You don’t have to talk to someone if you have concerns about them.’ His face had set in forbidding lines.

‘I know.’ Touched at this unlooked-for support, Ava found herself unexpectedly aware of the brush of warm breath against her cheek. ‘He’s not a concern. Or not exactly. I ended things and he’s proving that he’s not a good loser.’

‘Ava!’ Harvey hailed her when he was still yards away, making no friends as he shoved his way rudely through the crowd, pulling tinsel awry as he brushed past the big wooden pillars. ‘I’ve been hoping to bump into you. Haven’t you been out in Camden?’

Resignedly, Ava was obliged to acknowledge him. ‘Harvey. How have you been?’

In the heaving bar most men had discarded jackets and ties. Harvey, however, was tailor-shop perfect, his dark curls running smoothly over his head and even his thick eyebrows looking as if they’d been brushed. Only his movements and his sliding gaze were untidy. ‘I could have been better,’ he proclaimed meaningfully. ‘A lot better.’ All his attention was on Ava. He treated Izz as if she were invisible.

Ava tried to head him off from yet another dissection of their relationship’s demise but Harvey plunged in. He was sorry, he vowed. How many times did he have to apologise? She must understand he’d had a few drinks and hadn’t known what he was doing. How could he make her forgive him? They’d been good together, hadn’t they?

A couple of times she tried to break in, ‘There’s no point—’, but Harvey just became increasingly hectoring. Ava’s compassion for his struggle with rejection warred with her irritation at being harangued, and her feeling of vague surprise that they’d ever been an item. They had had fun, in the early days. It was just that the good memories had been overlaid with bad. Hard to credit though it was, looking at the red-faced loud-voiced embarrassment standing in front of her, when Harvey wasn’t drunk he was smart, articulate and interesting.

They’d met just before Ava left Ceri, who had become a client of the accountants Harvey worked for. His dark eyes had glowed whenever they rested on Ava and the time they’d been together had begun fuelled by lust. Healthy lust, admittedly – but that had fizzled on Ava’s side as she became increasingly aware of Harvey’s hard drinking taking up more and more of his life. She’d fallen for sober Harvey and fallen out with drunk Harvey. Crunch time had been more about relief than grief for Ava.

Now, as he loudly pleaded his case, Harvey managed to edge out Izz and Patrick by insinuating his way between them and Ava, but Sam proved harder to turn his back on. Quite openly listening in, he shifted, coming to rest with his arm against Ava’s.

Harvey focused on Sam and scowled. Then he switched on a big smile for Ava. ‘You’re under the mistletoe! If you don’t kiss anyone you’ll get bad luck all year.’ To Ava’s horror, he made an unsteady but purposeful lunge in her direction.

Before she could decide which way to dodge, an arm around her shoulders swung her neatly out of Harvey’s path. Sam brushed a kiss on her temple. ‘Just in case you’re superstitious.’

Ava blinked, stunned and half-admiring that he’d thwarted Harvey so effectively, even if it had meant taking a bit of a liberty.

Harvey halted foolishly, mouth ajar. Then, frowning like a goblin, he began to back up, barging into people and spilling their drinks, lifting his voice higher the further away he travelled. ‘Ava, Ava, I need a private word with you, Ava. Over here.’

Sam looked down into Ava’s eyes. ‘If you don’t want to go with him, you can tell him we’re on a date.’

Ava debated, twisting her hands in indecision. ‘That’s a tempting offer.’ But people were wincing at Harvey’s loud mouth, frowning from him to Ava, making her feel responsible. She squared her shoulders. ‘But it’s obviously time I put an end to his pestering me. I must be able to find a way to convince him.’

‘It’s probable that he’ll only—’

Disregarding whatever advice Sam was about to dish out, Ava dumped her empty glass and followed in Harvey’s wake, fighting through the crowd, attempting, at the same time, to convey apologies to everyone he’d knocked into, remembering how this behaviour had proved the norm amongst his friends. However well-cut their suits and dresses and however shiny their expensive shoes, they’d habitually begun an evening as clever, funny, successful people yet been mortifying embarrassments by the end. Cocktails or ale, it hadn’t mattered, just as long as they could get drunk on it. Then they’d play down each other’s behaviour by terming it ‘getting merry’ or ‘taking the edge off’.

Eventually Harvey reached back a hand and grabbed her wrist, pulling her out through a door that said ‘Staff Only’, which led into a dusty corridor with dirty paintwork barren of tinsel and jolly messages, crates of empty bottles stacked at one side, smelling of stale beer.

Harvey came to rest against a wall, clinging on to Ava’s hand, his face fixed in lines of woe. ‘Don’t date other men, Ava. Be with me. Deanna and Ollie, Ali and Jen, they all keep asking where you are.’ He dipped his head and tried to plant a wobbly kiss on her lips.

Ava stepped smartly back, yanking her arm free. ‘Don’t, Harvey! I’m sure your friends don’t miss me in the slightest. And I’m not dating anyone. Sam works with Tod, that’s all.’

His step forward matched her step back. ‘Then let’s see if we can’t sort this whole thing out.’

She warded him off with raised hands. ‘It’s been sorted since August, when you got off your face at V Festival and I found you and a woman naked in our tent.’

‘But nothing happened!’ he protested. ‘C’mon, Ava, that’s the thing with being that drunk. Nothing, y’know … happens.’ He pumped his hips suggestively, putting in an inelegant stagger to maintain his balance.

‘Something did happen. I got tired of your drinking, and that was the end.’

‘But I love you—’ He lunged at her.

Ava tried a calm smile and a side step, although her breathing quickened with the first stirrings of alarm. ‘Now you’re just being dramatic. I don’t want to hurt your feelings but I’m leaving now. Bye, Harvey.’ She made to step around him.

He remained stubbornly in her way. ‘You don’t love me?’

‘No.’ She tried to squeeze through the other way.

‘You used to.’

That halted her. ‘I did not!’

‘You did—’

She jammed indignant hands on her hips. ‘I did not! We never even talked about it. We went out for a few months, that’s all. You’re getting things out of proportion. Get over it! We’re done.’

His hand clamped once more onto her arm. ‘We didn’t need to talk about it. It was understood.’

Ava jerked her arm free once more, flushing, hating his hands on her, hating that he thought it was OK to badger her and ride roughshod over her wishes. ‘Forget it.’ She made another dart for freedom.

He simply swayed his drunken body into her path, his smile turning chilly. ‘Let me … persuade you.’

‘Don’t be a loser.’ The door out of the claustrophobic little corridor was but two steps away. The stale smell was beginning to make her feel sick. She began to edge an arm past Harvey.

‘Do you remember when I got my new phone?’ His words were slow, heavy with meaning.

She paused. Her hand hovered over the door handle.

He fumbled his phone from his pocket and began prodding and swiping at the screen. ‘We had fun. Izz had gone off to visit her parents and we had the flat to ourselves. You took me to your studio for a private fashion show.’

Harvey turned his phone over to let her see the screen.

Stomach plummeting, Ava found herself gazing at a picture of herself, champagne glass in hand, a scarlet cocktail hat on the side of her head. And wearing nothing else but a mischievous smile.

With exaggerated showmanship Harvey swiped from one photo to another: Ava in hat after hat. Pose after pose. He squinted at the phone lasciviously. ‘Look! You’re doing one of my favourite things in this one.’

‘But I deleted those images from your phone,’ she whispered in horror.

Jerkily, he nodded. ‘Yeah, you waited until I was in the bathroom and did it behind my back. But as I was hooked up to your wifi, the photos had already automatically backed up. Lucky, eh?’ His laugh was low and unpleasant. ‘I could send them to my contacts list, put them on Facebook—’

Her eyes flew to his. ‘You wouldn’t.’ Ava could hardly breathe for the horrifying vision of his self-assured friends laughing at her humiliation, swapping the images like trading cards. Her friends could see the images, too, if he posted publicly.

‘Wouldn’t I?’

Panicky scenarios flapped through her mind. The police? But she’d been a police officer’s daughter long enough to know that the police could only act once Harvey had posted the photos. Threats made where nobody else could hear them weren’t something they could investigate.

Shit. Perhaps getting snappy with him had been a tactical error. Calmly, so he wouldn’t see how much he’d rattled her, she tried to de-escalate the situation. ‘What you’re threatening is deliberate humiliation.’

Harvey’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Who, me? Threatening?’ His expression switched jerkily from malice to a dopey smile. ‘You’re beautiful, Ava. I want us to get back together. If we were back together …’ He waved his phone in an airy circle. ‘All this would just go away.’

And blackmail is such a pretty reason to be in a relationship. Quashing the urge to spit that thought in his face, she tried a conciliatory smile. ‘I have to trust the guy I’m with. If I could trust you, you’d delete those images from the cloud.’

‘You can trust me. Sweetheart, darling, you can.’

Ava felt rising hope. ‘Can you get on the internet here?’

Harvey’s gaze lost focus as he processed her words. Finally, he gave a co-operative nod. Then, with a bit of fumbling, he hooked up to the pub’s wifi. The connection was grindingly slow, and Ava felt she might burst with the tension, but his cloud sign-in page did eventually appear. Holding the phone at an angle, so that she could watch his actions, he went over the intimate images, deleting each one from his online storage and the phone’s memory, while Ava silently gritted her teeth as he lingered lovingly over every explicit one, especially those in which Harvey featured. Ava cringed to think she’d ever … 

As the last image changed shape and swooshed into the little trash can icon in the corner of the screen, she breathed properly once again.

‘Thank you.’ She forced herself to speak pleasantly, though hot fury was licking through her at what Harvey had just put her through. Now all she was interested in was getting out of this horrible little corridor that smelled like a drunk in the morning, and away from Harvey. The noisy crowded bar the other side of the door was beginning to feel like an oasis of safety. ‘I really appreciate you doing the right thing.’

‘So we can begin again?’

For goodness’ sake! You’ve just shown yourself to be lower than a worm’s man-parts! She took a step towards the door. ‘Sorry, Harvey. What happened at V Festival proved to be the last straw but I wouldn’t have stuck around much longer in any case. You’re mean when you’re drunk and you do things that can’t always be undone.’

Silence. His expression darkened. But then he tipped back his head and laughed. Blinking, he focused on her once more. ‘I can undo stuff. I can undo plenty. I can undo deleting those pictures.’ A few taps and gestures over the screen of his phone and he turned it back to face her. The box next to Automatically back up images across all devices was ticked, making a chill run down Ava’s spine. ‘They’re still on my iPad. It’s not magic that I was able to get those photos to reappear on my phone, Ava. It’s technology.’

‘You bastard!’ The desire to escape overwhelmed her and Ava shoved blindly, uncaring that Harvey bounced drunkenly off the wall.

Tears burning the back of her throat, she wrenched open the door and fled.


Chapter Three

Not currently dating

Sam didn’t realise he’d been watching the door that had closed behind Ava and her ex-boyfriend until she catapulted back through it.

His breath caught. Her blue eyes, big and doll-like anyway, looked enormous. Her chest was heaving.

What had just happened? Was she furious? Frightened? He even toyed with the possibility that she’d just had sex. Something had to account for her wild look of disorientation.

A quick backward glance, then Ava cast about the room until her gaze fell on Izz, presently talking to Tod and his girlfriend. As she started towards them, Sam detached himself from Patrick and Jake and plotted an intercepting course.

‘OK?’ he enquired casually, as their paths met.

Ava nodded. The feathers on her hat trembled.

‘Another drink?’

This time she accepted without protest. ‘Thanks.’

He watched her resume her route towards Izz and Tod before he undertook the tiresome process of carving a way to the bar. He checked on her again while he waited to be served. Unspeaking, she was giving no indication of listening to the others. Her gaze was focused inwards and she looked as if she’d been thrown into the bar from a different planet.

Interesting woman. Tod and Izz had talked about Ava and he supposed he’d expected someone … well, someone like them. Not exactly cool kids. But Ava was coolness personified. A profusion of plaits showing beneath her stylish hat, dress like a second skin. Next to Izz’s long straight lines, Ava was all curvy neat ones.

When Sam finally got back to the group after waiting what seemed like an hour to be served, Ava muttered her thanks but stared at the drink as if she’d forgotten what to do with it.

He tried to engage her. ‘So you’ve been friends with Todd and Izz since …?’

‘Since school.’ She glanced at Tod and Izz as if reassuring herself that they were nearby, then glanced back over her shoulder.

He read her uneasiness. ‘If you’re looking for your ex, he came out a few minutes ago and disappeared into the crowd.’

‘Right. Thanks.’ Fractionally, her shoulders relaxed.

He waited, giving her an opportunity to take part in the conversation. She didn’t take it. He tried again. ‘Did you tell him we’re on a date?’

She looked down into her wine. ‘No.’

He watched her thoughtfully, suspicious about what had turned her into this Stepford version of herself. He lowered his voice. ‘He didn’t hurt you?’

‘No.’ But there was no conviction in the word.

‘Is he still “ex”?’

‘Yes!’

Maybe she needed something to snap her out of whatever spell was on her. He’d been planning to attempt a connection – a plan he suspected Patrick of sharing, judging by his friend’s expression whenever he looked at Ava. Sam might as well see if he could steal a march. Patrick had no guy code and would do the same in a heartbeat. ‘Would you like to?’

Her breathing had calmed now and she was beginning to look more aware of her surroundings. ‘Like to …?’

‘Go on a date.’

A tiny frown nipped the skin between her brows. ‘With you?’

‘I’m not in the habit of pimping for anyone, so yes.’ He smiled. He was used to a certain amount of success with that smile. ‘I’d like to.’

Intrigue stole across her face. For a second he thought she was going to say yes, she’d love to.

Until Izz chose that moment to join in hesitantly with the conversation. ‘Sam, I was just thinking – if you want, that is – shall I tell you next time I’m going to a local gig? If it’s a band you like I could get us tickets.’

Frustrated at the interruption, Sam kept his answer short. ‘I don’t think that anyone I like is playing in Camden any time soon.’ Then realising that Ava’s nascent smile had switched to a hard stare, tried, belatedly, to soften his response. ‘But thanks for the offer. It’s really kind of you.’

Izz’s face fell. ‘Oh. OK.’ Blushing furiously, she turned quickly back to Tod.

Ava moved closer. Even above the rest of the crowd, Sam caught a hint of her perfume. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she hissed. ‘She just asked you out. Do you know how hard that was for her?’

He winced. ‘Hell. She did, didn’t she? I suppose that as I was asking you out at the time I was focusing on that. Look, Izz is great but she’s not my type. Maybe I’m intimidated by her obvious intelligence.’

‘But I’m a thicko, so I’m OK?’

Though taken aback at her prickliness, he wasn’t up for someone putting words into his mouth specifically so that she could feel slighted. ‘I didn’t say that. Forget I asked.’

For a millisecond he thought she looked contrite, or hurt, or both. But then she assumed a politely bland expression. ‘I’m not currently dating, to be honest. I have to concentrate on other aspects of my life.’

‘Fine.’

The swirling racket of the bar made it hard for Ava to order her thoughts as she took Izz’s arm and gave it a comforting squeeze. Louise was recounting some story but she might as well have been speaking Russian. Tod had asked Ava twice now whether she was OK. Even when Patrick came up wearing mistletoe on his belt buckle, grinning as if he was the first guy to ever think of it, Ava wasn’t able to summon a smile.

Why had she ever let Harvey take those photos? It had seemed like a bit of naughty fun at the time. Yet everyone knew that once digital images existed they had the potential to become uncontrollable beasts, shared and replicated with one quick click. Or even no clicks at all if the right boxes were already ticked.

Did she have any rights over images she’d consented to having committed to somebody else’s memory card? Ethically, perhaps. But had Harvey and ethics even shaken hands?

She could appeal to his better nature once he was sober but if several months had elapsed and he hadn’t permanently deleted the images, then he wasn’t going to.

Stomach churning, she acknowledged that the damage was done. Her only option was to wait on tenterhooks to find out whether Harvey would share the pictures on his social networks. Or with strangers. Or sell the images to some scuzzy website. Her bile rose at the idea of being turned into an unwitting porn star.

And what if he’d done it already?


Chapter Four

A bit of a redo

Ava was jolted from her unhappy reverie by a phone being waved drunkenly before her eyes.

An image blazed from the screen – flesh, hat, breasts, legs. No! On a wave of panic Ava snatched at the handset but, at the same moment, was shoved hard. Drink shooting from her hand, head whipping back, she crashed into a nearby group.

Through their tuts and squeals she heard Sam snap, ‘Hey! Cut that out!’

Then Harvey’s familiar laughter ringing in her ears.

By the time Ava had regained her balance she was too late to see more than Harvey’s rear view as he cannoned his way out of the bar. She didn’t have a hope of catching up with him. Bastard. People around her glared at her as they brushed wine ostentatiously from their clothes.

‘Sorry,’ she croaked.

Sam’s brow was ridged in a black frown. ‘It wasn’t your fault, that idiot just gave you a hell of a shove. Are you OK? What was all that about?’

Humiliated tears lodged in Ava’s throat as she realised that Sam could easily have caught a flash of what had been on Harvey’s phone screen.

But there was no sign of it in his voice. ‘He’s gone. You’re safe.’

Izz broke in. ‘Get the police, Ava. Get him locked up.’ She looked white and upset. Izz had a thin skin so far as hostility was concerned.

Sam’s focus remained on Ava. ‘You’re safe,’ he repeated. ‘But there are plenty of witnesses here who saw you were assaulted. Izz’s right, you could call the police.’

Tod patted Ava’s arm, worriedly. ‘Are you hurt? Your feather’s, um, a bit …’ He made a crooked shape with his finger.

Ava unpinned her hat. The tallest glossy black feather was comically crushed. She rubbed her neck, which ached from the whiplash effect of being flung through the air, and swallowed down her tears. ‘I don’t want to call the police. I’ll go home.’

Izz looked anxious. ‘Don’t you want to go for the Indian meal that’s arranged? The booking’s in twenty minutes.’

‘Maybe Ava’s not hungry?’ Sam suggested.

Ava glanced at him gratefully. ‘I just want to go home.’ If she didn’t, she might bawl like a child.

Tod slung a protective arm around her, his very awkwardness comforting. ‘I think we ought to go with you. We can cancel the Indian.’

Ava gave him a grateful hug. ‘I’m all right, Tod. It’s been a long day and a bad day and I want to be on my own. You guys go and enjoy the meal.’ She fought to keep her voice steady. ‘See you, everybody. Nice to meet those I hadn’t met before.’ Turning away quickly, she cut out the opportunity for further protest.

Outside, the cold air snatched her breath. Dismayed to discover that she was trembling, Ava hugged herself against the chill as she turned down Camden High Street, still clutching her hat. The sleet had thickened whilst she’d been in Blaggard’s. Hurrying as much as her heels would allow, she crossed the canal and turned right past blocks of flats and railway bridges, children’s play areas and graffiti. People thought Camden must be so cool but once you got away from the High Street, the markets and the venues, it wasn’t that different to anywhere else. Anywhere else with a canal and goths and punks, anyway.

The streets grew quieter once Camden High Street was behind her and in ten minutes she reached the familiarity of School Road. Houses of twenty different colours lined up shoulder-to-shoulder like an anxious family waiting for her to come home. She paused. Then swung around.

Thirty yards away, a man was standing, watching her. Her heart leaped to her throat.

Then she realised that the tall figure was Sam Jermyn.

‘What are you doing?’ she called, not sure if she should be outraged that she apparently couldn’t be trusted to walk a few streets on her own, or appreciative that he’d been concerned enough to desert his co-workers and shadow her.

Slowly, he stepped into a circle of light at the base of a street lamp. ‘Sorry if I’m crossing a line; I was concerned that your ex might have still been in the vicinity when you left. As he was drunk …’ When she didn’t respond he jammed his hands into his pockets. ‘I’m not usually weird enough to follow girls home.’

It actually hadn’t occurred to her to be alarmed when she realised it was him hovering, a guardian angel in a three-piece suit. ‘I expect you were being kind.’ She tucked her numb hands under her armpits. ‘Are you going off to the restaurant?’

‘I should. I’m supposed to be putting the bill on my credit card.’ The lamp’s halo of light suddenly began to shimmer as the sleet turned to snow, floating down to glisten on the pavements. Hunching his shoulders as he glanced around at the falling flakes, he pulled up his collar.

‘You’re going to get frozen.’ Ava’s teeth began to chatter. It was as if the two of them were in a snow globe that someone had given a good shake.

He nodded philosophically.

She pushed at the door, unwilling to stay out in the inhospitable winter evening an instant longer. ‘You could come in. Call a cab and wait in the warm or have a hot drink and see if the snow passes.’

He was beside her in seconds, snow beading his hair. ‘A hot drink sounds fantastic.’

The hall was cramped and she was aware of the fresh coolness of the rain emanating from his clothes. ‘The sitting room’s through that door.’ She flicked the lights on and pointed the way, dumping her abused pillbox hat on the hall table. ‘Make yourself at home. I’m frozen and I’m going to change.’ She wasn’t shivering any less violently now she was indoors.

As he headed up the hall, she ran up both flights of stairs and into her bedroom in the attic, pulling off her clothes, damp from rain and spilled wine, huddling thankfully into jeans, jumper, two pairs of socks and mulberry and cream Peruvian knitted slippers. Warmth over style.

Back downstairs, she found that Sam had hung his damp jacket on the sitting room door and claimed the jewel-green armchair in the corner. He was turning her bedraggled hat over in his hands contemplatively. ‘Is this fixable?’

‘Yes, it just needs a bit of a redo. I think the whole evening does,’ she joked feebly.

He grinned. ‘It did look a bit too exciting for comfort.’

After ascertaining that he would prefer coffee to hot chocolate Ava went into the kitchen and switched on the kettle. ‘Sorry it’s only instant,’ she said, as she carried both mugs into the sitting room. She took the other armchair, ruby red, and regarded him from under her lashes.

He smiled apologetically. ‘Sorry to impose on you. I’ve texted Patrick to take care of the bill on the agency’s behalf and I’ll call a minicab when I’ve drunk this.’

‘It’s OK.’ It was true that she’d rather have sunk into a hot bath before bed than entertain someone she’d only just met, but she could hardly blame Sam for the rain now clattering at the windows. She tucked her feet up into the squashy cushions and savoured the heat of the coffee. ‘It was good of you to worry about Harvey. I didn’t really think about him still being outside.’

Her phone beeped the arrival of a text message and she slipped her phone from her pocket to look at the screen. Then froze. The caller ID said Harvey.

Her finger hovered over the message icon. Slowly, reluctantly, she opened it. No words. Just an image.

Nausea swept over her in a cold tide. That wasn’t a view of herself she could usually see without a mirror.

Sam was watching Ava when she checked her phone. He didn’t think he’d ever seen anybody change colour so quickly. It gave him an odd feeling, as if a string ran from her emotions to his guts.

‘OK?’ he queried, neutrally.

She blinked huge eyes. ‘Fine.’

But he could almost see her heart pounding. What the hell was going on? Why had that arse of an ex been so unpleasantly physical?

Sam dropped his gaze to the small round hat and made his voice conversational. ‘My mother’s involved in a support group for women who have been made to feel unsafe. In terms of situations to be wary of, your ex raises a lot of flags. Alcohol. Anger. Violence. Perhaps unresolved conflict. I was probably being overly cautious in suspecting that he’d hang around outside the bar but I’ve read the literature her support group puts out and I know bad stuff happens too easily.’

‘It was very responsible of you to check I got home.’ Her voice was almost entirely without inflexion.

He shrugged, as if being called responsible was a criticism, turning the small hat over, careful of the mashed feather. The hat smelled like new clothes. ‘He worried you. He was violent. If that concerns me then possibly it should concern you. It’s an option to seek support, either from a group or from the police.’

‘Harvey can be an arse and he’s risen to new heights. But he’s never tried anything like he did tonight.’ Absently, she began to uncoil her hair, running her fingers through it until it fell, crinkly from the plaits, nearly to her waist.

Sensing that she was reluctant to dwell on the subject, he offered her an escape route. ‘Tell me about making hats.’

Rather than becoming animated and enthusiastic, as he’d envisaged, she rolled her eyes. ‘If it was that easy to explain I wouldn’t have spent four years at university to learn the craft, let alone worked for peanuts to gain experience.’

‘Right.’ He took out his phone, ready to ring a cab before the snow could settle and make getting home a chore. The agency Christmas bash wasn’t his idea of heaven but he’d taken responsibility for it as part of his role to encourage bonding among the creative talent. Ms Fine-One-Minute-Terse-the-Next here was undoubtedly a creative talent – but not Jermyn’s. Not his problem.

But then she sighed. ‘Sorry! It’s a bit of a sore point with me right now, that’s all. But I can show you, if you want. It’s easier than trying to explain.’

He paused, his thumb hovering over the name of a taxi company. ‘You’re going to make me a hat?’

A smile fleeted across her face. It sparkled her eyes and softened the fullness of her lips. ‘I was thinking more of showing you my workroom. If you want me to make you a hat it’ll cost serious money.’

He finished the last of his coffee and deposited the mug on the wooden floor. ‘Sounds interesting. I’ve never met a hat maker before.’

‘Milliner.’ She put down her cup and rose to her feet. ‘Let’s go upstairs.’

Let’s go upstairs. Sternly, he told himself not to return an appreciative reply or let his thoughts show on his face. Ava’s faint flush told him that she was already all too aware of how it had sounded.

He followed her up two flights. When they reached the top floor, they passed a door on the right and she pulled it shut. Bedroom. A none-too-subtle signpost that he wouldn’t be getting in there. She switched on the light in another room and he found they were under the eaves. A skylight gazed up at a starless night and snowflakes landed on the glass before slithering slowly down.

‘Welcome to my studio. Here’s where I take a variety of materials, add steam and a little enchantment – and out come hats.’ She swept a theatrical hand towards the shelves of teetering circular wooden forms, a whole spectrum of thread racked on spools near the window and a scarlet hat perched on a stand. A sink hugged one wall and a full-length mirror gleamed from a corner.

He picked up a fold of bright blue hessian-like fabric from a work surface. ‘Do you make the hats out of this stuff?’

‘Some of them. It’s sinamay, a natural material, woven by hand. It dyes beautifully. But I use all kinds of materials, like felt, crinoline or straw, too.’

Boxes stood in the centre of the floor.
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