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  I gaze out of my bedroom window into the dark winter morning as the snowflakes fall softly outside. Is this it? I wonder. Its not a sudden
  change in the wind, like the one that carried Mary Poppins to the Banks family, or the tornado that carried Dorothy to Oz, but maybe, just maybe, this downfall is the universes way of
  telling me that my life is about to change. A flurry of snow to signal the flurry of action Ive been waiting for so long.


  I drop the curtains so that they fall back in place and dash over to my dressing table where my Advent calendar is propped up against the mirror. I smile as I open door number one and pop the
  chocolate in my mouth. The picture is of a snow globe. Another sign that things are about to be shaken up?


  Half an hour later I slam the front door behind me, heave my bike down the front steps and hop on, feeling a thrill of anticipation. Today big things are going to happen, I just know it.


  Today, like every work day, Im wearing plain black trousers, a white shirt (with a thermal vest underneath) and flat brogues. Im also wrapped in a cardigan, my sensible knee-length
  duffel coat, bobble hat, and a multicoloured striped scarf, which Ive wound tightly around my neck and mouth. Not a great look but its not like anyone is going to notice at this time
  of the morning. Or indeed at any time. Its been two years since anyone really looked at me. That was when Jamie broke up with me.


  Obviously Ive changed massively since then and Im completely over him. Well, maybe not completely. But, you know, these things take time. Two years isnt that long to
  get over a five-year relationship, is it? I dont care what my sister says, its perfectly understandable that Im not quite there yet. Besides, since we broke up Ive been
  focusing on other aspects of my life. I mean, I dont live with my parents any more, for a start. OK, so I do live with my big sister, Delilah, and her husband, Will, in the converted attic
  in their house overlooking a gorgeous square in Primrose Hill, but its different because Im independent. Like a 28-year-old woman should be. Well, independent apart from the fact that
  in exchange for my lodging I have to look after my 3-year-old niece, Lola, and 2-year-old nephew, Raffy, before and after work. Its not ideal, but I cant complain.


  I inhale deeply and gaze around me wondrously. How could I fail to feel positive on a day like this? The roofs of the grand Regency houses on Chalcot Square are covered in white, as if a big
  scoop of vanilla ice cream has melted all over the peppermint, orange, raspberry and lemon sorbet-coloured houses. And the pretty garden that they surround looks like a Christmas cake thats
  just been covered with a thick layer of royal icing. I push off, wobbling a little as I weave round it and cycle on to Regents Park Road.


  I cross the road and head over to Primrose Hill, pedalling hard to break through the thick layer of snow that crunches under my wheels. Then I stop for a moment and just cruise downhill, feeling
  the wind whip against my cheeks, throwing my head back and closing my eyes so that I feel like Im suspended in space and time. I open my eyes, grip the handlebars tightly and pedal furiously
  again. Because today, for once, Im determined to go somewhere.


  It feels as if I have been magically transported back in time as I cycle into Portland Place. No vehicles are on the streets and I cant help but imagine them when they were cobbled and
  filled with horses and carriages. Im just picturing myself in full Victorian costume, when I swing off down New Cavendish Street and onto Great Titchfield Street, past the unlit pubs and
  restaurants, and then I swerve down a smaller road, skidding to a halt as I pull up in front of Hardys department store: a place that has been my daytime home for the past two years and
  where, today, all my career dreams will finally come true.
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  Hardys sits elegantly on the corner of two streets just north (or, as many people say, the wrong side) of Regent Street. Over
  the other side is Soho, home to numerous famous theatres, legendary restaurants and cool, destination bars. But here, in Noho, were like Sohos less famous but much
  prettier sibling. Officially classed as in Fitzrovia, Hardys is too far from the big shops on Regent and Oxford Street for the crowds who flock there every day. Tourists dont know
  were here, and Londoners would far rather visit salubrious Selfridges, quaint Liberty or just-plain-useful John Lewis than schlep all the way over to us.


  The small but perfectly formed store seems to rise up before me now like a pop-up picture in a childrens Christmas book. I sit back on my saddle and glance up at it fondly, panting a
  little from my uncharacteristic race to the store. Im not usually this desperate to get to work but today is different: the Big Announcement is happening at 9 a.m. My manager, Sharon, came
  into the stockroom last week and told me that theyre looking to promote someone to be assistant manager of the shop floor. She said that they had their eye on someone whod been with
  the company for a long time (hello! Two years!), who knew the stock inside out (Im only the stockroom manager) as well as the customers (I can name all of our regular customers off
  the cuff). Then shed said they wanted someone who was passionate about the store. And if that wasnt the biggest ever hint in the universe, then I dont know what is.
  There isnt anything I dont know about Hardys. And Sharon knows how much Id love to be out there on the shop floor, talking to customers, selling, being part of it
  all.


  The store itself has seen better days, it has barely any customers and the stock wouldnt look out of place in a museum, but I still love the old place. Thats why I was so excited
  to get a job here two years ago  even if it was only in the stockroom. I thought Id only be working there for a short while, until they saw my potential and moved me on to the shop
  floor. But that still hasnt happened. At least it hasnt until today . . .


  I glance up at the clock on the front of the store. Its still only six thirty. I chain up my bike in the parking bay and find I cant tear my eyes away from the store faade.
  Hardys is a beautiful four-storey Edwardian building with warm sandstone bricks that sit above the modern glass-fronted ground floor. Beautiful arched baroque windows line the entire first
  floor like a dozen eyes peering down on the street. Above them, thin rectangular windows are poised like eyelashes to flutter at passers-by. The rooftop silhouette is dominated by ornate columned
  balconies and a central domed tower, which is now lightly covered in a layer of snow. At the front of this tower is a clock that has been telling the time to passing Londoners for a hundred years.
  But looking at it now, the hands seem to stay perfectly still, like theyre frozen in time. Even the windows seem to stare blankly back at me. Its as if the store is in a deep
  sleep.


  It might be the 1 December but you wouldnt know it here at Hardys. Its supposed to be the busiest shopping period of the year, but each day the store is like a ghost town.
  And to make matters worse, the board of directors has decided to go minimal on the decorations this year. So theyve got rid of Hardys traditional, crowd-pleasing fifty-foot-high
  Norwegian spruce, which has stood next to the central staircase, dripping with decorations and proudly guarding its bounty of beautifully wrapped gift boxes each December for decades. Instead, in a
  fit of frugality, Rupert Hardy, the fourth generation Hardy family member to manage the store, suggested that we make use of the two dozen tacky silver artificial Christmas trees that his father,
  Sebastian, had bought back in the 1980s but never used. Rupert said that they are a nod to the new, trendy Christmas minimalism, but we all know that its just a money-saving
  measure. But at what cost? I feel like asking. No one wants to shop at a place that is devoid of Christmas spirit. And customers only have to see the sorrowful-looking windows to conclude that
  Hardys is severely lacking in yuletide cheer.


  I sigh as I look at the spray-on snow framing the dozen small, sad trees, which are apparently meant to symbolize the Twelve Days of Christmas, three in each of the four big store windows. They
  look pathetic. And now the real snow that has settled on the pavements this morning is illuminating the sorry state of our half-hearted Christmas windows even more.


  I walk into the staff entrance at the side of the building, swiping my card and smiling at Felix, the security guard, who is, as ever, utterly occupied by his Sudoku. Along the corridor, I pass
  the staff noticeboards featuring details of the latest Employee of the Month. This month its my good friend Carly. Im really happy for her; she deserves it. She does a
  great job in the personal shopping department, with her gift for finding the right style for anyone, no matter what their size, shape, personality  or even proclivity. (She once had a pre-op
  transgender client who, after two hours with Carly, walked out of Hardys looking like he no longer needed an operation. Amazing.) She says shes like a matchmaker, except with
  customers and clothes.


  I cant pretend, though, that Im not disappointed that it wasnt my turn to be given the accolade. Ive never been awarded Employee of the Month, whereas Carlys
  received it twice in the six months shes worked here. But its OK, I tell myself as I stand in front of her picture  noting how everything about her seems to sparkle with life:
  her eyes, teeth, skin, hair; shes practically iridescent  today its my turn. Carly may have got the job in Personal Shopping, but a managerial role for someone who knows
  Hardys inside out? Thats much more me.


  The noticeboard features a photograph of every staff member. Im proud to say I know each one of them; I know their partners names, their kids names, ages and their
  (infinite) talents. I know where they live, what their worries are, their hopes, their dreams. Theres Gwen, the beauty department manager; a bright, incredibly polished woman, who is hiding
  a terrible secret behind that beaming, painted-on smile: mountains of credit card debts. Then theres Jenny, Gwens faithful assistant. Shes thirty-five and has been trying for a
  baby without success. In the two years that Ive worked here Ive watched her go from a hopeful honeymooner to someone who believes she may never be a mother. She and her husband want
  to have IVF treatment and she is desperate to make sales in the store so she can earn more commission to pay for this. Its awful seeing her so despondent now the store is so quiet.


  Then my gaze settles on the photo of Guy, who works in Menswear. I suspect he had his teeth whitened especially for the picture; I almost need sunglasses to look at it. Hes fabulously
  camp but recently hes lost his sparkle. His long-term boyfriend, Paul, dumped him for a younger man and, with his fortieth fast approaching, Guy has been swathed in uncharacteristic
  melancholy for weeks. Everyones rather worried about him.


  Another staff member heading for forty and unhappy about it is my manager, Sharon. She lives with her elderly mother. I suspect that the only thing she has in her life is her job. I certainly
  know that shes besotted with Rupert Hardy, not because shes told me but because Ive seen the way she looks at him as they do the rounds of the store together. Her brittle edges
  seem softer when shes with him; her body relaxes, her tongue isnt so sharp, her expression is warmer. I think she would soften even more if only he would show some reciprocal
  interest. But he doesnt, and so Sharon prowls round the store like a frustrated lioness, snarling at anyone who crosses her path and, as a result, is hugely unpopular.


  I know all this because, while Im unpacking stock, I listen to each and every one of the staff when they come into the stockroom, which they often do just to get away from the shop floor.
  I mean, its not like they have many customers to keep them busy. So they come and talk to me about everything: their lives, loves, problems and their successes. They talk and I listen. It
  makes me feel special, rather than just an unpacker of boxes, Im the in-store counsellor, the secret problem solver of Hardys. But not for much longer, I remind myself as I bounce
  down the corridor. My time in the stockroom is nearly up.


  I make my way purposefully through the fire exit doors that lead from the staff corridor directly into the impressive ground-floor atrium, with its dark, wood-panelled walls and grand central
  staircase (no new-fangled technology such as escalators at Hardys), connecting every floor, including the basement. The store is laid out in a traditional way. Well, thats putting it
  kindly. It currently looks like a fusty old department store youd find in the dreary back end of a small market town. Its beautiful original features  impressive art deco chandeliers
  and old mahogany counters  were ripped out during Sebastian Hardys tenure and replaced with neon strip lighting, horrible white plastic-coated units and shelf displays. Its now
  stuck in a 1980s time warp.


  In terms of layout, on the ground floor are the beauty, handbags and jewellery departments. On the first floor is Designers (a misleading department name; theres nothing remotely
  fashionable or desirable there) as well as Lingerie and Shoes. On the second floor are the childrens department, Haberdashery and Hats. The third floor used to have a beauty salon (where my
  mum worked back in the day) but thats now empty and theres just Rupert Hardys office up there. Downstairs in the basement is Menswear, which includes the sportswear department
  and is mostly made up of dreary hunting, fishing, golf and shooting gear  oh, and the lovely little original tearoom. Because of the open-plan nature of the store, from here I can see all
  the way up to the domed roof. The beauty department is at the centre of this floor where Im currently standing and I take a deep breath as I look around at the old-fashioned displays. I love
  the smell of Hardys, a homely, fusty smell that takes me back to my childhood. I get lots of different scents: top notes of old leather and wood, base notes of musk and spices, resin and
  vanilla. But the most overpowering sense I have here is of the many stories and lives that have played out under this roof. Including mine.


  Despite the early hour, the place is a hive of activity. The cleaners are buzzing around like worker bees, shining floors and polishing shelves. On the other side of Beauty I spot Jan Baptysta,
  the Polish head cleaner, who has worked here longer than I have.


  Ahhh, Evie-English-Wife! He waves enthusiastically at me from behind his industrial floor cleaner and smiles his big, gap-toothed smile as I wave back.


  This has been his nickname for me ever since we spoke about the fact that his parents named him after John the Baptist, and my mum mistakenly picked up the Bible instead of the baby name book
  when she had my big sister, Delilah, and loved the variety of names in it so much that she used it again when Noah, Jonah and I came along. Jan said his mother would think me the perfect match for
  him because of it.


  Anyway, Jan Baptysta doesnt really want me to be his wife. At least, I dont think he does. Hes at least fifteen years older and fifty pounds heavier than I am. Hes
  built like a tank, with a shaved head, thick arms that are covered in tattoos, and has heavy-set, penetrating dark eyes. But despite his intimidating appearance he leads the other cleaners with a
  gentle authority. And they reward him with a cheerful, dedicated work ethic. None of them apart from Jan is actually employed by Hardys; theyre all contract workers for a cleaning
  company and many of them have been working all night at various establishments around the city. Yet they always have this incredible energy and pride in their work, despite this being their last
  job at the end of a twelve-hour shift. Like Jan, several of them have worked here for years, but their pictures dont appear on the staff noticeboards. In fact, most of Hardys
  employees wouldnt recognize them if they walked past them on the street, which is a shame as theyre such lovely people.


  Theres Velna from Latvia, who is obsessed with the Eurovision Song Contest. She sings constantly as she works, which drives all the other cleaners mad. She even has all the winning
  entries on a playlist on her iPod. Its her dream to compete in the competition but no one has the heart to tell her she cant actually sing.


  Boomp bangh a BANG! she trills, hopping on one leg and waving as I walk past. Shes wearing a scarf over her bright red hair, her tortoiseshell spectacles, and a patchwork
  dress over a roll-neck jumper, which shes teamed with Wellington boots. I join her in a little dance as I pass, laughing as she spins me around before she twirls off and I head towards the
  stockroom.


  Then theres Justyna, who clearly has the hots for Jan Baptysta and is thus distinctly cool around me. She must be six-foot tall, with feet and hands the size of tennis rackets. Im
  pretty scared of her, actually. As a result I tend to overcompensate by being super-friendly, usually without much response.


  HelloJustynahowareyoutoday?Areyouwellisntthesnowwonderful? I garble as she stares at me with an expression as icy as the pavement outside.


  She nods curtly and continues mopping the floor with her back to me, her vast bottom swishing from side to side like an angry bullocks. I hastily move on, waving up at the cleaners
  working on the floors above.


  Just as I reach the stockroom door I turn round to take one last glimpse of the store before I burrow myself away. I immediately feel my good mood falter as I know that the cleaners hard
  work cant polish this beautiful old jewellery box of a building back to its former glory. Nothing can hide the fact that the paint on the walls is peeling, the mahogany panels are tarnished
  and the intricately patterned tapestry stair runner is discoloured and torn. Seeing Hardys, a place Ive loved for so many years, like this is like watching a beautiful old film star
  slowly fade and die.


  Ever since I was a little girl Hardys has been like my own personal Narnia; I honestly felt that magic could happen when I stepped through its glass doors. I used to get so excited by our
  annual visits to London to celebrate the anniversary of the day my parents met, not just because of the actual treats themselves  trips to the theatre and ballet, dinner at nice restaurants
  and afternoon tea at elegant hotels  but because wed always pay a visit to Hardys.


  Every year on 12 December my parents and I would travel to London together and stay overnight in our Hampstead flat whilst my grandparents looked after Delilah and the boys. Even though my
  parents had long since left London, Dad still had the flat in town for work. I would look forward to the trip for months: some precious time alone with my parents, away from my overbearing
  siblings, who were all too old and therefore too cool to come along.


  We would get dressed up, me in a party dress with a bow round my waist and a satin ribbon in my hair, a bright festive-coloured winter coat, white tights and patent Mary Janes. Mum would wear
  some glamorous dress with an elegant coat, and lashings of perfume and lipstick, and my dad always looked dapper in a smart suit, cashmere scarf and overcoat.


  We would get the train from Norwich into Liverpool Street and then a black taxi to Regent Street. Full of wonderment, Id peer out of the window as the famous London sights whipped by,
  dreaming of the day when I could live there myself. We always ended up standing with our arms around each other in front of Hardys doors, which were framed with greenery and fairy lights,
  the windows sparkling with Christmas delights, watching the customers weaving through into the brightly lit store as if they were explorers returning from their long travels to the place they would
  always call home. My mum and dad would share a lingering movie-style kiss outside the store as I looked up at them, bursting with happiness that these were my parents and that they were so in love.
  Then wed walk in and Id be swept up in the sounds of old-fashioned tills ringing, the staff beaming in Santa hats.


  Unlike at snootier department stores, at Hardys no one minded a little girl exploring the higgledy-piggledy departments on her own whilst her parents reminisced over a champagne tea in
  the basement tearoom. I felt as at home as I did in our house in Norfolk. Except here I didnt have to jostle for attention or fight to be heard. I was just welcomed with open arms by the
  friendly staff, taken behind counters, shown how to use the tills, dressed up in too-big-for-me hats and too-old-for-me make-up, and made to feel like I was the most special little girl in the
  world. The store became my own personal dressing-up box. After an hour I would emerge decked from head to toe in vintage garb, pretty mother-of-pearl brooches pinned to my coat, flamboyant scarves
  wrapped around my little shoulders, wearing a fur muffler and a matching hat, my face covered in iridescent shades of lipstick and blusher. Then Id go downstairs to the basement to find my
  mum and dad, who would be holding hands, oblivious to everyone around them  including Lily, the glamorous old lady who ran the tearoom. But shed always spot me hovering in the doorway
  and beckon me over to her, tie a little white frilly apron on me and send me over to my parents table with some cakes that had been especially iced with their initials beautifully woven
  together.


  Mum would get all teary and Dad would tell me once again the story of how they met in Hardys, how he proposed and how he knew, as soon as he set eyes on my mother, who had been working as
  a hairdresser and beauty therapist on the third floor, that she was the only girl for him. Then Mum would dreamily recall how shed been struck speechless as my dad had entered the salon, all
  dashing with his thick, demi-waved hair and strong Roman nose. Theyd stared at each other for what felt like hours as the clients and staff all stopped and watched them both. Then my dad had
  walked slowly over to my mother, tilted her back in his arms and kissed her on the lips as the crowd that had gathered around them applauded ecstatically. Walter Hardy, junior, the owner of the
  store at that time, had even come up to the salon to see what all the fuss was about, at which point my dad had walked over to him, his arm still clasped tightly around my bewildered but utterly
  bewitched mother, and informed Walter that she no longer needed her job because she was going to be his wife. Walter had laughed and shaken his hand  luckily they were acquainted as Dad had
  been close friends with Walters son, Sebastian, since their school days  and Dad had then whisked Mum off into his waiting car outside and to Claridges, where they had had
  dinner and danced. They got married three months later at Chelsea Register office and Delilah arrived nine months later.


  That was thirty-five years ago now. They dont make enduring romances like that any more. And I should know; Ive been fruitlessly searching for one for as long as I can
  remember.


  Their love-at-first-sight story is folklore in our house  not to mention at the store. Even now the older members of staff still talk about the beautiful blonde beauty therapist who met
  her very own Prince Charming within these sacred walls. Ive often quizzed my father about what it was that made him act so out of character on that day. As a successful financier hes
  by nature incredibly considered and not at all spontaneous. He always gives the same reply: If you see something you want, you have to go for it, Eve, hell say. You
  wont get anywhere in this life otherwise. Sometimes I wish some of his single-mindedness had rubbed off on me.


  So you could say that its thanks to my parents love affair that Ive had my own love affair with Hardys and ended up working here for so long. Although sometimes I
  cant help but wonder what might have been. I love the place and theres no other store Id rather work in, but when I was a little girl imagining what Id be one day, the
  answer was never a stockroom manager. I wanted to be an artist or a fashion designer or a window dresser. I spent my childhood doing endless sketches of shop displays on the notepads I carried
  everywhere with me. I pored over glossy coffee-table books, and trawled shops and markets for vintage clothes that looked like the ones I imagined people wearing back when fashion meant enduring
  style. After doing a degree at art college I even got a place on a graduate training scheme in fashion merchandising in London. I was all set to go when I met Jamie at the Norfolk hotel where
  Id been working all summer. It didnt take much on his part to convince me to stay. I was twenty-one, he was my first real boyfriend and I was in love. And Id had my
  parents romantic meeting as my inspiration my entire life. Mum had immediately given up her career for lasting love; is it any wonder that I was so quick to do the same? It felt like my
  destiny. I didnt expect or want anything more for myself.


  Mums always said that of her children I am the one most like her. I think this means I am the one most likely to make sacrifices for love. I cant think what else we have in common
   Delilah inherited Mums show-stopping beauty  but Mums always had this romantic notion that my life will mirror hers. So when Jamie broke up with me not only was I
  utterly heartbroken, I felt like Id disappointed her too. After all, wed been together five years and she was all set for a wedding and more grandchildren. Unable to deal with her
  incessant but well-meant probing and mollycoddling, I realized that I needed space away from the life Id had.


  So I packed a small suitcase and went to London to stay with my sister, who was then on maternity leave. After a week of weeping and wailing on her shoulder and generally being a mess because I
  was twenty-six and had nothing to show for my life  no career, no boyfriend and what felt like no future  she told me firmly to get out of the house and face the world. I was shocked
  into action. So I had a shower, got dressed, brushed my hair and headed to Hardys, the only other place that had ever felt like home.


  I spent the morning wandering sadly around its hallowed halls and reminiscing. It had been at least ten years since Id last visited with my parents, having grown out of the annual visits
  when I hit my teens. In that time the place had lost its sparkle  just like me. It, too, felt abandoned and unloved. The store was deathly quiet, the staff all had a lethargy about them, and
  even though I was the only customer they completely ignored me. Which is why I was surprised when I was tapped on the shoulder by supercilious-looking lady.


  Im Sharon. You must be the new girl, she barked. I opened my mouth to protest but she bulldozed on, Youre late. I thought you werent coming.


  Oh, no . . . I began


  But she had already turned and stalked off, snapping her fingers and saying, Well, dont dilly-dally, girl. Follow me!


  I didnt know what else to do so I obeyed.


  Youll be in the stockroom, she said haughtily as she marched me to the darkest recess of the store, to a door tucked away far beyond the beauty department.
  Itll help you to get to know the extent of our range. Rupert thinks its the best training ground for new staff.


  B-but . . . I stammered pathetically.


  Do you have a problem with that? she asked, and stared at me pointedly, her thin pencilled eyebrows almost disappearing into her harshly scraped-back hairline.


  N-no, maam, I muttered, glancing around for an escape route but also suddenly wondering if this could be just the thing I was looking for. A job, in London, in the one place
  I knew better than anywhere else? It felt almost serendipitous. Delilah had already suggested that I lodge with her and Will for a while for free in exchange for looking after the kids before and
  after nursery, when her maternity leave was over. Id still need a paid job, though. And where better than here at Hardys? It could be just the start of the career Id always
  dreamed of. I was just contemplating telling the lady I wasnt who she thought I was but Id like the job anyway, but before I could open my mouth shed officiously tapped a code
  into the security lock and ushered me through. I told myself I had no choice but to obey her, whilst fervently hoping that the real new girl Id been mistaken for didnt turn up.


  My mouth dropped open as I looked around. It felt like being swallowed up in The Place That Time Forgot. Old stock, old paint job, old air, even. The woman didnt follow me.
  Shed just waved me in and then disappeared back onto the bright shop floor that, in comparison with the dirty old stockroom, looked practically swanky now, telling me, as she left, to take
  lunch at one oclock. I gazed back in horror at the stockroom and I remember being surprised at its size. Despite the small door Id entered through, the space stretched back more than
  fifty feet, and although it wasnt very wide, it seemed to hold more stuff than you could ever imagine, like Mary Poppins carpet bag.


  Looking around me I decided Hardys probably had a few of those in stock as well. There was row upon row of full-to-bursting boxes stacked up on top of each other like Leaning Tower of
  Pisas. Some were overflowing so that random soaps, shoes and 1950s-style hooped petticoats littered the floor, as well as stranger items, like shooting sticks and old seamstresses
  mannequins. It felt like the walls were closing in on me. Everything was grey, for a start, and not that trendy Farrow and Ball dove grey. Prison grey. Grey grey. The walls, the metal
  shelving units, the floor, even the light. It would have felt cold were it not so musty and airless. I took a deep breath and wrinkled my nose in disgust.


  As I walked down the stockroom, watching where I stepped, I found myself looking more closely at the shelves. I pulled out a packet of pre-war stockings from a battered box by my feet, complete
  with a seam down the back and a price marked in shillings and pence. Id have laughed if I hadnt been so shocked. Instead Id held my nose and veered down the first aisle to take
  a close inspection. Totally unrelated items lived side by side. Hockey sticks next to hideous pastel Mother-of-the-Bride outfits; Wellington boots and trench coats next to boxes upon boxes of
  boulder-sized bras and petticoats that should have been displayed in a museum. There were original 1940s trilbies tucked away at the back, as well as talcum powder, flat caps and brightly coloured
  braces spilling out all over the floor.


  I was just wondering if anyone had worked in here for years when a small, timid-looking girl peered out from behind a box in the next aisle. Her hair was long and lank, her expression blank.


  You the new girl? she asked quietly.


  I nodded and smiled brightly at her.


  Im Sarah, she said, and then picked up her bag. Well, good luck, she added unconvincingly, and pulled on her coat, clearly desperate to leave.


  Wait, I said slightly desperately as she walked towards the door. Arent you going to show me the ropes?


  She turned back and smiled kindly. There arent any. No one will notice what you do in here anyway. I suggest you make a cup of tea and bring in some good books. And then she
  left.


  I stood on the same spot looking around in bewilderment for a good ten minutes. I didnt know where to begin. All I knew was that I wanted to do something. Ive always hated
  disorder. Even as a child Id put all my toys away at bedtime and shut every door behind me when I was leaving a room.


  Once I got over the shock I started exploring the place from top to bottom, searching through every box, every shelf, every pile, getting to know the stock whilst trying to work out where it
  could logically go. It was a bit like doing convoluted mathematical equations in my head. I actually kind of liked it. Once Id acquainted myself with everything I began systematically
  listing each piece of stock, from the sublime (original 1950s pillbox hats) to the ridiculous (multicoloured striped long johns). It felt like I was taking a step back into my childhood: each of
  the items I came across I could visualize on the shop floor I remembered so well from then. It made memorizing all the stock easy really.


  The next day I brought in a kettle, pulled out some old 1950s chipped cups from a box, hung them on some hooks above the sink against the back wall and dragged the battered old sofa that had
  been groaning under the weight of the boxes of junk over to the back of the stockroom to create a little lounge area. If I was going to do this job properly, I may as well make the place look
  habitable. Then I flung open the delivery doors to let in some light and fresh air, made a cup of tea and arranged myself on the sofa with a pad and pen, to try to work out how the hell to organize
  the place.


  It took me that entire first month to transform those piles of dusty goods into a fully operating stockroom. It was a massive job, only made easier by the fact that I didnt get many
  orders through on the creaky old printer to disrupt me. It didnt take long to work out that Hardys was struggling to get customers through the door. I assigned each department its own
  aisle and alphabetized the stock accordingly. I even drew up an annotated stockroom plan for each department manager. I figured that once I started my proper job on the shop floor theyd need
  to be able to find things easily themselves. It was surprisingly fulfilling, and what was even more surprising was that while I was at work I didnt think about Jamie once. Hiding away in the
  stockroom for that first month was the perfect way to rehabilitate myself after our break-up. I had a brand-new career and a new home. Finally, I was ready to come out of my cocoon.
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  I couldnt wait for Sharon to come and assess my work at the end of that month and to tell me what my new job would entail, but first she had
  to get over her astonishment at the newly arranged stockroom.


  I dont believe it, she gasped, turning around on the spot. I can see the floor. Everything has a place! Its like youve worked magic! She pulled
  at her cropped hair thoughtfully and I thought I saw her almost smile. Then she patted me on the back, told me I was born to work in the stockroom and that instead of giving me a job on the shop
  floor she wanted to make me stockroom manager. For a moment I didnt know whether to laugh or cry, but I thanked her and decided to make the best of it. So what if I was starting at the
  bottom? Sharon would soon see that I could be an asset to the store. For the first time in my life Id found something I was good at.


  Little did I know that by taking the job, I was effectively packing up my hopes and dreams and storing them away at the back of the stockroom, along with all the other unwanted goods at
  Hardys.


  Until today, I think, as I press the security code on the door and then push it open. The harsh neon strip lights flicker uncertainly as I switch them on and eventually the
  dark room lights up and the stockroom is revealed in all its grey glory. I may have managed to organize it meticulously so it no longer looks like some dead grannys attic, but I never did
  manage to give it the lick of white paint it really needs. Sharon looked at me like I was insane when Id suggested it a couple of months after I started. She said that there was no budget
  for such fripperies. So instead I took some bright, kitsch 1960s and 1970s magazine covers that Id found in a box, framed them and put them up on the walls, then I put a couple of old
  display-damaged Tiffany-style jewelled lamps by the sofa. Each year, in December, I hang strings of fairy lights around the shelves. Ive even bought a real Christmas tree and it has perched
  gaily in my lounge area since the last week of November.


  I flick the kettle on, just as the door buzzer sounds. I wander over and swing open the double doors at the back of the stockroom, which lead out to the stores loading bays, and smile as
  a friendly, freckled face greets me. Its Sam, the delivery guy, who comes every Monday and Thursday. I really look forward to his visits; sometimes hes the only person I see all day.
  In fact, hes the closest to a work colleague Ive actually got. Weve been friends ever since he brought a delivery during my first week when I was trying to organize the
  stockroom. I was completely bewildered by the enormity of the job, but once hed unloaded everything he sat and helped me work out a plan. He even stayed so he could help me rearrange the
  room, moving the heavier boxes and bits of furniture I couldnt manage. I honestly couldnt have done it without him and our friendship has grown in strength ever since. Sams one
  of those lovely, laid-back guys whos really easy to talk to. I feel like Ive known him forever, which is weird because Ive never had many male friends before. My
  brothers mates always treated me like some stupid kid and were way too intimidating for me, and the boys in my year at school were only interested in being friends with the girls they
  fancied. Ive found it a refreshing experience to meet a guy like Sam. We just seem to get each other, you know? Were the same age, both stuck in dead-end jobs that we dont know
  how to get out of, and we both lived with our parents way longer than is socially acceptable. Hes the youngest of three siblings. Theyre all more successful than he is, although I
  dont know why, as hes clever, funny articulate, creative and cute  if you like boyish-looking guys with messy hair the colour of maple syrup, a smattering of stubble, and big,
  soulful eyes, that is. Hes always wanted to be a photographer for magazines, but hes finding it hard to get into such a competitive industry, so for now hes a delivery guy at
  his dads company. But he never complains, which I really like.


  Youre late, I admonish him now, waggling my finger at him.


  No Im not, he retorts as he huddles in the doorway, proffering a paper bag with his gloved hand. I went to get you a pastry. I know better than to turn up here
  without breakfast.


  Hes right. Sam has been bringing me breakfast every week since I started here. Sometimes its coffee and pastries, other times its a bacon or sausage and egg sandwich, and
  hes even been known to bring takeaway pancakes, including blueberries and maple syrup. On special occasions he really goes to town. On my birthday he brought Bucks Fizz and a
  selection of gorgeous cakes from Patisserie Valerie. I add thoughtful to my mental list of Reasons I Like Sam.


  I peer inside the bag, suddenly aware that Im starving. Mmm, cinnamon and raisin, my favourite. I take a large bite, bigger than my mouth can actually manage, and begin
  frantically chewing, trying not to spit bits of flaky pastry at him.


  He gazes at me in amusement. So I see. Then he gestures at the van. Shall I start unloading? I nod, still munching hungrily on the pastry and he lopes off towards the
  van. Pour us a cuppa, he calls back. Ill just have time for one before my next delivery. I need to thaw out. Its bloody freezing out here.


  I trundle obediently over to the kettle, happy to be spending time with him on my Big Day. Ive not breathed a word of it to anyone but I really want to tell Sam about my impending
  promotion; hell be so happy for me.


  Hunfffff. Sam heaves the last of the delivery boxes into the corner and I turn round, clutching his cup, to be greeted by a wall of cardboard.


  Great, I grumble good-naturedly as I hand him his tea. More stuff to unpack.


  Sam takes a long gulp of tea and glances over at the boxes. Its from the latest collections, apparently.


  I roll my eyes. Which were designed when, 1984? Being on trend is not Hardys strong point.


  I walk over to the boxes, pick up a Stanley knife, swipe it down the centre of the first lid and then gasp as I pull out a shimmering sequined top with padded shoulders and slashed sleeves.
  Hang on, Sam, this is gorgeous.


  I may not be a fashion expert but even I can see that this is more than a cut above the stock we usually buy in. Under the plastic the gossamer material is so light to the touch it feels like
  liquid silk between my fingers and, oh my God, the way it hangs makes me think it could look good even with my curves. Im almost overcome with an urge to try it on but, aware of
  Sams indifference to it, I merely glance at the label instead.


  Florence Gainsbourg? I read, and shrug my shoulders. Never heard of her. How come were stocking stuff like this? I glance at the front of the box in confusion.
  Are you sure this is my delivery, Sam?


  He looks affronted. Since when have I ever mixed them up? This job isnt exactly rocket science, you know.


  I flap my hand at him dismissively. Dont be so sensitive. I just cant believe that any of our managers would order this stuff. Its not exactly Hardys usual
  style. Whereas this is. I lean over to the shelf behind and pull out a massive pair of jodhpurs, stretching them to their full girth to emphasize my point. Sam laughs and I throw them back
  on the shelf before sitting down wearily on one of the crates. Ive been trying to think of a way to tell him my news.


  Oh, Sam, I sigh dramatically. How much longer am I going to be unpacking boxes?


  About four hours, judging by this lot, he says, slurping his tea and leaning against the shelves, seemingly oblivious to my hint. I hit him on the arm and a bit of tea dribbles out
  of his mouth. He pushes me back playfully. Ow! What did you do that for?


  I dont mean how long am I going to be unpacking these. I mean working in here. I look up at him, suddenly curious. I know you dont want to be
  doing deliveries for your dad forever either, I probe. Dont you ever get frustrated by your job?


  Its not so bad, Sam shrugs. I quite enjoy it. Plus there are perks. He raises his cup at me and I laugh.


  Well, I just hope the new stockroom manager is as good a host as I am, I say casually. I drop my eyes and then look up at Sam to gauge his reaction.


  Youre not leaving are you? Hes clearly shocked.


  Not leaving Hardys, no, but I am leaving the stockroom. I pause before saying tentatively, Youre looking at Hardys new assistant manager.
  Well, I add bashfully, its not official yet but I think its going to be announced this morning. I just couldnt wait any longer to tell you. Youre the first
  person to know!


  Sam puts his tea down and before I know it his arms are wrapped around me. Im surprised at just how warm he is, given how cold it is outside.


  Thats FANTASTIC news! he says as he squeezes me tightly.


  Oh, its nothing. I wriggle from his embrace, pleased but embarrassed by his reaction.


  Dont put yourself down, he says softly, then he lifts his hands up dramatically as if hes making a declaration. Tomorrow Hardys shop floor, next year,
  the entire fashion world!


  Oh shush. Im blushing. Hardys is good enough for me. I shuffle my feet on the floor as I try to think of a way to deflect the attention back to him.
  But what about you? I know you want something more than this too . . .


  He shrugs and looks uncomfortable. Life isnt always about what you want, Evie.


  I tilt my head to encourage him to go on but hes too busy throwing the remains of his tea down his neck to continue. He wipes his mouth and then grins at me. His tawny-brown eyes are the
  colour of one-pence pieces, I notice. Thats probably why they always shine so brightly.


  Gotta go, Im afraid, or Ill be late for my next delivery. He pauses. Maybe we should . . . go for a drink to celebrate your promotion? I mean, we wont
  get to have our morning chats any more now, will we? Not when youre One of Them.


  Oh. No. I hadnt thought of that. Well, yes, lets definitely do that. I suddenly think of other people I could invite. We could make a night of it.


  Just let me know where and when. And then Sams gone, waving his hand without looking back.


  For once, time passes quickly. Its unusually interesting seeing what surprises lie in store for me in the new delivery. Theres a short, shimmering silk dress that
  looks like its been dipped in the Indian Ocean because of the way the bright aquamarine wash cascades down the swathes of silky white material. My jaw gaping, I pick out another. Its
  a Park Avenue princesss dream made in frothy white tulle embroidered with tiny gold cobwebs of sequins. I gently put it on a padded hanger, worried the delicate material will disintegrate at
  my touch. I pull out another garment, a scoop-backed, sculpted black dress, the skirt finished with hundreds of tiny beads. Ive never been in such close contact with so many beautiful
  clothes and Im almost too scared to touch them. To be honest, I imagine our customers will be as well. I mean, I know Hardys needs a serious fashion update, but this is way too
  ambitious for the kind of customers we actually have. But it isnt my place to say anything . . . yet.


  As the clock hands inch towards nine I begin to get a fluttery feeling in my belly. Im excited by the thought that once everyone knows about my promotion theyll
  start to treat me like an equal. A shiver of anticipation comes over me as the staff begin filing into the stockroom, the new place for staff meetings. Rupert decided it was bad for business for
  potential customers passing the store on the way to work to see us all slumped lethargically around the till point on the ground floor during our meetings. He thought it put them off coming in the
  store.


  Hello there, Sarah dear!


  My heart sinks as Susan and Bernie, the silver-haired Irish sisters whove worked in Haberdashery for forty years, walk in and greet me. Even they havent noticed Ive
  replaced the old stockroom girl, though as a child I used to spend hours helping them sort through the old buttons and fabric swatches. Each time I see them I hope that theyll suddenly put
  two and two together. Maybe Ill tell them now, start afresh with my promotion. I open my mouth to correct them just as Gwen and Jenny from Beauty walk in.


  Hellooo, Sarah! they chime simultaneously.


  Hi, I mutter, defeated again. I brighten up when Carly appears, flanked by Paula and Tamsin, her colleagues from Personal Shopping. All three look immaculate. Carly is stylish and
  naturally sexy; Paula is austere in a 1980s throwback kind of a way, with frosted lips, blue eyeshadow and big backcombed hair, like a latter-day Mrs Slocombe from Are You Being Served?
  Tamsin is pure Essex thoroughbred, complete with fake nails, fake tan, dyed platinum hair and suspiciously perky-looking boobs.


  The staff gather round Carly, gasping at her outfit and giggling as she regales them with yet another anecdote about one of her notoriously crazy and fun nights out.


  Oh, Carly, Gwen wheezes, clutching her sides, you are a card. Tell us what you said to those football fellas again?


  After finishing her story Carly inches through the adoring staff members towards me.


  Hiya, babe, how are you doing? she says warmly. I smile up at her. She looks radiant as ever in a futuristic-looking gold sequined top with fierce shoulders that protrude at right
  angles, in contrast to the rest of the top, which hangs against her body like a sheath. I recognize it as the Gainsbourg immediately. She must have preordered one for herself to wear on the shop
  floor. It helps to sell the clothes, though theyve never before had such a tempting selection as todays delivery.


  What do you think this announcement is all about? Carly asks me excitedly.


  I look at her curiously. It was only last week that I told her all about my hopes for promotion. To be fair, I did say it was top secret and she wasnt allowed to tell anyone but
  shes obviously forgotten. Its understandable, though. Carly has such a busy social life she probably doesnt have space in her brain to remember the things I tell her about
  mine. Every night shes either going on a date, or to a fabulous party, or being invited to some opening of a cool new bar. Our lives couldnt be more different.


  I glance up at her as she shakes her wavy brown hair off her shoulders. I say brown, but it isnt brown like mine is brown. Its intricately woven with gold, copper and
  auburn tones that make it glimmer and shine like a crown. She also has these cute, perky freckles all over her nose, and her eyelashes, which are long and perfectly frame her pale green eyes,
  giving her a wide-eyed look, as if even she is surprised at how beautiful she is.


  I still remember seeing her on her first day. Id just left the stockroom to go on a break and she walked past me, followed by a trail of fawning staff members. She was
  telling an hilarious anecdote about a date shed been on that had everyone  even grumpy Elaine from Designers  in hysterics. She was so confident and at home with everyone that
  I felt intimidated by her and didnt introduce myself, but the next day, she turned up in the stockroom with a cup of coffee for me.


  Mind if I come in? she grinned, and passed the cup to me. I thought you could do with one of these. Someone told me you start at 7 a.m. every day. How do you manage that? I
  can barely drag myself here by nine! Im Carly, by the way. Your names Sarah, isnt it?


  I took the coffee and opened my mouth to tell her otherwise, but I was too shy to explain that my colleagues were still getting my name wrong and I was also worried about drawing attention to
  the fact that Id hijacked someone elses job. It was just so embarrassing. Instead I asked her how she came to be working here. We sat for half an hour while she told me all about her
  year spent living and working in Sydney, her bijou Clapham flat where she lived with her best friend from university, and what it was like being newly single again. I heard about good dates and bad
  dates, girls nights in and big nights out. And I listened, completely intrigued by her colourful life, which seemed so different from mine.


  Then she asked me about Hardys and I was happy to oblige her with my knowledge. She was so grateful she offered to buy me a drink after work. Buoyed by the thought of having made my first
  proper friend at work, I phoned Delilah and asked her if she wouldnt mind picking the kids up from nursery. Then I spent the rest of the afternoon shopping in town ahead of my
  date with Carly.


  I met her when she finished at 6 p.m. and we went for cocktails at a cool hotel bar in Soho. It was the best night out Id had in ages. OK, make that the only night out Id
  had in ages. We got tipsy and talked about bad boyfriends and good sex, like all girlfriends inevitably do. Well, she did most of the talking, to be honest, but that suited me fine. I went home
  that night feeling happy and young, and like someone had seen me for the first time in ages. And so what if she didnt know my actual name?


  Since then weve spent lots of time together at work. Carlys always hanging around here and weve had the occasional night out too; Mondays usually, as shes always got
  something on the rest of the week. But we have hilarious conversations about the dates shes been on, the latest clothes shes bought and the nights out shes had with her best
  girl mates. I love listening to her stories. It gives me a taste of the kind of life Id love to lead.


  Now she turns, winks and motions at me for a cup of tea just as Sharon opens the door. I sidestep towards the kitchenette to pour Carly a cup from the pot I made earlier.
  Actually, Im quite happy to be tucked away in the corner as I dont want to draw attention to myself before the Big Moment. I imagine Sharon will spot my absence and wait for me to
  emerge. Or shell ask where I am and Carly will tell her. Then Ill step into the cheering crowd as Sharon announces my promotion. Maybe Carly and her colleagues from Personal Shopping
  will even elevate me above peoples heads, like fans do in rock concerts.


  I smile at the thought as I top up the teapot and hear Sharon announce other notices. Ive just poured Carlys cup when Sharons thin, sharp voice rises in volume and she claps
  her hands. I swirl the teabags quickly when I realize she is about to make the Big Announcement.


  And now, I hear her say, I want you all to join me in giving our congratulations to the member of staff who has been given a long-overdue promotion . . .


  I clutch Carlys tea, partly in fear, partly in excitement. I can imagine Sharons eyes working the room like searchlights to find me.


  This young woman has worked tirelessly to prove her commitment to Hardys, often in difficult circumstances, and over recent months she has consistently amazed me with her work
  ethic, her ability to transform her department and her unique vision for the store . . .


  I can feel myself blush. All my hard work has finally paid off.


  She is a credit to the store, Sharon continues, so Im sure you will all join me in congratulating her on her promotion. She is an irreplaceable team member and I know
  that Hardys will be a better place with her on-board the management team. Now, where is our new assistant manager? I cant see her?


  Oh my God, this is it, I think. This is my moment.


  I peer out and see Sharon searching amongst the sea of staff. I step out into the crowd just as she says, Ah, there she is! Dont be shy, step forward! Blushing, I take
  another step, and then Sharon enthuses, Everyone, please give Carly a big round of applause.
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  I freeze. Discordant clapping echoes around the room and I slowly reverse back into the kitchenette and lean my head against the cool, tiled wall
  above the sink and close my eyes. I want to cry with frustration. How can I have got it so wrong?


  Once Ive gathered myself I wander back out into the crowd and immediately spot Carly holding court. I want to congratulate her, want to feel happy for her but I cant
  help but feel like pounding my fists on the floor like Delilahs daughter, Lola, does when shes having a tantrum. But of course I do nothing of the kind. Instead I wait for more people
  to leave, take a deep breath, paint a bright smile on my face and walk over to her.


  Congratulations, Carly. You really deserve it, I say warmly, but my words sound hollow, like an echo of all the congratulations that have gone before. I wonder if shell be
  sympathetic once she remembers that I was expecting to get a promotion myself. But she doesnt seem to recall.


  Once everyone leaves I slump against some shelves. I pull out my mobile and dial Sams number, desperately wanting the sympathy only a good friend can give. But it goes straight to
  voicemail. I put the phone back in my pocket and look miserably out of the small window at the plump flakes of snow still falling. Much as I wish I had someone to share my disappointment with, part
  of me is relieved to be left alone in my prison. Because at this precise moment thats what it feels like. Ive served nearly two years here, and now my sentence has just been extended;
  and with no parole. I groan as I think of how I boasted about my impending promotion to Sam this morning. Why didnt I keep my stupid mouth shut? Hes going to think Im such a
  loser when I tell him what happened. And hell be right.


  I hear a shuffling noise, peer through the shelves and see that Sharon is still here, flicking through delivery reports. For a moment Im tempted to ask her why shes overlooked me
  for promotion again but I get the feeling she doesnt want to be disturbed.


  I sigh and settle down, busying myself by colour-grouping some deerstalkers. I put a soft brown one aside for Sam as an early Christmas gift from me. It cheers me up momentarily, but as I
  continue sorting I gaze down at myself in my grubby white shirt, plain black trousers and then I stand up and look in the mirror above the sink at my unwashed hair hanging limply around my face, my
  features devoid of make-up. My eyes fill with tears and I gulp them back, not wanting Sharon to hear me. I must be deluded to think anyone would ever consider me for a job that involves being in
  public. Im a complete mess. Ever since Jamie broke up with me Ive let myself go; Ive lost my confidence and most of all, myself. Suddenly an image of Carly 
  laughing, smiling, looking stylish  pops into my mind. If only I could be more like her, then maybe I wouldnt be so . . . invisible.


  I hear Sharon walk out and the stockroom door slams shut. Just then I spot something winking at me temptingly from amongst the pile of clothes. Its the Florence Gainsbourg that came in
  this morning. The same top Carly is wearing. I look down again at my plain white shirt and bite my lip as my arm, unbidden, stretches towards the glittering prize. My hand shakes as it touches the
  plastic its encased in, and with a sudden movement I pull it out from the pile and find myself studying it with wonder.


  As I hold it up it occurs to me that this top embodies everything Id like to be. It is stand-out-from-the-crowd, forget-me-not fabulous; edgy and bright and exciting. Every sequin seems
  to hold a promise of what life could be like if I just slip it on. I glance behind me nervously. Perhaps if I put this on, just for a moment, maybe some of that magic will rub off on me. Before I
  know what Im doing I tear off my shirt and stuff it down the back of a radiator. It can burn, for all I care. I shiver as much with anticipation as cold as I pull the top tentatively over my
  head, closing my eyes as I relish the feel of the expensive fabric against my skin, the coarseness of the tiny, intricately sewn sequins on the outside contrasting with the smooth, satin finish of
  the material underneath. I panic as the expensive garment gets stuck as I try to pull it over my head. And then one of my arms wont go through. For a moment, I stagger about like a headless
  one-armed zombie, banging into boxes and cursing my clumsiness, feeling the tears spring back into my eyes. At last I get the precious top on and I look in the mirror. My eyes are bright with
  tears, my cheeks flushed from exertion and crying, and much as Im tempted to hide behind my long, straight hair, like I usually do, instead I pull it into a loose, messy bun at the side of
  my neck, the way Carly sometimes wears hers, securing it with an elastic band I find on the floor. Then I go to the beauty departments aisle and pull out a powder compact, some mascara and a
  clear lip gloss and apply them using the compacts mirror. Finally, I wander back to the cracked, full-length mirror in the corner of the stockroom, close my eyes and open them again.


  Its like looking at a different girl.


  I study myself, comparing this reflection to the one I see every morning. With uncharacteristic pluck, I decide to try it out on the public, the people who brush past me on the street every
  single day, when Im on my lunch break, seemingly oblivious to my presence. After one last look in the mirror I walk determinedly out of the stockroom and hurry through the empty beauty
  department. I reach the safety of the staff exit, where Dave, the day security guard, has taken over from Felix. His feet are propped up on the desk and he looks like he might be asleep. I turn and
  see the staff photo roll call in the corridor that I was studying this morning, where Carlys beaming Employee of the Month picture is displayed.


  My gaze falls to the bottom of the board, where my picture is. My long, straight hair looks nice, I note with some surprise, like Ive taken the time to blow-dry it properly. I had make-up
  on that day too. I tilt my head appraisingly. Maybe I should make the effort more often. It can actually make a difference, although no amount of lipstick, powder and paint can hide
  the wistful expression I am wearing.


  I glance down further and see with horror that underneath my picture is printed my job title and name. Except it isnt my name. It says Sarah Evans. Then as I gaze back at
  the picture it suddenly hits me. The girl in the picture isnt me at all. Its my predecessor. Suddenly my memory of meeting Sarah on my first day comes flooding back: a plain girl with
  no distinguishing features other than the palpable air of disappointment surrounding her. Now even I cant tell the difference between us.


  Clearly theres a distinctive type of person whos blessed with the stockroom managers job, I think miserably.


  With that soul-destroying thought I lurch over to the security office, open the door and grab the pen that Felix was doing Sudoku with earlier.


  Dave doesnt even look up. With unflinching determination I slash an angry line through the photo and the name below it and write EVIE TAYLOR in thick black capitals, vowing
  to get a passport photo taken at the tube station on my way home. I may not have been promoted to the shop floor, but its time for everyone finally to get to know the real me.
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  I was only going to wear the top for a while. I just wanted to have a few short minutes of feeling that I could be someone other than me. But a few
  minutes has crept into half an hour and then an hour, and now Ive become so used to the soft material brushing against my skin that Ive almost forgotten Im wearing it at all. I
  glance in the mirror in the stockroom again and lift my hand up to my face tentatively. For the first time ever, Im unable to resist looking at my reflection. Maybe its the gold
  sequins that are giving me this new glow. It must be the way they reflect against my skin that make it look creamier and less pallid than normal, and my hair less mousy. Even my irises seem to have
  turned from opaque chocolate pools into bright tiger eyes.


  I jump as an order comes out of the old, noisy stockroom printer. I glance at the ticket. One peacock-feather fascinator. I head straight to aisle nine and climb up the ladder, stretching to
  reach the shelf where I quickly find the item. We still have three left. No need to order any more for a while. Mrs Fawsley is the only customer who buys them. Shes brought one every
  December for the past ten years, according to stockroom records. I wonder what she does with so many. Maybe shes trying to put the peacocks tail back together again.


  I smile despite myself, and put one on my head. I go to look in the mirror and laugh. Combined with the glittery, showy top the headdress makes me I look like Im about to go on stage at
  the Folies-Bergre. I do a high kick  well, to be honest, its more of a low kick  and then sigh as I hear another order noisily start to print.


  Two orders in five minutes? Then the machine makes a loud grunt of protest and stops mid-print. Bloody thing, I think, and give it a whack. Like everything else in the store, the order machine
  is knackered. I give it another hearty smack but feel safe in the knowledge that I dont actually need to see the ticket anyway. I look at my watch. By my calculations, an order at 10.15 a.m.
  on the first Thursday morning of the month can mean only one thing: Iris Jackson and her lavender soap. I glance at the ticket and nod with satisfaction as I go to the necessary aisle to retrieve a
  bar of Iriss special soap.


  As I crouch to dig out the order I think about Iris Jackson. Hardys has been stocking her soap for years, in fact Im pretty sure were the only store that sells it any more.
  According to her, its handmade in Somerset by a group of WI women who started in business after the war, making and selling toiletries. They needed something to do to keep their enterprising
  spirits up when their husbands returned and claimed back the jobs the women had been doing in their absence. Apparently Iris grew up in the village. All these years later, she still wants to
  support this local enterprise, even though those women are probably long gone. I often wonder why she doesnt just buy the soap in bulk to save her coming in, but I sense her trip to
  Hardys is the highlight of her month.


  I pop a bar in my pocket and glance at my watch to see if its time for my break. I always go and deliver the soap personally to Iris. Its been a ritual of mine since I met her
  shortly after I started at Hardys. Jenny, who was relatively new to the store, didnt recognize Iris and said they didnt sell her soap. Iris asked Jenny to check in the
  stockroom, but when Jenny came in she got caught up in telling me how she and her husband were trying for a baby. I spent half an hour listening to her excitedly talk about what being pregnant
  would be like, and the merits of religiously following Gina Ford versus the Baby Whisperer once the baby was born. She talked for so long that she forgot why shed come to the stockroom in
  the first place until she suddenly recalled the old lady who was asking about some lavender soap. When I explained that Iris was the only person who actually bought it so we kept it in the
  stockroom for her rather than take up space on the shop floor, Jenny shrugged.


  Well, shes probably long gone now, she said, then looked at her watch and exclaimed, Ooh, its time for my lunch break! Im going to Topshop to look at
  their maternity range.


  After shed gone I went straight to the shelves where Id stacked hundreds of the delicate little parcels that were individually wrapped in parchment paper and tied with string. I
  grabbed one and decided to try to find the customer myself. It didnt take long, to be honest; Iris was the only person wandering aimlessly round the ground floor. She looked delighted when I
  handed her the soap.


  Thank you, dear, she said. I was just about to give up and go for an Earl Grey. Would you like to join me? My treat. Not many shop assistants give such a personal shopping
  service these days.


  I accepted her invitation and ever since then, on the first Thursday of the month, at approximately half-past ten, Ive delivered her soap to her in Lilys tearoom in the basement,
  where, without fail, shell be sitting at her table, sipping Earl Grey and delicately popping pieces of Victoria sponge into her mouth.


  My tummy rumbles. Im looking forward to my monthly catch-up with Iris. Ive just grabbed my rucksack and duffel coat and am making my way out when the stockroom door swings open and
  Carly appears. I immediately pull my coat up to my chest.


  Babe! she gasps, her face shining with excitement. She pauses, tilts her head and looks at me strangely. I self-consciously pull my coat closer around me. Im so glad
  youre here, she goes on. Youll never believe what just happened!


  I try to look interested but am more concerned with ensuring that my coat is covering the top. I dont want her to think Im some style stalker. But shes so caught up in her
  own excitement that she doesnt even notice.


  I have just seen the hottest man EVER. She fans her face, panting a little as she leans against the door. Hes out there, she hisses, and clutches her hands to
  her heart. We made eye contact  and I mean serious eye contact  on the stairs. I was coming down, he was going up, and Ive just seen him down here in the beauty
  department too. I mean, she laughs, how obvious is that? He must have run back down to try and catch up with me! Honestly, babes, hes so dreamy, youll die! Hes
  got dark hair and really brooding, big eyes and hes tall and hes got these broad shoulders and, oh, hes just GORGEOUS.


  She turns round and presses her ear to the door, and whilst she has her back turned I quickly pull my coat on properly and do it up over the sequined top.


  I wonder if hes still out there? she says, her face still squashed to the door.


  Why dont you just go and have a look? I ask, glancing at my watch surreptitiously. Ill be late for Iris if Im not careful. If he wants to ask you out
  hes not going to do it through a closed door.


  I know that. She turns round and rolls her eyes despairingly at me. Im playing hard to get. Honestly, hon, dont you know anything about men?


  I consider her question. The truth is I actually only know a lot about one man. Jamie. And he dumped me for being too predictable. So no, Ive never mastered the
  hard-to-get game.


  So what are you going to do? I ask her, feigning interest but unable to stop thinking about my tea break. Im desperate for caffeine, and even more desperate to get out of
  this stifling stockroom.


  Im going to wait here until I know hes gone. If he wants me that much, hell find me, Carly says confidently. Put the kettle on, will you,
  hon?


  Um, I was just about to go on my break, actually, I say timidly.


  Oh. Her face falls for a moment, then immediately brightens. Cant you have your break here, with me? Then we can wait here together!


  Its tempting, but Iris is waiting for me and I dont want to let her down.


  Can we chat later? I say as I head for the door. Ive got to deliver this to someone. I wave the bar of soap. You can stay in here if you want. Make
  yourself a cup of tea and wait till hes gone.


  OK. Carly looks down, disappointed. She smiles up again. My new job is cool, dont you think? I never expected to make assistant manager so soon!


  You must be really thrilled, I say, edging towards the door as a subtle hint.


  I guess, she replies, wanders over to my lounge and listen area and throws herself onto the sofa as if preparing to embark on a lengthy conversation. I stare at her
  and then at the door. I really need to go.


  Have you heard that Rumors are looking for a central London flagship store? she continues. I have my hand on the door but turn politely and look interested. Id
  kill to work there. I went to the New York store on Fifth Avenue once and it was so cool. All the staff wear couture and the whole shop faade is made of glass  even the
  changing rooms face on to the street and have frosted glass to cover your body up to your neck but you can see everyones faces as theyre getting changed!


  I shrug. Ive never been to New York but I have heard of Rumors. It sounds like my idea of shopping hell. Hardys isnt so bad, I say, feeling defensive.
  It just needs a bit of love and attention and some . . . direction.


  I know, thats what I think too, she says, and crosses her impossibly long legs. I cant help but look at the gorgeous stacked patent heels shes wearing, then
  compare them unfavourably to my own sensible, scuffed brogues. Thats why I spoke to Sharon and suggested we use some new designers. I think thats what swung me the promotion,
  you know. I told her, I said: Sharon, we need to be more modern, appeal to the younger clients, clients like me. They want shops to be more exclusive, more fashion forward.
  


  I guess, I say tentatively. But they also want somewhere they can relax and feel at home


  But Carly cuts me off and carries on recounting word for word her promotion monologue.


  . . . They want glamour and excitement and fabulousness, not some safe, staid boring old shop that just stays the same for, like, a hundred years. I mean ya-aawn. Now, she claps
  her hands, tell me whats been going on with you. Is there any gossip from the stockroom today? Other than my promotion, of course! She throws her head back and laughs so that
  the tinkling sound reverberates around the room like wind chimes.


  I honestly think Ill suffocate if I dont get out in the next thirty seconds and somehow I manage to make my excuses and leave. I wander despondently out into the store.


  God, where is everybody today? I am so bored. I turn to see Becky from Handbags slouched against one of the beauty counters, staring at her face in the mirror.
  Shes in her early twenties but she says she thinks that shes starting to look leathery because she spends her days dealing with horrible old bags (Im presuming she means her
  stock and not Hardys customers, but I cant be sure).


  Well, its still early, I guess, I reply.


  Becky puts her hand up to heart. Christ . . . er, Sarah, isnt it? You made me jump! I didnt see you there. What are you doing creeping round the store? Shouldnt you
  be in the stockroom? Having dismissed me she turns and continues examining her pores.


  I sigh and look out at the street beyond. Lots of people are milling around but they all walk straight past Hardys, utterly oblivious to its presence. I want to jump into the barely
  dressed windows and wave at them, do star jumps, shout, scream, anything to get their attention.


  As I walk down the staircase to the basement, I envision myself, as I always do, as a beautiful woman of the1940s, in a two-piece Chanel suit, with red lips and short, pin-curled hair, about to
  meet my American GI lover.


  I increase my pace as I go through Menswear and towards the tearoom, tucked away at the far end. Its always a welcome retreat when I want some peace from the comings and goings of the
  stockroom. None of the staff ever comes here; they prefer the buzzy Starbucks opposite the store, or they go to Oxford Street on their breaks.


  Lily has worked here ever since I was a child, and then some. Shes a tiny slip of a woman who must be in her late seventies but looks at least ten years younger. She wont tell me
  her exact age; she just tells me shes old enough to know better and young enough not to care. She has dyed black hair, which she wears pulled back into a tight bun with wispy strands that
  frame her heart-shaped face. Her lips are painted red and her eyes are cobalt blue and dazzle against her pale skin (a tan is so ageing, darling), and she always smells of face powder
  and Chanel No. 5. She used to be a professional dancer. Among many other things, she was one of the Windmill Girls at the famous theatre in Great Windmill Street, which remained open throughout the
  war and which was famous for its nude tableaux vivants. Ive never really understood exactly what that means, though. Lily just says it was art. She always wears black
  and white (you cant go wrong, darling) and is never to be seen without a double string of real pearls around her neck. When I look at her I am reminded that real style
  transcends time. She tells the most wonderful stories of London in the fifties. Shes utterly fabulous and I love spending time with her.


  Her customers enter Lilys tearoom just a few steps down from the basement shop floor where theres a sign saying Please wait to be seated. I know Londoners hate to be
  kept waiting for anything, but you need this moment to take in the wonderful surroundings. The tearoom hasnt been decorated since the 1930s; somehow it escaped Sebastians dire
  makeover back in the late 1980s. Black and white tiles cover the floor and the little round tables all have claret-coloured vintage table lamps with faded, tasselled shades that glow invitingly. It
  makes me think of the film Brief Encounter, even though there isnt a railway carriage in sight. It has a warmth and intimacy I adore, and when Im there I always imagine the
  hundreds of love affairs that must have played out here over the past century. The old walls are painted a deep, rich burgundy and along each side of the room brass lights glimmer merrily beneath
  faded gold lampshades. Vintage tea cups are laid at every place and original, framed black-and-white movie stills from the thirties and forties hang on the walls, with signatures from stars like
  Cary Grant, Clark Gable and Bette Davis, all of whom visited the store at some point.


  I grin as I notice that since my last visit Lily has put two real Christmas trees either side of the sign and has adorned them with gorgeous vintage decorations and fairy lights shaped like
  candles, as well as hanging old-fashioned paper chains around the room. She clearly disapproves of the stores Christmas decorations as much as I do. She waves at me from behind the counter,
  which displays a number of china cake stands filled with the most delicious homemade cakes, pastries and desserts. None of them is baked by her, though. Lily wont mind me saying this, but
  she cant cook to save her life. She says its because she was too busy having dinner dates every night in her youth to learn. And I dont doubt it.


  Darling Evie, she calls, I almost didnt recognize you! You look like you could have been a Windmill Girl!


  I touch my hair and realize I still have the peacock-feather fascinator on from earlier. No wonder Carly looked at me strangely when she came in. I tug it off my head and try not to blush.


  Come and sit down! Lily ushers me into the tearoom, twirling around me with her dancers grace. Iris, look who it is! she calls merrily. I turn to wave at Iris,
  who beams at me as she lifts a piece of Victoria sponge to her lips.


  Sit down, dearheart! Iris says, and she dabs the corner of her mouth delicately with her napkin. Lily, dear, stop gabbling at her and get this girl a cup of tea. She looks
  like she needs it.


  Mrs Jackson is in her late sixties but, like Lily, she looks more like a movie star than an OAP; Jane Fonda springs to mind. Iriss dyed and highlighted hair is perfectly straightened in a
  sharp, flicky style around her face, and her eyes shine brightly from within her carefully painted gold and tawny-brown powdered eyelids. Her lips are always covered in a bronze lip gloss. She
  always wears a polo neck  today its cream with a big brooch pinned at her throat  teamed this morning with high-waisted black trousers and a cream seventies-style safari
  jacket. She has mid-heel black pumps and a large cream leather handbag with a gold clasp. She looks fabulous in a glossy, retro kind of way.


  I sit down and hand her the bar of soap and she claps her hands and puts it straight into her handbag. Thatll keep the wrinkles at bay, she says with a wink. Now,
  darling girl, hows it going in that dusty old stockroom? Any chance of them putting you on the shopfloor where you belong?


  No. The opposite, in fact. I think Im going to be in the stockroom for a long time to come. I tell her briefly about this mornings disappointment, then smile weakly
  at Lily as she hands me my tea and pulls out a chair. Shes clearly overheard our conversation.


  Well, theyre even bigger fools than I took them for, Lily tuts, and throws her arms in the air, somehow creating a perfect port de bras. (Years of ballet
  training, she once answered when I remarked on her expressive arm movements. It never leaves you.) No wonder this store is falling apart if this is how they use their
  best staff. Ive said it before and Ill say it again, that Sebastian Hardy ripped its heart and soul out. Hardys has never been the same since he got his hands on it and that
  young upstart, Rupert, is no better.


  She shakes her head disapprovingly as she pours me a cup of tea through a silver strainer (youll get no horrible teabags here, darling).


  Have you seen their pathetic excuse of a Christmas window? Minimal schminimal, she sniffs haughtily. If I get my hands on that Rupert Hardy Ill tell him what he
  should do with this store to make it shine again. His grandfather would be turning in his grave.


  What was he like? I ask, resting my elbow on the table and cupping my chin with my hand towards her. Iris and Lily both remember the late Walter Hardy, junior, son of the founder,
  who successfully and passionately steered the store through the postwar years and ran a highly successful empire until he passed away in 1987, which is when Sebastian took over.


  Walter junior was the reason most of us girls shopped here. He was one of Londons most eligible bachelors; we all held out the hope that if he spotted us shopping in the store
  hed fall in love with us instantly. Imagine what a catch he was; a gorgeous man who would one day inherit his own magnificent department store! It was that age-old heady combination,
  Lily adds sagely. Shopping and sex.


  Lily! I exclaim, and the ladies both giggle naughtily.


  What? Lily says, holding her hands up innocently. You think just because were old we dont think about sex? Were not dead yet, eh, Iris?


  Too right, Iris chortles, and raises her tea cup in a toast. Personally Id love to get stuck in a lift with that Brad Clooney. He reminds me of Clark Gable.
  She nods at a movie still on the wall and sighs. I adored Clark, the old sexpot.


  You mean George . . . I offer helpfully.


  Eh?


  George Clooney, not Brad.


  George, Brad, whatever. Who the hell cares what theyre called when the lights are off?


  Iris! I splutter through a mouthful of tea. Honestly, you two are worse than teenagers.


  Teenagers, hmpfff, Lily says derisively. They know nothing about love and romance. None of you young folk do. Speaking of love, young lady, whats going on with
  you?


  Nothing, I say as I shrug off my coat, extracting my mobile phone from my pocket and putting it on the table. Its reached Sahara temperatures in the tearoom. Lily will never
  admit it, but she feels the cold.


  Well, clearly youre trying to impress someone . . .


  Lily and Iris look at each other knowingly, then back at me. I follow their eyeline and realize theyre looking at my Florence Gainsbourg top. Instantly I feel self-conscious. I
  shouldnt be wearing it in public. If Sharon sees me Ill be in big trouble.


  My phone buzzes and I welcome the distraction. Sorry, Id better just get this, I say, and open my message.


  How did it go SG?


  Its from Sam. He calls me SG, short for Stockroom Girl, as a joke. He knows my name but hes aware that none of the shop-floor staff does. In return I call him DG
  (Delivery Guy). I close the message down; I dont want to deal with the embarrassment of telling him right now.


  Sooo? Lily says, raising one perfectly pencilled eyebrow at me and nodding at my phone. Was that him?


  Who? I ask, utterly lost.


  The one youre trying to impress? She points at my sparkly top then winks at me.


  What? No, I splutter defensively. That was just Sam, and this? I look down at the Florence Gainsbourg and feel faintly ridiculous. This is just an . . .
  experiment.


  In what? Lily sniffs. Wearing clothes that look like they belong on an astronaut? She sees my face fall. Oh, dont get me wrong, darling, I just find
  these modern clothes so . . . baffling. Coco Chanel would turn in her grave if she saw that.


  Reluctantly I concede Lily is right. This top is for a person far more glamorous and daring than Ill ever be. Its for someone like . . . well, like Carly.


  So who is it for, then? Lily asks impatiently.


  Sorry, what? Ive drifted off again.


  That! She gestures at my top. Keep up, darling!


  Oh, I shrug, feeling bashful all of a sudden, I . . . I dont know really. I just wondered what itd look like. I guess Im a bit fed up of looking like
  me. I note their concerned faces and I know I can always tell them how I really feel and that, most importantly, theyll listen to me. The truth is, I dont want to be
  invisible any longer. Im sick of being overlooked and fed up of waiting for things to change, because they never ever do.


  Ive never heard such nonsense! Lily exclaims. So what if you didnt get that promotion? Something else will come up. You just need to put some positive energy
  out there. And as for the way you usually dress, well, she nudges me and winks, youre a beautiful girl but you could do with a leetle sprucing. Have you ever thought of
  trying a rouge lippy?


  I giggle as I imagine myself as a mini-Lily, fifty years younger but nowhere near as fabulous. I would if I thought I could look as wonderful as you, I laugh.


  You know, darling, she says conspiratorially, the best thing to do if you want to impress someone is be yourself.


  But, Lily, I told you Ive got no one I need to impress. I drain my tea, grab my coat and stand up.


  Aha! She waggles a finger at me. Then for the time being just focus on being happy with yourself. Youre perfect just the way you are.


  I smile at them both gratefully. You have cheered me up enormously, much more than this silly top ever could. Thank you, ladies.


  Bye-bye, dear girl, Iris says, and waves regally. See you next month!


  Im lost in thought as I head back towards the stairs. I decide to go up to Personal Shopping on the first floor to see Carly and find out what happened with the dashing
  bloke she saw earlier. The store is, as usual, totally empty. I pass through the ground floor and spot Gwen and Jenny standing at opposite ends of their department, bored-but-desperate smiles
  painted on their faces, atomizers in hand ready to spritz the first person that comes along. I glance over at Handbags and see that Becky is still examining her pores. Up on the first floor I can
  just see poor Jane in Lingerie, slumped against the balcony, eating a cake whilst sorting beige bras into piles, and Barbara in Shoes is sitting on her little measuring stool, staring into the
  distance. I pop my head into Personal Shopping, but there is no one on the desk. I call out, but no one answers. Maybe Carly is still waiting for me in the stockroom.


  Im so busy trying to imagine the place back in Walter Hardy, juniors day that I dont notice that theres someone behind me until I feel a gentle tap on my shoulder. My
  heart races as I glance down and realize I havent put my coat back on. I close my eyes and turn round slowly, waiting to be berated by Sharon.


  Dont worry, Im going to take the top off now. I was only going to wear if for a while anywa . . . I open my eyes, expecting to see Sharons disapproving face,
  but what I see instead is a tall, movie-star-handsome, dark-haired man with broad shoulders, a jaw you could crack brazil nuts on, and bright, searching blue eyes that are looking at me in
  amusement.


  Shit! I splutter, and attempt to cover my body with my hands as though I were actually naked. I thought you were someone else. Im sorry.


  Dont be, he says flirtatiously, his unmistakable American accent ringing out around the first floor. Thats the best offer Ive had for ages . . .


  Feeling uncharacteristically brave, I fix my eyes on his and allow a half-smile to hover over my lips. Do you mean to say the department stores you usually frequent dont train
  their staff immediately to offer to strip off for you? How strange. Its the done thing here in Hardys, you know. We find its the best way to get our customers to spend
  money.


  Its certainly the best sales technique Ive come across, he drawls sexily. His accent is as smooth and delicious as golden syrup being poured over freshly baked
  scones.


  Well, we aim to . . . tease, I shoot back, and he laughs, a great, infectious booming sound that echoes round the department. Id be embarrassed, but I feel like Im in
  this weird vortex and no one else can see or hear us.


  Youre funny! Carly, right? he says with a knowing smile. I blink at him, noticing how his mouth tilts deliciously in the corners causing two lines like punctuation marks to
  appear either side of his lips. His thick eyebrows lift expectantly, which makes another two lines appear in his forehead, like old-fashioned tramlines. I dont understand how he can possibly
  mistake me for Carly and Im just about to point out his mistake when it suddenly hits me. The top. Its because Im wearing this blasted top. Now it all makes sense. This
  is the guy Carly was talking about. Somehow, hes mistaken me for her. Well, I have just walked out of Carlys personal shopping department. But even so, he should know with one
  glance that I am not her. Perhaps theres something wrong with his eyesight. I look at him through narrowed eyes.


  Are you OK? he asks, and I realize Im still peering at him.


  Oh, yes . . . yes, Im fine. I was just thinking that you need glasses.


  He laughs and nudges me. A crackle of electricity shoots down my arm and straight between my legs. He leans in and I blush as he murmurs, Is that a style tip?


  That depends . . . I answer, trying to rack my brain for another, more clever response. He raises his eyebrows questioningly and tilts his head as he waits for me to continue. My
  mind goes blank. I cant stop looking into his eyes; theyre utterly hypnotic. I blink and shake my head. . . . Er, that depends on whether you value fashion over flirtation.
  After all, I add flippantly, girls dont make passes at boys who wear glasses.


  Really? Thats interesting. He looks amused, then puts his hand into his jacket pocket, pulls out a pair of black-rimmed spectacles and puts them on.


  My mouth goes dry and I swallow quickly. Jesus, he looks even hotter, if that were possible.


  Ive always wondered why Ive been single for so long, he laughs, and I swear I hear church bells ringing in my head.


  Well, I squeak, then clear my throat and try again. Now you know. I point at his frames then pull an agonized face, feeling terrible for lying to him.


  Still laughing, he shakes his head as he slips them back into his pocket. So thats where Ive been going wrong. Ive always thought they made me look more
  intelligent.


  Youre American; itll take more than that, love, I blurt out, wondering why I suddenly sound like a character from Coronation Street and why Im intent on
  insulting him.


  Luckily, he throws his head back and roars with laughter. I love the British sense of humour. You guys are so dry! He shakes his head and looks at me. You know, Ive
  heard a lot about you, Carly, but no one said how funny you are. Beautiful and stylish and intelligent, yes, but funny . . . ?


  He touches me gently on the arm again and I gulp as I look at him. He smiles at me and this time its the big reveal; a perfect chorus line of straight, white teeth are high-kicking their
  way across his mouth. I want to tell him hes made a mistake, that Im not Carly, but all the saliva has disappeared from my mouth (along with my voice, and the strength in my knees).
  Luckily I am saved because he speaks first.


  Id really like to take you out. If youll allow me, that is. Ive heard so much about you. And youre just how I imagined.


  I feel my heart plummet to my toes. I have to tell him.


  I think youve got the wrong girl, I say softly, sounding much calmer than I feel, and I turn to go.


  Surely thats for me to decide? he replies quickly, his hand pulling me back to him. I stop, immobilized by his touch. After all, isnt that what dates are for?
  To find the right person? I gaze up at him and he looks meaningfully back at me.


  I should walk away now, I know I should. This is Carlys date, not mine. But he is looking at me so intently and my heart is thumping so wildly under this sparkly top that it looks like a
  glitter ball is bouncing out of my chest. And then I think to myself, so what if this cute guy thought I was Carly when he stopped me? He seems pretty determined now hes met me to take
  me on a date.


  I think about Carly and her life: the endless parties and dates, the trail of men whove lost their hearts to her, and the promotion shes just got. She doesnt need any more
  good fortune, surely? Would it be so wrong for me to grab this opportunity thats been handed to me? After all, it isnt like theyve ever actually met. Im not doing
  anything wrong. I cant even be sure this is definitely the man she saw. I mean, he could be someone completely different. This could be another heart-stoppingly gorgeous man
  whos just walked into Hardys this morning. Because obviously we get them all the time in here.


  Sod it, I think. Why not chance my arm? The opportunity has presented itself and, as Dad would say, surely I should just go for it.


  Do you want to try asking again? I say bravely, fixing my eyes determinedly on his. I wanted my life to change today, so maybe I have to force its hand a little. Its not
  like working hard or waiting for good things to happen to me has worked so far. Maybe its time to try a different tack. The sequins on the Gainsbourg top prickle my skin like a conscience,
  but I ignore them. He smiles and adjusts the collar of the impeccably starched white shirt hes wearing.


  O . . . K, he drawls, and takes a step closer. He clears his throat. Would you care to allow me to take you on a date to remember?


  And what if I dont? I shoot back.


  Dont think Ill hold it against you, he replies quickly, just like Clark Gable in Gone With the Wind. I think of Lilys movie-star photos in her tearoom
  and suddenly feel like they have come to life and this is all happening in monochrome.


  I teeter on the brink of doing The Right Thing. I should just say, Actually, Mr Handsome American Man, Im Evie, the stockroom girl, and then wait for him to retreat. I can
  then dream about what it might have been like to kiss those really nice lips of his.


  Well . . . ? He smiles and his eyes crinkle at the corners. Are you going to make my day? Oh heavens, now hes Clint bloody Eastwood. Will you go out
  with me, Carleen, I mean Carly? He brushes the palm of his hand against his temple and looks at me expectantly, vulnerably almost.


  Just tell him the truth, Evie, I think as I open my mouth and then, before I can stop myself I blurt out my response.


  Id like that very much, I reply.


  
    [image: ]

  


  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/html/docimages/c38.jpg
CHAPTER 38





OEBPS/html/docimages/c36.jpg
CHAPTER 36





OEBPS/html/docimages/c37.jpg
CHAPTER 37

L ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/c30.jpg
CHAPTER 30

L ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/c31.jpg
CHAPTER 31

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c28.jpg
CHAPTER 28

[ o





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/c29.jpg
CHAPTER 29

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c34.jpg
CHAPTER 34

[ ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/c35.jpg
CHAPTER 35

[ o





OEBPS/html/docimages/c32.jpg
CHAPTER 32

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c33.jpg
CHAPTER 33





OEBPS/html/docimages/c27.jpg
CHAPTER 27





OEBPS/html/docimages/c25.jpg
CHAPTER 25

[ ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
IRA€L
MIgrere
QECENT STRE E7p

635| Ali Harris I% i

/3
N

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/docimages/c26.jpg
CHAPTER 26

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c19.jpg
CHAPTER 19

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c20.jpg
CHAPTER 20

[ a4





OEBPS/html/docimages/c18.jpg
CHAPTER 18

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c23.jpg
€HAPTER 23





OEBPS/html/docimages/c24.jpg
CHAPTER 24

L ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/c21.jpg
CHAPTER 21





OEBPS/html/docimages/c22.jpg
CHAPTER 22

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_thumb.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
TRAEL
™M RACLE

EBNT ST,
BECET Segy,

&

Ali Harris

P

A

SIMON &
SCHUSTER
k- Sydne

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/docimages/c16.jpg
CHAPTER 16

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c17.jpg
CHAPTER 17

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c14.jpg
CHAPTER 14

[ ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/c15.jpg
CHAPTER 15

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c8.jpg
CHAPTER 8





OEBPS/html/docimages/c9.jpg
CHAPTER 9

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c12.jpg
CHAPTER 12

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c13.jpg
CHAPTER 13

[ o





OEBPS/html/docimages/c10.jpg
CHAPTER 10

L ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/c11.jpg
CHAPTER 11





OEBPS/html/docimages/c2.jpg
CHAPTER 2

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c1.jpg
CHAPTER 1

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c4.jpg
CHAPTER 4

L ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/c3.jpg
CHAPTER 3

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c6.jpg
CHAPTER 6

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/line.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/c5.jpg
CHAPTER 5

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/win.jpg
*
A DESIGNER WARDROBE WORTH £2000!
b 4





OEBPS/html/docimages/c7.jpg
CHAPTER 7

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/young.jpg
YOUNG BRITISH
DESIGNERS





OEBPS/html/docimages/c41.jpg
CHAPTER 41

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c42.jpg
CHAPTER 42

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/c39.jpg
CHAPTER 39

L ad





OEBPS/html/docimages/c40.jpg
CHAPTER 40

e





OEBPS/html/docimages/parttitle.jpg
......





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
IRACEL,

M O% E

NT ST
QECENT STREE,

SIMON &
SCHUSTER






OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/epilogue.jpg
EPILOGUE





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/illustration.jpg





