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It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of an artisanal gin distillery, must be in want of a wife. Within the small community of Cross Street Cambridge, Mr Bingley certainly didn't lack for choice. 

“You should get in there quickly Shelley, if you want to stand a chance! I already popped over and introduced myself days ago,” Maggie announced cheerfully. 

“I'm not trying to be in with a chance! Besides, I can't just go over there and introduce myself, that would be... embarrassing,” Shelley replied, flushing up to the roots of her auburn hair. 

“Darling, at my age you won't be so sensitive. Besides, it's good manners to welcome a new neighbour.”

Maggie adjusted her silver grey curls as she spoke, watching as Shelley stacked books onto the shelves before them. 

Heidi observed them both from her vantage point, behind the counter against the far wall of the shop. For all her talk of 'good manners' Heidi couldn't help noticing that Maggie was wearing even more sequins than usual and her hair looked freshly styled and set. She allowed herself a small smile before stepping back hastily out of sight when the older woman swung around to survey the room. 

“Where's Heidi? She should get a wriggle on too! You can bet the rest of the ladies in the street wont have wasted any time!” 

Shelley's reply was muttered at a low enough pitch that Heidi couldn't make it out, but she could easily imagine what the young woman might say. Heidi hadn't been on a date or shown any romantic inclination in all the time that Shelley had known her. She was unlikely to start now. Actually, Heidi hadn't shown any romantic inclinations in her life, beyond enjoying the perusal of the odd romance novel that is.

“Heidi?” Maggie called out.

Heidi remained fixed in place, hidden behind a wall of historical fiction. She knew that Maggie meant well, but even her gentle nudges and hints set Heidi on edge, and she didn't exactly seem to be in a gentle, nudging mood. After another moment Maggie clearly gave up, grumbled briefly, and then distracted herself by describing the delectable Mr Bingley for the dozenth time. It wasn't until the bell above the door sounded that Heidi was forced from her refuge. 

“Hello ladies!” the new arrival crooned in a shrill voice. 

“Lydia. To what do we owe the pleasure?” Maggie asked in a slightly flattened voice. 

“Just popping round to extend an invitation,” Lydia told them magnanimously. 

“An invitation?” Maggie repeated, clearly interested despite herself. 

“I'm throwing a party dears, over at my shop on Friday. It seems like the right thing to do, to welcome our new neighbour and ensure that he feels like part of our little community here,” she explained grandly, her scarlet nails running through her violently bleached hair so that it swung and settled around her shoulders. 

“Getting your claws in, are you darling?” Maggie asked, her eyes twinkling. 

“Sorry?” 

“A party? What sort of party?!” Shelley cut in quickly. 

“Black tie. Best glad-rags only. Is that going to be a problem Shells?” her voice dipped in deepest sympathy as she spoke and Shelley flushed crimson once again. 

“No, that's fine,” she murmured hurriedly. 

“Of course it's fine, why wouldn't it be?!” Maggie demanded in steely accents. 

Lydia pressed a hand to her own chest and gasped theatrically. 

“A single parent whose husband left her?! I know that money must be tight and the last thing in the world that I would want is to be insensitive!” 

“Heaven forbid,” Maggie commented drily. 

“Anyway,” Lydia continued happily, “I'm inviting everyone in the street. Spouses but no children, sorry Shells.” 

“It's Shelley dear. Not Shells. We can sound it out if you need, we are a book shop after all,” Maggie offered sweetly. 

“You certainly are, aren't you,” Lydia agreed, casting a look of distaste at her surroundings. 

Heidi silently bridled, stung against her will by Lydia's obvious disdain. Something of her thoughts must have shown in her manner because suddenly Lydia's attention fixed on her. 

“Heidi! You're awfully quiet! You're invited to the party too of course, as a business owner...” she trailed off, her expression souring as it always did when she remembered that Heidi owned Cross-Town Books. 

“Oh, I don't think so. Thank you though,” she replied evenly, her words carefully chosen and measured so as not to cause offence. 

“Nonsense! Of course you'll come!” Maggie countered hotly. 

“She doesn't have to if she doesn't want to,” Lydia retorted sharply. 

“Afraid she'll cast you into the shade?” Maggie challenged, raising an eyebrow.

At these words, it was both Heidi and Lydia's turn to blush. 

“I don't really enjoy parties,” Heidi told them a little lamely. 

“And how would you know that dear?” Maggie asked her straight. Blunt but not unkind. 

“Parties aren't for everybody,” Lydia sing-songed brightly, lifting herself up and tossing her hair in a way that clearly indicated that parties were most certainly for her. 

“I should be able to come along on Friday,” Shelley mused aloud, “You're hosting it at your shop?” 

“I absolutely am! It's perfect! The space was designed to be used for events and my wares will lend the evening a certain something extra, don't you think?” Lydia giggled excitedly. 

“A party surrounded with knickers and brassieres sounds indecent to me, but I suppose beggars can't be choosers. You'll have music? And food and drinks?” Maggie demanded. 

“Yes of course,” Lydia snapped, clearly not thrilled with this less than effusive reception of her plans. 

“And Bingley is definitely going to be there?” 

“He is. And the mysterious business partner too!” Lydia crowed triumphantly. 

“Business partner?!” 

“A Mr Darby apparently. I have it on good authority that he's the money behind the business,” Lydia told them, breathing the word money as though it were the name of a lover. 

“Ha! No wonder you're clamouring to put an event together!” Maggie barked, her small frame shaken by laughter. 

“I just think it's important that this Mr Darby sees everything that Cross Street has to offer,” she purred, rolling her shoulders slightly in a way that made Heidi feel vaguely uncomfortable. 

“Oh I don't doubt you'll display everything you have to offer,” Maggie chuckled. 

Lydia's face froze and her shoulders hardened. 

“I know it must be difficult being the little old lady in the street, Maggie, but no one likes a bitter old woman,” she spat venomously. 

“Lydia!” Shelley exclaimed scandalised. 

“It's quite alright Shelley dear, when you reach the ripe old age of myself or our Lydia here, you wont let words ruffle you. Isn't that right Lydia?” Maggie asked the woman sweetly. 

Lydia appeared to be lost for words. Her mouth hung open and her heavily kohled eyes protruded from her head. 

“It's lovely of you to arrange a party for the young people, I expect they'll have a wonderful time. Shelley and Heidi will certainly be attending. I'll pop round too of course, us old gals need to put in an appearance on the social scene, don't we,” she continued on, happily surveying the effect that her words were having.

Lydia appeared to be taking on a purple hue, the colour sweeping up her neck and suffusing her face. 

“LYDIA! YOU COW!” 

A screech sounded, completely undisguised by the clamour of the bell over the door. Heidi took a half step back, the drama already reaching a near overwhelming pitch. 

Shelley too looked wary, but Maggie's manner was all undisguised delight. 

Lydia took a small breath and waited a beat before turning to greet the new arrival. When she did, she had plastered a smile back on her face and the beetroot tones were rapidly receding. 

“Kitty, how are you?” she asked pleasantly.

“I TOLD YOU I WANTED TO THROW A PARTY!” Kitty screeched, still at full volume. 

“Did you?” Lydia queried disinterestedly, examining the scarlet polish on one hand. 

“You know I did! I told you so myself!” Kitty hissed, clearly making a monolith effort to get control of her temper. 

“I do think I remember you saying something about a party,” Lydia conceded, “maybe that's where I got the idea for my shin-dig this Friday.”

“You stole the idea!” Kitty insisted. 

“Kitty darling, be reasonable. You didn't invent the idea of parties now, did you? Anyone is free to have a party if they want to. You're perfectly welcome to throw a party still, if you think it could measure up to mine.” 

Kitty clenched her hands into fists and seemed a beat away from stamping her feet like a child. 

“Maybe I will still throw a party!” she snapped. 

“In your little flower shop? How sweet,” Lydia offered, her words dripping with condescension. 

Kitty's eyes filled with tears as she flung from the shop, the bell sounding frantically in her wake. 

“Between you and me, it's not as though she can even afford to throw a party! And it's not as though it would do much good if she did, frumpy little thing like her,” Lydia confided, turning back to meet Maggie's stony gaze. 

“You should be careful Lydia. You'll push someone too far one of these days,” Maggie told her darkly. 

“Is that a threat?” 

“It's a warning. From one old lady to another.” 

Lydia smirked, an expression that looked anything but cheerful, and made her way slowly to the door, moving with impossible grace in six inch stiletto heels. 

“I'll send Mary round with your formal invitations,” she told them graciously, her eyes lingering on Heidi, “but don't feel you have to come.” 

An unnatural hush descended in her absence, rather as though a tornado had passed through and everyone was surveying the damage. 

“Gosh, she's horrible,” Shelley managed at last, always temperate. 

“Kitty had it right this time dear, that woman is a cow.” 

Maggie's tone was decisive and her words brought a smile to Shelley's troubled face. 

“She was horrid to you! The nerve of her, calling you an old lady!” Shelley remarked crossly. 

“I am an old lady!” Maggie cackled, “She didn't like being reminded of her own advanced years though, did she?” 

“How old do you think she is?” Shelley asked in a hushed whisper. 

“Lydia? She's forty-five if she's a day! I know that isn't really old, but she certainly seems to think it is! Colours her hair and dresses like a teenager, but I guarantee she's well past that! She should age gracefully like me,” Maggie insisted. 

Heidi had retreated back to her spot behind the counter while the two women spoke, but at least in her own mind, she had to agree. Lydia was all flash and no substance, her look carefully crafted to create the impression of youth and sexuality, while Maggie was something else entirely. Maggie had worked part time in the book shop all Heidi's life, and in that time she didn't seem to have aged, so much as ripened and matured. She was a glittering butterfly bedecked in silks and sparkles. She reminded Heidi of a twenties Hollywood starlet, with a sort of timeless glamour. Anywhere else in the world she might have looked out of place, but in the eccentric beauty of Cross-Town Books, she appeared perfectly at home. 

“We are all going to that party!” she announced suddenly, looking from Shelley to Heidi with determination. 

Heidi kept her eyes fixed on the ledger in front of her, not betraying by even the flicker of an eyelash that she had heard the older woman's words. 

“I see you Heidi Cross! And I tell you now, you are going to that party!” 

Heidi had become adept at refusing to attend social gatherings, but she had never had to contend with such stubbornness from Maggie before. 

“You need to spend time with people,” Maggie insisted when she had Heidi cornered that afternoon. 

“I spend time with people all day! My job is to serve customers!” Heidi reminded her, working to keep her voice level. 

“That's not the same thing and you know it. You need to socialise! To talk to people your own age! To make friends!” 

Heidi didn't respond. She had no idea what to say and so defaulted to an uncomfortable silence that just seemed to aggravate Maggie further. 

“This is all Joan! Not you!” she cried despairingly. 

“Aunt Joan was wonderful,” Heidi whispered, her voice small but sure. 

Maggie wilted with obvious regret but still looked sad and tired as she gazed at the young woman before her. 

“Joan did a good thing, moving in here and raising you. I'm not denying that. She stepped out of her comfort zone and she did her absolute best for you. But maybe it's time you stepped out of your comfort zone too.” 

It was manipulation and they both knew it. Joan had been gone for almost ten years but she was still, very much a central figure in Heidi's life. Heidi had lost both of her parents in a car accident at the tender age of eight and her only living relative, her father's aunt, had uprooted her own life to care for her and run the bookshop that her parents had loved so much. Joan had been an unconventional guardian, but Heidi had clung to her. She was very much set in her own ways and ideas, but she had also adored her nephew and protected his own views and plans as sacrosanct. 

Cross-Town Books looked just as it had when Phillip and Alice had been alive, and their flat above the shop was part living space- part shrine. Joan had kept their memories alive and made sure that their daughter knew exactly who they had been. Weekends had been spent watching their favourite films and listening to their favourite songs. Their favourite books had been read and re-read so many times that the pages were worn soft and pliant. Heidi didn't attend birthday parties or go to the park. She didn't go on shopping trips with friends or have play-dates with other children from school. Joan and Heidi were a team, the two of them sunk deep in their grief, separate from the rest of the world. They were content with their ghosts. 

But Joan was gone. Heidi had one more ghost to live with, but it didn't feel the same. 

“Alright, I'll think about it,” she conceded, earning herself a beaming smile from Maggie. The woman stepped forward to hug her but halted abruptly as Heidi flinched back. 

“Sorry-” Heidi began awkwardly.

“Quite alright dear,” Maggie assured her with a smile and a nod, stepping back to let Heidi past her. 

Joan hadn't been a touchy feely person, and Heidi had lost the knack of being held. 

“I'm not saying for definite-” Heidi added. 

“Understood.” 

Having to be content with that, Heidi made her way back to the counter to regain her post, and settled to hoping that the party would be cancelled. She suspected that that would be the only way that Maggie would let her off the hook. 

She hadn't indulged in these thoughts for long before a pale, mousy creature appeared in the doorway, wincing slightly at the chime of the bell. 

“Mary!” Maggie called, stepping out from between the shelves with an effusive welcome. 

“Hello Maggie,” Mary greeted her with a smile.

“You're looking tired, is that woman running you ragged?” Maggie asked sharply, looking over Mary's wan face. 

“Two days really isn't long to put this kind of event together,” Mary responded diplomatically. 

“Ah yes! The party!” 

“I have your invitations here,” Mary announced, pulling out three envelopes. 

Heidi could make out the swirling calligraphy even from across the room. Her heart sank. This event was going to be even more elaborate than she could have imagined. 

“Going all out, is she? Hoping to snag herself an investor or a boyfriend?” Maggie enquired. 

“I think she'd jump at either,” Mary chuckled before catching herself and looking around quickly. 

“You're safe, she's not here. You shouldn't have to feel scared of her dear, she's your employer, not your jailer,” Maggie counselled. 

Mary gave a tight smile that seemed to allow for the possibility of Lydia being both, but refrained from saying anything. 

“Are you at least looking forward to the party?” Maggie asked, taking pity. 

“I'll be working,” Mary told her with a definite frown. 

“What?!” 

“I'll be serving food and drink. Lydia thinks it wouldn't give the right impression for me to be there like any other guest.” 

“That's ridiculous!” Maggie cried. 

“Well I'm an employee-” Mary began but Maggie, irate, cut her off. 

“Mary you should quit! That woman treats you like- like- I don't even know what! Like rubbish! Like the dirt on her shoe! You're planning this party aren't you? You're doing all of the work? But she doesn't even have the decency to let you enjoy it!” 

“I don't mind,” Mary insisted. “I'll still get to be there at least, and I am her employee. I've worked for Lydia for years! I can't just leave now! It would all be for nothing!” 

“What's the alternative dear? Stay with her forever?” Maggie sounded wondering and appalled. 

“When she retires I'll take over! The business will finally be mine!” Mary told them, her tone full of desperation and hope. 

Heidi felt a twist somewhere in the region of her stomach and turned away quickly, ledger in hand, forcing herself to focus on the words in front of her, safely confined to paper. 

Go Set A Watchman.

The Travelling Cat Chronicles. 

The Colour Of Magic. 

She read the titles, gathering each letter carefully in her mind and making sense of them, drowning out Mary and Maggie completely. She didn't surface again until Mary was gone and Maggie was looking over at her with an unreadable expression. 

Heidi lifted one eyebrow defiantly, causing Maggie to shrug and shake her head gently. 

“That woman is fooling herself. I'm surrounded by crazy women,” she muttered, grabbing a duster and starting to run it over the shelves closest to the window. 

It had been a long day and Heidi felt drained. She was regretting agreeing to attend the party and an onslaught of tourists had left her feeling wrung out. With a slow, deep breath, she let herself into her flat and locked the door firmly behind her. The shop downstairs was locked for the day too of course, but the more fastened barriers between her and the world outside, the better. 

“I'm home,” she called softly.

The blue walls with their painted birds made her feel utterly at peace. A delicately rendered robin watched her slip off her shoes, with a thoughtful expression. The medley of paintings and photographs, hung in frames, tugged at the corners of her lips. Her beautiful, faded pink velvet sofa awaited her, and, sitting in the Queen Anne chair beside it, was Joan. 

“A party? Really?” 

“I know, I know, but you remember what Maggie's like, she wouldn't let it go!” Heidi argued feebly. 

“That woman is an old goat! Though I know she would probably say the same about me,” Joan admitted gruffly. 

“She just worries.” 

“She bullies!” 

“Maybe she can do both,” Heidi suggested fairly. 

“Well I don't think you should go. There's no reason to mix with all the other busy-bodies in the street, we're fine here just as we are,” Joan insisted. 

“I know we are aunt Joan. Maybe I'll find a way out of it,” she murmured vaguely, turning her attention to the kitchen as she wondered what to have for dinner. Heidi usually prepared in advance and had a plan already formed long before she came home, but the drama throughout the day had left her feeling unsettled and knocked her from her usual steady track. As she made the decision to rummage through the fridge looking for inspiration, the elderly woman in the lounge blinked out of existence. 

After much internal debate, Heidi decided on pasta and a jar of pasta sauce. It was the best that she could do without running out to get additional ingredients, and she wasn't prepared to brave the public again so soon. She added copious amounts of cheese, to make it feel more like a treat and less like a hastily prepared emergency meal, and vowed to get things back on track tomorrow. The party hadn't even arrived yet and it was already impacting her carefully ordered life. Joan was right about it being a mistake. 

She ate her food in front of the telly, curled up with her mother's favourite blanket and her father's favourite film- Indiana Jones. She thought about summoning one of them up to share the evening with her, but she found that actually she was content to be alone. Her figments, as she had started to call them, weren't bringing her quite so much comfort any more. Without Joan to reinforce her memories of her parents, they were becoming hazy and indistinct, softening around the edges. Joan was anything but softened, still clear and crisp as she had been in life, and just as unlikely to provide comfort. 

Once the film was over, Heidi retreated to her bedroom. It was painted the same blue as the rest of the flat, a colour that her mother had apparently fallen in love with and bought by the gallon. A small, hand painted blue-tit perched over the light-switch and a flock of blackbirds flitted across one corner and wall of the room. Alice Cross had painted every bird herself, soon after they had moved in, and they were all beautiful. Alice could also be detected in the literature that graced the bookshelf. Whereas Heidi's father had had a penchant for Sci-fi, Alice, like her daughter, had preferred mysteries. There was the odd historical romance in evidence, but primarily the shelves were decked with Agatha Christie and Patricia Wentworth. Most of the clothes had also belonged to Alice before Heidi had discovered them, still snug in the master bedroom's wardrobe when she was just fourteen. At that point everything had been a little too big, a shade too long, but she had persevered. Alice Cross had wonderful style, an eclectic mix of beautiful fifties pieces and more ethereal, almost hippieish clothes. Heidi had endured a few years of looking odd and melancholy before finally her body caught up and she could wear her mother's clothes with easy grace. Each garment fit like a glove and felt like a coat of armour. To sleep however, Heidi preferred her father's things. Her mother's nightgowns were all silky, beautifully embroidered and felt impossibly intimate. Now she pulled on an oversized Star Trek t-shirt, worn and washed so many times that it's design had almost worn away. She teamed it with her father's striped pyjama bottoms and climbed gratefully beneath the covers with a tired and dog-eared copy of Cat Amongst The Pigeons. Before long, sleep overtook her. 
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Heidi woke to the comforting smell of paper and found the book still pressed to her cheek. She closed it carefully and settled it back on her beside table before forcing herself out of bed. 

“Get everything on track,” she muttered to herself, wiping sleep from her eyes. 

“That's the spirit dear!” the figment of Joan called from the next room. 

She started with water. Ice cold water, in a large glass, condensation running down to her elbow. Next up was yoghurt and fruit, a light breakfast to start the day and give her energy. Joan scoffed at her exercise garb from her spot on the Queen Anne chair, just as she always had, but Heidi didn't care. Her leggings and vest tops were the only clothes she had purchased for herself in years, and it was just one more uniform to don. She made her way down the narrow back stairs, that she only used when she went running, and took a moment to stretch before setting off. 

This. This was exactly what she needed. Her routine, her life, tracking her speed with the running app on her phone. She carefully watched her pace as she followed her usual route, pounding the cobbled streets with her powerful stride. She didn't need to think about anything else, just the ground falling away beneath her as she ran. The world slipped by and her chest heaved. Perfection. 

She arrived back at the shop, panting and sweating but with both feet firmly on the ground. She unlocked the back door and took the stairs two at a time, her adrenaline still pumping. After a cool shower she poured herself a large iced coffee and headed downstairs to open the shop. Everything was as it should be. 

“Good morning Heidi darling! Are you looking forward to tomorrow?” Maggie sang as she swept in just moments later. 

Heidi recognised the question for what it was, a declaration of absolute determination. Maggie had extracted a promise from Heidi and she wasn't going to let it go. 

“Tomorrow is a long time away,” Heidi countered evenly. 

“Not long enough,” she added to herself. 

They set to work checking the window display, setting up the till and making sure the children's section was clean, organised and ready to go. 

“There's something missing here,” Maggie murmured abstractedly and then again louder, “there's something missing!” 

“What's that?” Heidi asked nervously. 

“The bell is gone!” Maggie exclaimed in distress. 

“The bell?!” Heidi asked in alarm, looking instinctively towards the door. 

“No, the old bell! The one you kept behind the counter!” Maggie clarified, wringing her hands.

Heidi moved swiftly to the counter, her insides chilled. 

“The bell from when the shop first opened?” she asked quickly, leaning over to peer behind the counter. 

Maggie was right, the spot usually occupied by a small brass bell with no clapper, was now conspicuously empty. When the bell had lost its sound, her father had worked valiantly to repair it but to no avail. Eventually he had found a replacement at a flea market, but he'd kept the old bell behind the desk as a sort of talisman or good-luck charm. Heidi had kept it just where he left it for twenty years and seeing it gone was like a knife to her heart. 

“This is unacceptable!” Maggie cried, her dismay quickly turning to fury. 

“It's gone,” Heidi murmured to herself. 

“It's a disgrace! I know that bell was there yesterday at closing!” 

Heidi didn't manage to say anything at all this time. Things had been disappearing more and more frequently but this was the first time for something of such emotional significance. 

“I suppose we should be glad it wasn't cash this time, but really! This is the outside of enough!” Maggie stormed. 

Heidi would much rather have lost cash. Thanks to three separate life insurance policies, money was something she didn't lack, but mementoes of her lost loved ones were of finite supply. She just stared at the desk, her mind blank as she tried not to imagine what her father would say if he knew she had lost the bell. Would he be angry? Sad? Disappointed? She couldn't call an image of him to mind.

“Who could have taken it?!” Maggie demanded to the empty shop. 

Heidi couldn't reply. She didn't have any answers and probably couldn't have voiced them if she had. 

“What's going on?” a voice asked as the bell over the door trilled. 

Heidi tore her eyes away from the desk and turned to face the newcomer with a stricken expression. 

“Oh my gosh, what it is?” the woman asked, moving forward hurriedly. 

“Another theft, Rose!” Maggie cried, gesturing to the desk before her. 

“You're kidding!” Rose exclaimed, stopping in her tracks. 

Heidi took the opportunity while she could, slipping away to hide amongst the shelves. She wished that Maggie had kept it a secret. The loss of the bell felt too personal to share, and Heidi didn't want to get drawn into the crusade of the rest of the street, desperate to find the thief who plagued them. She ducked down, behind the shelf on travel books, and listened as Rose and Maggie discussed this latest occurrence. 

“We had over a hundred pounds taken last week! I don't know how they're getting in! I know I locked up at the end of the day!” Rose told Maggie. 

“We locked up here too dear! You know how careful Heidi is!” 

“What was taken? Not more money?” Rose asked anxiously. 

“No, it was a bell from behind the desk. Not valuable, but Heidi's father bought it so she's bound to be upset,” Maggie explained. 

“It's awful having anything taken!” 

“It's horrible just to think of someone being here, sitting at the desk, poking around at night. It gives me the creeps! And I hate to think of poor Heidi all alone upstairs!” Maggie said darkly. 

“You should tell the police. We're supposed to update them every time something is taken,” Rose told her. 

“A lot of good it's doing! It seems as though every business in the street is suffering the same, and the police haven't done a damn thing about it!” 

Heidi slunk away rather than listen to any more. She liked Rose, she seemed like a sweet girl, but she was Lydia's daughter which meant that they were bound to discuss the party. She ended up spending most of the day ducking behind shelves and darting around corners. She even volunteered to run out for iced coffees twice during the afternoon, just to avoid the sporadic appearances by neighbours looking to discuss potential outfits with Maggie and Shelley. She couldn't blame them, the party was occupying her thoughts too, just in a very different way. Heidi was mentally practising small talk rather than planning her ensemble. She only owned one dress that would be suitable for the occasion and really, the chance to wear it was this events only saving grace. Heidi had worn everything else in her mother's wardrobe but this one item hadn't had a showing since Alice had last worn it. When anxiety threatened to take hold, Heidi pictured the dress in her mind's eye and reminded herself that she didn't have to stay long. 

She made it through the day like this and rewarded herself with one of her favourite evening routines. She put Gilmore Girls on the television, a show that her mother had loved and her father had groaningly endured. Heidi had vivid recollections of watching episodes with her mother, laughing when she laughed and eating Pop-Tarts in solidarity with Rory. She made herself a batch of macaroni cheese, from scratch of course, and dished herself up a serving with a side salad of mixed greens tossed in a balsamic glaze. She let Lorelai's voice soothe her from the living room as she stirred and grated, before finally settling down to watch in earnest with her plate of food. 

“I love this one,” her mother commented from her seat on the sofa beside her. 

“I know,” Heidi agreed with a small smile. 

“We had so much fun watching this.” 

Heidi nodded, smothering a small pang at her mother's use of the past tense. 

She returned her focus to her food as the image of Alice faded away. She let herself sink into the comfort of familiar storylines and predictable dialogue. This. This was the right way to spend an evening. 

She pushed the thoughts down, letting herself forget about the outside world for the time-being. She remained in her safe, secluded bubble until morning, following her routines with practised ease. 

When she woke she felt better. It took a few minutes for her to remember that it was the day of party, and even then she had set jobs to distract her for a while. 

She started the day with a run again, coming very close to her personal best despite the heat already setting in. She dressed, brushed out her hair and poured her iced coffee into her waiting cup. She unlocked the shop and set about dusting, checking as she went for any other missing items. Everything seemed to be in place. She let out a sigh of relief as she arrived at last at the cash desk and found everything except the bell, waiting exactly where it should be. 

“Any more thefts?!” Maggie demanded from the doorway, striking a dramatic pose. 

“No, everything looks fine.”

“Well we still need to update the police! And we need to meet with the other shop owners. We have to get to the bottom of this!” Maggie insisted, sweeping across the shop, her sequinned wrap throwing spots of light across the room. 

“I'll call the police this afternoon,” Heidi agreed, carefully side-stepping the rest of Maggie's speech. 

“And you're going to the party this evening?” Maggie demanded, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. 

“Yes, at least for a bit,” Heidi agreed with a sigh.

“Good. You deserve to meet the eligible Mr Bingley as much as anyone else does. You've been alone too long.” 

Heidi almost smiled at this. Not so much at Maggie's desire to set her up, but at the comfortable assumption that Mr Bingley would be open to it. No one in the street seemed to have considered the possibility that Mr Bingley wasn't looking for a wife or a girlfriend, but rather just wanted to successfully launch his shop. 

“Matt's mum agreed to keep Imogen overnight!” Shelley called happily over the chime of the door. 

“Wonderful! No Cinderella act for you my girl, you can dance until dawn!” Maggie crowed delightedly. 

“I don't know about that,” Shelley chuckled, blushing but obviously excited. 

Heidi wasn't sure how old Shelley was, but she thought that she might be a similar age to herself. It seemed impossible that she had an ex-husband and a daughter in that time, but her smooth, freckled skin and bright blue eyes wouldn't allow for her being much older. 

“What are you going to wear?” Maggie asked excitedly. 

“A black dress I wore for my last anniversary with Matt. You don't think that's bad luck, do you?” 

“Of course not! Besides, determination is far more powerful than luck! Everyone knows that! What about you Heidi, do you know what you're wearing this evening?” 

Heidi saw Shelley's eyes widen in surprise but her smile looked genuine. 

“You're coming?” she asked. 

Heidi gave a small half shrug with a portion of nod thrown in.

“I have an old dress of my mother's.” 

“Alice had such wonderful clothes, and you wear them beautifully,” Maggie told her sincerely. 

Heidi smiled despite herself but quickly retreated to the back of the shop with a duster and a can of polish. Over the course of the day they received another visit from Rose, this time with cakes fresh from the bakery for them all, a visit from Kitty, one from Jane and Elizabeth at the dress shop, and even a visit from
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