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Chapter 1 — Permission
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Mina wanted the sleeves off. Her mother had brought the photograph again.

It stood against her bag on the little table in the fitting room: Evelyn in 1992, on the steps of a church Ada didn’t recognize, holding the hand of a man whose other hand displayed both their rings. The sleeves rose from her shoulders in crisp gathered heaps. In the picture they looked deliberate and joyful. On Mina, under the lamp that showed every pin and loose thread, they looked as though somebody else was standing very close behind her.

“Would the rest stay up?” Mina asked.

“Not without changing the support. But we can do that.”

“And the neck?”

“We can lower it.”

“How much?”

“Let’s look.”

Ada waited for Mina’s nod before lifting the temporary strap. The bodice moved to where it belonged, and Evelyn made a small, involuntary noise of approval.

“There,” she said. “That’s much better.”

Mina studied herself. Ada had learned not to answer that look too quickly. Sometimes it meant a client wanted a different shape; sometimes it meant she’d finally seen the shape she’d ordered and wasn’t sure who she was supposed to be inside it.

“Is it pulling?” Ada asked.

“No.”

“Can you raise your arms?”

Mina lifted them to shoulder height. The sleeves pushed back. Evelyn shifted her bag out of the way, although her daughter hadn’t moved towards her.

“For the dancing,” Mina said.

“You didn’t dance at your first wedding.”

“I know.”

Ada took the narrow grey pencil out of the work-sheet clip. There were three versions of the neckline on the page, each accompanied by a note about what could be kept. The first appointment had been a pleasure until Evelyn said how nice it was to be doing everything properly this time. Mina had laughed. Ada had laughed too, a little too late, and afterward wished she’d asked a question instead.

“We can fold one sleeve in so you can compare,” she said. “Nothing cut. Just to see.”

Mina nodded. Evelyn leaned forward.

The silk was still good. At the lower edge, where it had lain inside a box for years, there were tiny flattened ridges she would need to examine before pressing. The bodice seams had generous enough allowances, and the maker had secured the inside with more care than anyone looking at the photographs would have noticed. Ada liked finding work like that. It made her curious about the person who’d done it, not enough to search for her but enough to follow her decisions with her hands.

“Who made it?” she asked Evelyn.

“A woman in my mother’s street. Mrs. Dobson. She did all three of us.”

“She did a good job.”

Evelyn smiled at the photograph. Ada had meant the stitching, but it was all right for the compliment to travel a little further.

She folded the right sleeve inside, pinned the altered line, and stepped back. Mina put her arms down. Her shoulders dropped as well.

“Yes,” she said. “That.”

Evelyn looked from one side to the other.

“It’s quite bare.”

“There would be the new edge here,” Ada said.

“I mean the shoulder.”

“I could wear the jacket outside,” Mina said.

“You’ll have the pictures outside.”

“Mum.”

“I’m only saying what you’re going to be cold in.”

The wedding was on May first. It could be cold; Evelyn wasn’t inventing that. Ada had a fine wool wrap she could suggest. She could also lift the neckline again, keep a hint of sleeve, give the mother something to recognize. Any of those adjustments would be possible. She kept her hands by her sides.

“Would you like a moment?” she asked Mina.

“No. I want it like that.”

Evelyn sat back. “Well, it is your dress.”

Ada knew from the intake sheet that Evelyn had given the gown to Mina. They’d discussed it at the first appointment, in part because Ada didn’t want to be caught between somebody who’d paid for a garment and somebody wearing it. She repeated the question now, gently enough that neither woman should have to feel challenged.

“You’re both comfortable with Mina approving the changes?”

“Of course,” Evelyn said.

Mina looked at Ada, then at her mother.

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll draw this version properly. We won’t cut until you’ve signed the design sheet.”

Mina smiled again, more cautiously this time. She turned to look over her shoulder at the back. Ada could have done that turn for her, pivoting the block or moving the second mirror, but she liked to let people discover how they would move if no one were instructing them.

Outside the fitting room, a courier was explaining something to Celia. His voice rose each time he said he hadn’t loaded the van. Celia’s didn’t. Ada could hear her ask whether he could wait while she photographed the label, and then whether the missing roll might still be at the depot. By the time Mina stepped off the block, the courier had offered to call somebody.

“Will you save the sleeves?” Evelyn asked.

“Certainly.”

“And the train.”

“We’ll save all the sound pieces.”

Evelyn touched the bag. “I brought fresh tissue.”

“That’s helpful.”

“I thought you might laugh.”

“About tissue?”

“About keeping everything.”

Ada didn’t answer too quickly. There were enough people willing to tell a woman she was sentimental. She took the clean tissue and laid it beside the work sheet.

“We’ll give the pieces back to you.”

Mina’s original estimate covered removal of the sleeves, changes to support and neckline, shortening of the skirt, and three fittings. Ada had written it herself. It left very little room for the finish she now wanted: tiny hand stitches at the new edge, with an inside facing cut from the spare cloth so it would never show.

“The finish here will be done by hand,” she said. “I’ll take care of that.”

“Is that extra?” Mina asked.

“No.”

It came out before she had calculated the hours. She knew the price of the estimate and the time they had already spent. She also knew she didn’t want Mina to think she was paying separately for having made a difficult decision.

“Thank you,” Mina said.

Ada looked down at the pinned edge, pleased.

Celia appeared in the doorway with a parcel under one arm. She waited until Ada had handed Mina the sketch.

“Can we have our talk at twelve?”

Ada glanced at the clock above the mirror. Twenty past ten. They had nearly an hour left in the appointment, if she used all the time she’d offered.

“Yes.”

“Today?”

“I did say twelve.”

Celia nodded. She put the parcel on the shelf and went back to the front desk.

Mina was reading the work sheet. “Could I take a picture?”

“Of the design? Of course.”

“Of me like this.”

“Certainly.”

Evelyn stood immediately to take the phone, and Mina let her. Ada moved the hanging jacket out of the background. In the photograph on the little table, Evelyn’s wedding shoes were hidden by the skirt. Mina had brought flat gold sandals with ankle straps and two buckles Ada had already checked for catching the hem. She watched the mother kneel awkwardly to get them in the frame.

They stayed until eleven ten. Mina signed the design approval after reading the changes aloud, and Evelyn added a note at the bottom asking for the offcuts to be wrapped in the tissue she’d brought. Ada gave them their copies. Evelyn had weak tea in the front salon while Mina changed. Afterwards Mina joined her and drank the water left from the fitting.

Ada saw them out, pleased. The approved design was clipped to the work ticket; she could start tomorrow.

She carried the cups to the staff sink. Celia was writing beside the booking screen.

“Did the fabric arrive?” Ada asked.

“One roll. The other one is coming this afternoon.”

“Good.”

“Did you put the hand finish on Mina’s change sheet?”

“It was included.”

“In the first estimate?”

Ada rinsed the first cup.

“It needs it.”

“That wasn’t what I asked.”

“A couple of hours.”

“Is it a couple?”

She could have said she would check. Instead she put the cup on the rack with more force than was needed and started washing the second. The silence behind her lasted long enough that she knew Celia hadn’t accepted the answer.

“I’ll put the hours in,” she said.

“Thank you.”

There was nothing offensive in thank you. Celia might have meant it exactly as it sounded. Ada disliked being thanked for something that, in this room, meant she’d been corrected.

Tessa came in carrying an ivory sleeve and a sandwich wrapped in foil.

“Would you look at the balance before I close it?”

“Yes. Leave it on the table.”

“Before lunch, or after?”

“After.”

“Okay.”

She set down the sleeve, then went to the machine wall. The sandwich remained on top of the foil, uneaten. Ada was about to tell her to go and eat when she noticed the time. Eleven fifty-two.

Celia had cleared the middle of the cutting table. Usually that took some negotiation. Ada worked outwards from the middle, spreading pattern pieces until the clean space was whatever remained between them. Today the tissue patterns had been stacked on the far end, the shears beside them, and Tessa’s sleeve moved onto a clean sheet.

Ada dried her hands and lifted Mina’s gown onto its padded hanger. She clipped the approved design sheet to the work ticket, then wheeled the stand into the rack. There were seven large commissions in the room, including Jules’s suit, and an alterations rail at the front where every garment had a collection date. Celia had put a red dot beside three of them. Ada could ask about those after their talk.

At noon Celia placed two sets of paper on the table.

The first thing Ada saw was the company name.

She had thought they would discuss the summer schedule again. Celia wanted to reduce bespoke bookings until they had paid cutting help. Ada thought they could hold the good dates if she worked through the spring. They’d tried to talk on Friday; a client had arrived early. On Saturday Ada had been too far behind to finish the conversation, though Celia stayed after closing and waited while she pinned.

“What is this?”

“Notice under our buy-or-sell clause.”

Ada looked at her.

Celia wasn’t using the voice she used for an anxious customer. She was quiet and quite clear.

“I’m serving it today.”

The sum sat in the middle of the first page, in figures and words. One hundred and twenty thousand dollars. Ada read the number twice before she understood that it was a price, not something the company owed.

“For your half?”

“Or yours.”

Ada had signed the agreement twelve years ago. They’d had different lawyers then too; the solicitor who advised her had gone through the buy-or-sell provision slowly, explaining that the person naming the price wouldn’t know which way the other person would choose. It prevented one of them from offering a price she wouldn’t be prepared to accept herself. Celia had compared it to cutting a cake and letting somebody else pick a slice. Ada had drawn a cake in the margin.

She remembered the cake and the solicitor waiting while she drew it. She hadn’t asked for a different clause.

“You’re asking me to sell.”

“I’m asking you to make the election.”

“You know I don’t have that much money.”

“I know what you’ve told me about your savings. I don’t know what financing you can arrange.”

It was a prepared answer. Ada could hear the care she’d taken over it and wanted her to say something she hadn’t practiced.

“And you have it.”

“Yes.”

The inheritance had been in Celia’s personal account for two years. Ada had known the amount because Celia had asked her whether it was awful to feel relieved when someone you loved died. They’d talked about the aunt’s house, the awful clearing of its kitchen cupboards, and the practical difference one hundred and eighty thousand dollars made to somebody who’d spent years checking when the rent left her account. Celia had not promised that money to Fable. Ada had never asked.

Now it meant Celia could choose a date.

“The business is worth two hundred and forty thousand?”

“That’s the price I’ve named for our shares.”

“Have you had it valued?”

“You should get your own advice. The notice says that too.”

Ada picked up the letter. There were three pages: the notice, the terms taken from the agreement, and an acknowledgment of receipt. Thirty days for her election. A further thirty days to complete. May twelfth at noon, then June eleventh.

“If I don’t answer?”

“The default is that you sell.”

“I know. I read it.”

Celia kept her hands on her side of the table.

Ada could refuse to acknowledge receipt. She could make Celia find another way to prove it had been delivered. She didn’t know what that would achieve beyond a few uglier minutes in a room they still needed to work in.

“We have seven things in here that aren’t finished.”

“They’ll be finished.”

“By who?”

“By the company. We’re still both in it.”

“And after?”

“That depends on your election.”

Ada put the pages down. Tessa was at the far end of the room, stitching the sleeve. Celia had turned the small radio off before their conversation, but the machine still ran. Ada could not tell how much of the talk would travel over it. She wanted to have the argument somewhere else and wanted Celia to be ashamed of bringing it here. She had refused the other places too. A restaurant after work was always too late; a Sunday morning was supposed to be a morning without the shop. Celia had offered both.

“You could have warned me.”

“I have been asking us to make a decision.”

“This isn’t that.”

“No.”

For a moment Ada was glad she hadn’t pretended.

Celia wore the small gold earrings Ada bought her for her fortieth birthday. She’d said she liked them because she could sleep in them without waking up with her earlobe folded. Ada hadn’t known that was a problem until Celia demonstrated it, absurdly, against her palm. They had laughed about buying jewellery for professional sleepers.

She wished Celia had worn another pair today.

“Are you leaving?” Ada asked.

“The ownership has to change.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

Celia looked at the notice.

“I haven’t elected for you, Ada.”

So she might keep it. The company name, the lease, the fittings, the window Ada had dressed with a single cream gown because they couldn’t afford anything else. Ada had imagined, if they couldn’t keep working together, that they would close. Sell the machines, finish the existing orders, take the rail apart. It had not occurred to her that one of them would be permitted to carry on in the room while the other went away.

There was an orange pen beside the papers. Clients used it to sign alteration approvals. Ada picked it up and asked exactly what the acknowledgment meant.

“Only that you received the notice,” Celia said.

“Not that I accept anything.”

“Not an election. Just receipt.”

Ada signed. Celia entered the time beside her signature and gave her the second set. Noon.

She felt better for having done something. It was not the right thing to feel better about, but it let her put down the pen.

“I’ll buy.”

“You don’t have to tell me today.”

“I’m telling you anyway.”

“Please get advice first.”

“I will.”

Celia didn’t say she was relieved. Ada hadn’t expected relief; she realized she had expected fear. She wanted the prospect of leaving to cost Celia visibly, even if it cost her the company in which she had put twelve years of her hands.

The machine at the back stopped. Tessa’s chair moved, and then the tap ran at the sink.

Celia took her copy to the desk. Ada moved the shears to the other end of the table and drew the sleeve towards her. It had been pinned for a question she knew how to answer. She checked the shoulder, measured the balance against the work sheet, and found herself reading the same line three times.

Celia stood beside the calendar.

“What do you need for this afternoon?”

Ada kept her hand on the sleeve so she wouldn’t touch it again before she’d worked out what was wrong.

“A copy of the agreement.”

“I’ve put the whole folder in the office.”

“All the accounts too.”

“You’ve got access.”

“I want them together.”

“Okay.”

Ada let go of the fabric. She left the orange pen beside the letter, took her phone out of her pocket, and searched for the number of a lawyer who did work like this. She would have to pay someone to explain the things she already knew and the things she hadn’t thought to ask.

Behind her, Celia began moving the next client’s pieces into the clear part of the table.
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Chapter 2 — The Same Price
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By four o’clock Ada had found two things wrong with the notice. Neither mattered.

The postal code under her home address was the old one. The company name had no comma before Inc., although she was fairly sure the incorporation papers did. She looked for the original certificate to prove it, then put it aside when she realized what she was doing.

Celia had made a folder on the shared drive. It contained the agreement, the notice, their last three year-end statements, the lease, and a spreadsheet of work in progress. Ada had access to all of these already. Some she opened every week, some only when Celia asked her to approve a payment. Putting them together made them look like the property of people who intended to buy something, not two women who knew which clients needed a chair beside the fitting block.

The afternoon had continued. A woman collected two pairs of trousers and asked whether the length was right with boots. A new client wanted a consultation moved because she’d booked her photographer first and discovered he couldn’t do the date. Tessa showed Ada the sleeve again. It was balanced correctly; Ada said so, and Tessa took it back without asking why it had taken her nearly four hours to give an answer.

Now the sleeve was closed. There was nothing useful left for Ada to do to it.

She sat at Celia’s desk because the screen was larger. Celia was on the phone in the front salon, explaining a revised collection time.

Ada opened the agreement.

There were her initials at the bottom of every page. On page nine she had written a question in blue ink: What if neither can afford it? Beside it, in her old solicitor’s handwriting, was a reference to the mechanism and its consequences. She remembered asking. She also remembered being glad they had equal shares.

They had become co-owners before they had become people with different amounts of money. Equal had been the easiest part to understand.

Celia finished the call.

“Did you find it?”

“Yes.”

She didn’t turn around. Celia would have been able to see her question on the screen, and Ada disliked the idea that the evidence of her having been warned might be available behind her shoulder.

“Is the deadline from noon because that’s when I signed?”

“From receipt. That’s when we recorded it.”

“And if I dispute the notice?”

“You’ll need to ask your lawyer.”

“Are you going to answer anything yourself?”

Celia pulled a chair to the side of the desk, not behind it.

“I can answer what I know. I can’t advise you about challenging me.”

It sounded absurd put like that. It was also true.

Ada closed the agreement and opened the costs file. Mina’s order was near the top. Celia had put the current hours alongside Ada’s original estimate and left the remaining labour column blank.

“You could have put the rest in.”

“I don’t know how much you’re planning to do.”

“I told you.”

“You told me a couple of hours for one part.”

Ada clicked into the blank cell.

She knew it was more than a couple. The new neckline needed careful support and an edge that would sit smoothly under changing light. The skirt had to be handled before she could shorten it; the old pressing marks would take time she couldn’t quote until she’d tried a small area. None of this was mysterious. She might have explained it easily to a new maker.

“What figure do you want?”

“The one you believe.”

Ada entered six.

“That includes the edge,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t.”

Celia looked at her.

“Don’t thank me in that way.”

“In what way?”

“As if I finally did the thing you asked.”

There was a small delay before Celia spoke, during which Ada could hear the front door close behind Tessa. The employee had called goodbye; neither of them had answered. Ada felt an involuntary urge to go after her and make sure she knew they weren’t cross with her.

“I did ask,” Celia said.

“I know.”

“And you did do it.”

“Do you enjoy this?”

“No.”

“You sounded as though you did.”

Celia moved her chair back. “I can’t tell you something in a way that won’t upset you today.”

That was enough to upset her again. Ada turned to the screen because the spreadsheet still required information and did not require her to be reasonable.

Six remaining hours turned Mina’s order into something close to a favour. It wasn’t a loss if Ada’s own time had no price. If she priced her time, there was very little left after materials and the other work. The file showed both views in separate columns. Celia hadn’t labelled either one the truth.

They had agreed a rate for costing Ada’s work years ago. She disliked how a rate could turn an excellent day at the table into a problem. She also disliked, when she was tired, that nobody seemed to notice how long an excellent day had been.

She scrolled down to the other commissions.

“What happens to these if I sell?”

“They stay with the company.”

“And the clients?”

“Their contracts are with Fable.”

“Mina doesn’t think of her dress as a contract.”

“Mina expects to get her dress.”

Ada almost objected, then remembered the approving sketch clipped to the hanger. Mina had needed a date and a price. Celia had arranged both while Ada was lifting the skirt.

The cupboard over the printer held their earliest patterns. Ada had labelled each thick envelope by style, then client measurements and changes. Some were blocks used again; others recorded a gown they would never make twice. They’d kept them because remaking a thought was harder than finding the envelope.

“And those?”

Celia followed her glance.

“They belong to the business.”

“I drew them.”

“We paid for the work through the business.”

“We hardly paid ourselves anything.”

“Either of us.”

Ada wanted a clean distinction. Her hands had made something; surely there had to be a rule by which she could keep it. But she’d also used the company’s table, bought cloth from its account, taught Tessa from those envelopes. She would have to ask someone who hadn’t been in the room while it all happened.

“If you sell,” she said, “you’d leave all this?”

“Yes.”

“You’d just go.”

“I’m not saying just.”

Celia sat down again. Her heel caught the bottom rung of the chair, and she bent to release it. Ada watched her straighten the strap, an ordinary gesture she knew well. Celia’s shoes always pinched if she wore them for a whole Saturday. She bought good ones anyway because she thought clients should feel that somebody had taken trouble.

Ada had once called that superficial. Then she’d borrowed a pair for a reception and felt grateful for being able to walk into the room without thinking about what was wrong with her own feet.

“The rate on your sheet,” she said. “For me. Is that what you think I’m worth?”

“No. It’s the rate we use to cost the work.”

“You use it.”

“We agreed it.”

Ada left the rate in the cell. Asking Celia to raise it wouldn’t have answered the question either.

She opened the old calendar instead. There were weeks when Celia had covered every appointment because Ada was away, weeks Ada had remembered as lost income rather than work Celia did to keep the room open. She scrolled until she found last September: four consultations, three collections, two suppliers, an event she hadn’t attended because she didn’t like events. Celia had bought herself a jacket for it, second-hand, and asked Ada to adjust the shoulders.

Ada had done the alteration after hours and refused to take money for it. She remembered that part vividly.

“Why one hundred and twenty?”

Celia rested her forearms on the table.

“The assets, the orders, the trading history. And what I’m prepared to pay or accept.”

“What about twelve years?”

“They’re in both halves.”

Ada looked at her then, fully. Celia wasn’t triumphant. She was tired in a way Ada had registered before but treated as less concrete than being tired from standing. The lamp above the desk made a pale mark at the side of her hair where a clip had been that morning.

She wanted to ask when Celia had decided this. She had asked versions of that already, and none had brought her closer to the answer she wanted: not decided.

“We can still withdraw it,” she said.

“We can agree to. I’m not agreeing today.”

“You won’t even talk about it.”

“We’ve been talking for an hour.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No,” Celia said. “It isn’t.”

For a second they almost smiled. It was the kind of exchange they could once have performed in front of a supplier while disagreeing about something real. Ada would have lifted an eyebrow, Celia would have pretended to write down the unreasonable request, and the day would have continued.

Ada let the expression pass before it became a request Celia could refuse.

“I want copies,” she said. “I’ll ask the lawyer what she needs.”

“They’re all there.”

“I mean I want to take them home.”

“Download them.”

She copied the folder to her own device, checking that the files opened before closing the screen. She did not put the pattern envelopes in her bag. No one had told her not to, but it would have been a different thing from taking a copy of an account she already owned half of.

At the door she waited while Celia set the alarm.

“Do you want the company closed?” Ada asked.

Celia pressed the last number.

“I want the agreement used.”

Ada held the door open. For the length of the closing bell’s small shudder, neither went through it.

Then Celia stepped out, and Ada followed.

* * *
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At home, Ada put the papers on the kitchen table and moved the work out of the way.

It was only a narrow table. She had bought it after Ben left because the old one belonged in a room big enough to walk around it. A half-made navy skirt occupied one corner, a personal repair she’d started for herself and abandoned when a client needed a rush fitting. There were no pins in it now. She could have worn it if she would spend forty minutes finishing the waistband.

She lifted it onto the bed.

The apartment had a kettle that switched itself off too soon, a west-facing window that made the afternoon look more generous than it was, and a second-hand chair with the wrong colour of upholstery. She liked all of it at different times. That evening she couldn’t see anything except the distance between the size of the table and the size of the work at Fable.

She made toast and opened her personal banking.

Twenty-eight thousand, four hundred and twelve dollars and some cents. The figure gave her more pleasure than she expected. The twenty-eight thousand was available for the purchase. Her tax reserve and rent money were in separate accounts. It wasn’t an answer to the notice. It was evidence she’d once been able to choose what to do with money.

The shortfall was ninety-two thousand if she used every eligible dollar of the twenty-eight. It wouldn’t leave the money for advice, operating problems, living. She wrote those words on a separate sheet because ignoring them didn’t make her economical.

Her ordinary credit limit wouldn’t cover much. There was no jointly owned house to borrow against. The settlement with Ben was complete, and the money from it was already here.

She looked at his name on her phone.

They spoke perhaps twice a month. The calls were friendly when they stayed with practical things. He had told her the new flat’s windows leaked at the corners, and she’d offered to make a draught curtain before remembering that he’d know how to buy one. He hadn’t accepted or refused. They’d moved to another subject.

She typed: Could we meet for coffee? I need to ask you something.

It looked threatening, although what she needed was money, not news that would rearrange his life. She removed the second sentence.

He replied while she was buttering the toast.

Sure. Not tomorrow. Next Monday?

A week. Too long for the first plan forming in her head, though the election was a month away and she had no reason to think a week would destroy it. She wrote yes and put the phone face down.

Selling would bring one hundred and twenty thousand dollars into the same account. She didn’t know what tax would do to that amount; it was another question for the lawyer or an accountant, not a reason to pretend the money didn’t exist. She could pay rent. She could finish her navy skirt. She could buy a table large enough for a different kind of work.

She pushed the page away.

They had opened Fable with two machines, some borrowed fittings furniture, and a window display Ada had changed three times before anyone came through the door. Ada said the first customer bought an alteration because she liked the window. Celia thought she’d only wanted her coat sleeves shortened. They had disagreed cheerfully about it for years, because the coat’s receipt proved that somebody had come in and paid them to do what they were good at.

Now somebody might carry on under that name without her.

She called the lawyer’s office number from the notice’s recommendation list, then stopped the call before it connected. Not Celia’s lawyer. Not somebody she would feel had already heard one side.

She searched independently for a corporate solicitor and read Ruth Chan’s description twice. Shareholder disputes. Purchases and sales. Agreements. It sounded like a person who would ask for the papers she had just downloaded.

The office was closed. Ada left a message with her name, the company’s name, and the election deadline. She didn’t explain the friendship. At the end, when the recording gave her room to add something, she nearly said it was urgent.

Instead she asked for the earliest available appointment.

The toast had cooled. She ate it anyway, standing at the sink so there was no need to move the papers again. From there she could see the skirt on the bed, folded with its unfinished waistband turned out.

After washing the plate, she sat down and entered six hours beside Mina’s name on her own copy of the work sheet.
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Chapter 3 — Instructions
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Tessa was making tea when Ada arrived. The lights at the back were already on, and the machines were uncovered.

“You’re early,” Ada said.

“I wanted to check the sleeve before the fitting.”

“It’s good.”

“I know. I wanted to check it on the stand.”

Ada put her bag on the desk. Tessa was already turning back to the stand.

Celia came in carrying three coffees. She put Ada’s beside her bag and Tessa’s on the staff table.

“I’ve made tea,” Tessa said.

“Keep it for later.”

“It doesn’t improve.”

Celia turned towards the appointments screen. “Fair point.”

Usually Ada would have laughed. She took the lid off her coffee and inhaled the hot, familiar smell. Celia remembered which one she wanted because Celia had been remembering for twelve years. There was no reason to think she would instantly forget.

“We need to tell Tessa,” Ada said.

“Yes.”

Tessa had stayed beside the kettle. She put the spoon down.

“I heard some of it yesterday.”

Ada disliked that she’d called it some. It meant there was a part she’d heard and a part she was admitting to having heard, and they might not be the same.

“Then you probably got the wrong impression.”

“Tell me the right one.”

Celia sat at the table. Ada remained standing until she saw that left Tessa standing too, then took the chair opposite.

“Celia’s served a notice under our agreement,” she said. “It means we have to change the ownership.”

“In a month?”

“I have a month to decide.”

“To buy my shares,” Celia said, “or sell hers. Either way, there would be one owner after completion.”

“And completion is when?”

“June eleventh,” Ada said.

The coffee had become too hot in her mouth. She swallowed it before adding anything else.

“That’s if everything goes to the schedule. We’re getting advice.”

“Separately,” Celia said.

Tessa nodded. She was wearing the green cardigan Ada knew had a repaired cuff because she’d shown Tessa how to work the repair less visibly. It was the sort of thing Ada remembered about clothes more readily than she remembered birthdays. Tessa’s birthday was in June. Or July. Ada couldn’t be certain.

“What happens to my job?”

“We still need you,” Ada said.

“That isn’t what I asked.”

The resemblance to Celia’s question yesterday annoyed her more because Tessa hadn’t intended it.

“Your employer is the company,” Celia said. “The notice doesn’t change your employment today.”

“So you’re not closing?”

“Neither of us is proposing closure,” Ada said.

She looked at Celia as she said it. Yesterday she had thought closure might be the only alternative to working together, but it had not been a proposal she made. There was a distinction worth keeping.

“I want to keep the company,” she added.

Tessa glanced between them.

“Do you want me to answer that?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Celia touched the edge of the appointments pad, stopping herself from turning it. “What we need to work out immediately is supervision and the schedule. The current orders continue.”

“Okay.”

“We’ll give you clear instructions.”

“From which one of you?”

Ada had been ready to say from me. Celia handled schedules; she handled work. That was how they had explained the business to clients and suppliers, although Celia did hand finishing and Ada sometimes collected balances when nobody else was at the desk. Tessa had sometimes brought the same question to both desks and received two answers. Ada hadn’t noticed which answer she used.

“We can agree them together,” she said.

“What if you disagree?”

“Then we won’t leave you to deal with it.”

Tessa put both hands around the mug. She didn’t look reassured enough for Ada, who had chosen every word with care.

“What else?” Celia asked.

“The cutting practice.”

Ada looked down at the coffee lid.

They had promised Tessa time to develop a pattern from beginning to end. Not during an unpaid evening, not as a favour, but inside the work schedule. The promise had been made after Christmas, when the studio was quieter. February filled unexpectedly, then March. Ada had given her pieces of the work, which was not the same as giving her the whole process.

“I haven’t forgotten,” she said.

“I know. But does this put it off again?”

“We’re very busy.”

“We were busy when you offered.”

“I was hoping to find a quieter day.”

“Ada,” Celia said.

She didn’t raise her voice. That made it worse.

Tessa opened the small book she used to record tasks and hours. Ada knew the book: she bought one every year and labelled it in square handwriting, unlike the scraps Ada misplaced around the table. There was a page folded over near the middle.

“I’m not asking for the whole of next week,” Tessa said. “I’m asking whether I should keep expecting it.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

Ada looked at the appointment list. She could put aside Friday afternoon. Friday was the fitting for Mina’s changed gown; she would have the neckline ready by then if she did more tomorrow. She could move the training to Saturday, except Tessa didn’t work every Saturday and it shouldn’t have to be a Saturday.

“I need to look at the work first.”

“That means I keep waiting.”

“It means I need to look.”

Celia’s coffee remained closed in front of her. Tessa folded the page back without writing a date.

“All right,” she said. “Can you tell me this week?”

“Yes.”

Ada wanted to make the promise larger, give Tessa the reassurance she’d plainly failed to provide. She could mention Imani’s gown. Tessa would like to lead that fitting, and Ada thought she might be ready. But she didn’t know whether there was time for all the preparation.

She said nothing.

They discussed the three urgent alterations instead. Celia had placed the red dots because two clients had moved collection dates and the third needed a final repair Ada had agreed to do without updating the ticket. She assigned the repair to herself and wrote the task where everyone could see it.

When Tessa returned to the machine, Celia stayed at the table.

“That went badly.”

“It was a difficult thing to tell her.”

“I mean the training.”

“I couldn’t invent a date.”

“You’ve had three months.”

Ada put the coffee lid back on. “Do you want me to train her or finish the work?”

“I want us to stop offering things there isn’t time to do.”

Celia lifted her coffee and stood. She went to answer a call from a customer who’d been sent the wrong shoes.

Ada sat for another minute. She had wanted Tessa to hear that her job mattered, that neither owner could carry on without her. Instead she’d made the job sound like more waiting.

Ruth Chan’s office called at nine thirty-five. A short appointment was available at four if Ada could send the agreement and notice beforehand. The assistant quoted the consultation fee and asked whether she wanted it confirmed by email.

Ada said yes.

She put the call in the shared calendar as an appointment and wrote her own name beside it.

* * *
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The solicitor’s office was on an upper floor of a building whose lift had mirrors on three sides. Ada spent the ride watching herself look at the ceiling so she wouldn’t inspect her clothes.

She had changed her shirt after lunch because steam had dampened the front of the one she’d worn that morning. The replacement was blue, with a neckline she disliked but didn’t have time to alter. She had brought the papers in a canvas bag and wished she had a case that looked as though it belonged to somebody who could buy a company.

Ruth came to the waiting area carrying a thin folder.

“Ms. Voss?”

“Ada.”

“Come through.”

Her office had two chairs on the visitor’s side of the desk, a window overlooking a neighbouring roof, and a pair of shoes pushed beneath a cabinet. Ada noticed the shoes because the ones Ruth wore looked comfortable. The pair under the cabinet looked like the office version of Celia’s, kept for a different kind of room.

“I’ve read the notice and the agreement,” Ruth said. “This is an initial meeting. I haven’t reviewed all the financial or other obligations. We’ll need a defined scope if you want me to proceed.”

“All right.”

“And I’ll be advising you, not the company or Ms. North.”

“Yes.”

Ada put the copies she had printed on the desk. Ruth already had them. She let them stay because removing them again would make her seem unnecessarily disorganized.

“Tell me what you want to happen.”

“I want to buy her half.”

“Have you decided that, or is it the option you want to examine?”

Ada opened her bag as if something inside could make the distinction less irritating.

“I want to examine it.”

Ruth made a note.

“And you received this yesterday, at noon.”

“We recorded noon.”

“Your deadline to elect is May twelfth. Completion is then governed by the agreement, with the further period set out here. Those are two separate events. You don’t need to put the whole purchase price on the table tomorrow.”

“I understood that.”

“Good.”

The response contained no pleasure at having corrected her. Ada relaxed a little.

“Can she do this?”

“It is a mechanism you agreed to. We need to examine whether the notice complies with the agreement and whether there are other circumstances relevant to your position. Receiving a notice doesn’t remove all your options.”

“So I could stop it.”

“You could have grounds to challenge it, or you could negotiate a different arrangement. I can’t tell you that you have a successful challenge merely because you don’t want the result.”

“That’s not the reason.”

“What is?”

Ada looked at the pages.

“She’s got the money, and I haven’t.”

“Has your financial position changed in a way she is exploiting? Has she withheld information you need? Those are questions to investigate. Don’t assume that unequal resources make the notice automatically invalid. Don’t assume they have no significance either.”

It was not the answer Ada had rehearsed hearing on the way up. She had imagined a yes or a no, followed by a plan. Ruth was offering questions that required information Ada might possess but hadn’t organized.

“I can see all the books.”

“Have you been able to see them before now?”

“Yes.”

“Do you believe she’s taken funds or concealed liabilities?”

“No.”

She had said it easily. There had been no temptation to invent suspicion. Celia had made a choice she hated; that wasn’t a reason to transform twelve years into theft.

Ruth noted the answer.

“Then let’s separate how the notice feels from what we can verify.”

Ada disliked that sentence until Ruth followed it with a practical one.

“What money can you access personally?”

“Twenty-eight thousand.”

“And the price is one hundred and twenty.”

“I might be able to borrow some.”

“From whom?”

Ada named Ben, then described him correctly as her former husband. Saying former made the potential loan seem less reasonable.

“Has he agreed?”

“No. I haven’t asked yet.”

“Then don’t include it as available funding.”

“I won’t.”

“Any lender?”

“Our fabric supplier knows the business. He has financed equipment for people. I haven’t spoken to him.”

“That may be worth examining. Acquisition funding and operating funding aren’t the same thing. You need to know how you would pay for the shares and how the company would keep trading afterward.”

Ada said she knew. This time she wasn’t entirely sure she did.

Ruth turned to another page
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