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There were days when Darcy wished she hadn’t inherited her grandmother’s pub, and today, as she ran up the steps of Bond Street tube station, she wished she hadn’t come to London at all. A downpour of rain greeted her as she reached the busy pavement, soaking her to the skin.

‘Oh, thank you very much!’ she grumbled, cursing the rain that only added to her ever-increasing despair. She pulled up the collars of her biker jacket, tucked in her scarf and walked down Davies' Street, turning onto Oxford Street. Standing on the curb, waiting for the passing traffic to stop, she glanced up at the Christmas decorations strung across the buildings, batted the rain out of her lashes and saw that Christmas had arrived in London. But not even cheery old Santa Claus swinging precariously from the wire could offer her respite from the worry that plagued her today. When she made it to Old Bond Street, she took shelter under the awning of the Chanel store, soaked through to her skin. As if she didn’t have enough to contend with today, her friend Trudy had rung her early to ask if she’d meet her at a dress shop. It wasn’t where Darcy wanted to be the first thing on a Saturday morning, but she figured she had to be there to support her friend. They had known each other since they were both at nursery school in Wales. Trudy shared her packed lunch with Darcy and from that moment on they were inseparable until Trudy went to university in London.  

Time was getting on and the rain kept pouring. Darcy knew it wouldn’t stop soon and decided to make a move, but as she was leaving, a black Mercedes with blacked-out windows pulled up on the roadside that piqued her interest. As a self-confessed nosey parker, Darcy watched as the driver dressed in a dark suit get out and opened the passenger door. The one thing that excited her the most about walking around London was the celebrities she’d spot. Only last week she met Boy George, one of her favourite singers. She pulled out her phone from inside her pocket and was about to snap a picture, when she saw a walking stick touch the pavement and a small old lady in a green coat heaving herself out of the car. At first, she thought it may be Angela Lansbury, but the woman’s thick Scottish accent soon ruled that out. Disappointed she didn’t recognise her, she smiled at the woman entering the store and thought she’d better leave because the window dresser was looking at her suspiciously. She stepped out of the shelter, wincing as icy raindrops ran down her neck to her bra. Shivering and feeling underdressed for such a posh shop she tried to assemble her now soaked hair into a neat bun. She ran the rest of the way and arrived outside the entrance to the shop. Trudy was waving her inside, and Darcy pushed the door open, aware that her shoes were squelching and squeaking as she entered.

She noticed there were a few side glances her way from the shop assistants, but she smiled at them and went to join Trudy standing beside a rail of white designer gowns. One of which she imagined cost more than she had spent on clothes in her entire lifetime.  

‘So, I just about made it,’ she shrugged off her sopping wet jacket.

Trudy arched an eyebrow and looked at her from head to toe. ‘Haven’t you heard of umbrellas? Or buses? Or taxis, even?’

Darcy threw her jacket towards a white-backed chair with velvet lining and heard Trudy gasp with horror. Realising her mistake, she picked it up and put it down on the floor before taking her seat, except she knew that her wet hair was dripping onto the plush lining.  

‘It wasn’t raining when I left. Anyway, I’ve got a lot on my mind right now.’

‘Like what?’ Trudy asked, concern in her voice.  

‘Oh, let's forget it for today.’

‘No, no. Tell me what's wrong.’

‘The pub is in trouble. Nan left behind a huge debt, unfortunately.’

‘I didn’t know. Why don’t you tell me these things?’ She shook her head. ‘Here,’ she stooped down to her bag and handed her a box of chocolates. ‘I brought us a treat while we shop and please use the wipes for your hands before touching anything.’

‘You know me well.’ She opened the box and Trudy reached over, snatched a few and popped them in her mouth.

‘If you eat anymore, you’ll have to get your wedding dress adjusted,’ Darcy joked, biting into the soft caramel centred chocolate with no regrets. She gave Trudy a smug look and popped another into her mouth, oblivious to the drips of rain rolling down her cheeks.

‘He’s marrying me for my inner beauty...’

‘If you say so,’ Darcy remarked, watching her pluck a hideous dress off the metal rack.

‘Now tell me what you think about this one?’ 

Darcy shot back in her chair, grossed-out by the peach, frilly number she thrust in front of her face.

‘If you fancy yourself as Peaches and Cream Barbie, then knock yourself out.’

Trudy’s face lit up. ‘Really? Do you mean...’

‘No,’ she scoffed; mortified she’d even consider the monstrosity. ‘You’re not buying it, so pick something else. Please. I can’t be seen with you wearing that, no way.’

‘But I loved Peaches and Cream Barbie,’ she mockingly pouted. ‘Oh alright, be honest why don’t you? No, you’re right. I’ll look a right bloody frump, won’t I?’

They both laughed and Trudy went back to the large rack of dresses. ‘So, what are you going to do about the pub? Sell it and make a tidy profit?’ she asked, lifting up dress after dress.

Darcy shook her head and shrugged. ‘No idea. I’m having to rent out the upstairs flat to make ends meet. I’ve got a guy coming tomorrow to look at it. He’s a university professor, so I’m guessing he’s a boring old git that won’t give me too much grief.’

‘I hope he’s rich and handsome for your sake.’ Trudy blurted it out so loud that one of the shop assistants giggled.

Darcy wished the ground would swallow her friend up, spitting her out on the other side of the door. Even though she was grateful she offered to buy the bridesmaid dresses, Darcy still felt uncomfortable. There was no way she’d be able to afford to shop on Bond Street otherwise, more like TK Maxx if she was feeling plush.

‘As long as he pays his rent on time I don’t care. So, have you picked the bridesmaid dresses yet?’ she asked when her phone rang. She fished around her bag for her phone and checked the caller ID. ‘It’s work. I need to take this.’ She pressed the accept button and the moment she did she heard her barmaid, Jess, begging her to come back to the pub to sort out a stroppy customer. ‘I won’t be long. Just offer him a packet of crisps or something in the meantime. Maybe that will pacify him until I get there.’ She looked up at Trudy and said she had to leave.

‘You’re hoping a packet of crisps will help resolve a pub brawl?’ she laughed. ‘Before you go,’ Trudy went through her handbag. ‘Take this Oyster card and get the frickin’ bus or you’ll end up ill. Oh, and wait. You can take the rest of the chocolates, too. I’d better watch my waistline.’  

‘Thanks,’ said Darcy, trying not to laugh as she took the box and shoved it into her handbag.
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Back in Paddington, Darcy pounded up Praed Street, wondering what would greet her when she walked into the pub. She had only owned it for the last couple of months and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to sell it on or make a go of the business. Having packed up her life in Swansea, a city by the sea, and moving to a hectic London, she found it was taking a lot more adjustment than she originally thought.

The Churchill was situated on a corner, next to a newsagent and a takeaway on the side street. Its gold letterings above the green-painted framework was in desperate need of a fresh coat and needed an extra L. Several of the windows were cracked and needed replacing – but that would involve money and that was something she just didn’t have. As she approached, a short, slim man wearing a brown suit stepped out of the pub and waved to her. It was Mr. Jones. A few of the locals had told her he was a permanent fixture of The Churchill, a part of the furniture, even. And as she found out, he was very knowledgeable about the pub’s history and the local area. He became her support when she opened the doors for the first time, so she didn’t mind letting him in early as she wasn’t sure if he had anywhere to go.

She waited for the on-coming taxi to pass and crossed the road, now carrying the sodden chocolate box. She had just made it to the opposite side of the road when she felt the box break from underneath and the contents fell by her feet.

‘Not having a good day, are you?’ Mr. Jones exclaimed in his Cockney accent.

Darcy threw the empty, mangled box on the floor and took a deep breath.

‘No, I’m not, Mr. Jones.’ She dropped to her haunches to pick up the chocolates now covered with cigarette ash and slung them back into the mangled box. Mr. Jones swooped in to help her.

‘Left the coffee ones, eh?’ he asked, blowing the ash off and inspecting it.

Darcy looked at him incredulously. ‘You’re not going to eat that, surely?’ she asked, screwing up her face in disgust.  

‘We used to eat anything in my day it’s how we built up our immune systems.’ He popped it in his mouth. ‘It’s no wonder kids these days are catching everything under the sun.’

She shook her head in disbelief, stepped around him, and went inside the pub, half expecting to find the place trashed by an angry punter. Her tense shoulders drooped when all she saw were two elderly gents sitting around a table watching the latest news on a television that looked like it stepped out of the eighties. Arthur, one of her regulars raised a hand to say hello and then pointed to the screen.

‘They’re forecasting a bad winter. My arse
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