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        For Olivia. I’m bursting with pride every day for the extraordinary young woman you’ve become.
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      Harvey. An old film and a ridiculous story some might say, but boy was it good. Something about it spoke to Dodie in a way few modern films ever had. She couldn’t count how many times she’d seen it – twenty, maybe twenty-five. But she still cried as Elwood P. Dowd said goodbye to Harvey in the expectation of leaving forever to care for Dr Chumley, not a flicker of bitterness in the pure, selfless acceptance of his loss. She cried every time she watched it, and she expected that she would cry even on the hundredth viewing. Some things were just like that.

      Isla, stalwart friend who’d sat through the old movie with Dodie more times than she cared to recall, or so she kept telling her, rolled her eyes and shoved a box of tissues towards her. ‘I just don’t get it.’

      She followed her statement with a solemn slurp of the banana and mango smoothie she’d picked up on the way over.

      ‘He’s saying goodbye to Harvey,’ Dodie said.

      ‘I know that. I don’t get why you cry every time. You know it will all work out in the end.’

      ‘Because at this moment, Elwood doesn’t know it will work out so he’s sad, but he doesn’t make a fuss. It reminds us that life is loss and Elwood accepts this with a quiet dignity. It reminds us that nothing lasts forever.’

      ‘This bloody film does.’

      ‘It’s nearly finished.’

      ‘It’s trite nonsense. An invisible rabbit? Six feet tall? The bloke’s a nutter. This script would never make it past production execs if they tried to get it financed today.’

      ‘He’s not really a rabbit – that’s just what he looks like to Elwood. He’s a pooka. Pookas appear to people in different forms. And he’s real because the doctor can see him too – that’s why Harvey has agreed to help the doctor find his inner peace.’ Dodie wiped the sleeve of an oversized sweatshirt across her eyes and reached for her cooling tea from the TV table. ‘That’s what Harvey does – he helps outsiders come to terms with their outsideriness.’ She smiled at Isla, as if her statement was the most obvious thing in the world. But then it would be to her, who had spent her twenty-eight years on the earth feeling like an outsider in one way or another.

      ‘I already know all this – you’ve told me before. I’ll tell you what – I wouldn’t have come over if I’d known you were going to put this on again. As soon as it’s finished we’re having that new Star Trek film on, right? Because if we’re not then I’m going back to my flat to watch it. I feel like you’re dating James Stewart sometimes. I have nightmares that I’m dating James Stewart I see him so often! And that’s just weird… considering he’s dead and everything.’

      ‘I wish I was dating James Stewart,’ Dodie said wistfully.

      ‘You’re about sixty years too late.’

      ‘Fifty maybe.’

      ‘And maybe you don’t want to say that in front of Ryan, who might not appreciate coming second to a corpse. Quite honestly, I don’t know how you two are still together. It must drive him mad having to compete with dead people all the time.’

      ‘Ugh.’ Dodie shivered. ‘I don’t like hearing it quite like that. I prefer to think of Jimmy in a non-corpse-like state.’

      Isla pulled open a share-size pack of crisps and offered it to Dodie. ‘Chris Pine… Now he’s a man I could happily give my worldly possessions up for.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Oh yeah, I forgot that you don’t know the names of any actors from after the sixties. He’s in the new Star Trek films.’

      ‘Is he?’ Dodie asked vaguely, her attention back on the screen of a TV that almost certainly belonged in a museum. It worked just fine, even if it didn’t have the sleek lines of a modern flat screen, and, as Dodie had said to Isla many times when her friend had nagged her to get a new one, or come over bearing news of some special offer in an electronics shop, she liked the cute chunkiness of its old shape. She’d stick with it until it died – and might even be tempted to try to get it fixed after that. The film was at the point where Elwood P. Dowd was discussing the whys and wherefores of Harvey leaving him with Harvey himself. Although to everyone else – characters and viewers alike – he was talking to what was effectively thin air.

      Isla let out a sigh of exasperation, and Dodie shot her a crafty grin, prompting Isla to hurl an embroidered cushion at her. ‘Cow! Stop winding me up!’

      ‘Of course I know who Chris Pine is,’ Dodie said, laughing. ‘I do have some knowledge of the modern world. I just happen to prefer the not-so-modern one.’

      ‘Figures. CGI must have cost a fortune on this film too,’ Isla said wryly. ‘If you’re going to make all this fuss about a six-foot rabbit at least let us see it.’

      ‘They didn’t have CGI back then. Their special effects were so bad it was far more effective to rely on the power of your imagination.’

      ‘What if you don’t have any?’

      ‘Probably best watching something else then. Like the new Star Trek film.’

      ‘And that’s why I like my entertainment to be made in the twenty-first century. It’s all there in front of me and I don’t have to imagine what it looks like. If I wanted to imagine it I’d read a book.’

      ‘Hmm. I prefer the pace of old films. I just like the pace of old times; it feels less stressful and scary than today somehow.’

      ‘It probably wasn’t if you lived there. They had some pretty scary laws for a start. You couldn’t even be gay in the old days. And everyone had rickets or consumption or something horrible.’

      ‘Yeah, I know that. But it just seemed gentler, you know?’

      ‘Tell that to Oscar Wilde.’

      ‘I never said it was perfect,’ Dodie replied, turning her attention back to the screen. Isla always won theoretical arguments. She soaked up facts about the world like trifle sponges soaked up sherry, and while Dodie spent all her time lost in another age, Isla spent hers reading books on sociology and psychology and just about any other -ology you could name.

      ‘Speaking of old times, have you seen any improvements in sales since you refurbished the shop?’ Isla asked, reaching to retrieve the crisps.

      ‘Business is up a bit,’ Dodie said, tucking her legs beneath her and smoothing her bobbed hair behind a pierced ear. ‘I don’t know whether it’s because Christmas is coming but I’m hoping it’s a bit more long term than that. When I take the books to my accountant he’ll be able to do a projection for me; might give me a clue what to expect next year. I hope it’s good news because I’ve sunk every last bit of money into redecorating so it has to work or it’s curtains, if you’ll excuse the pun.’ She paused, her attention on an imaginary spot in the distance. ‘And I’m not even exaggerating when I say that,’ she added quietly.

      ‘Most of the students from the university go home at Christmas too,’ Isla reminded her, appearing not to have noticed Dodie’s sudden melancholy. ‘I would imagine they’re your main customer demographic so I wouldn’t worry too much, even if you’re slow over Christmas, because it will pick up afterwards.’

      ‘I was kind of hoping Christmas would save me, actually. I’m not sure after Christmas won’t be a bit too late.’

      ‘You have to have faith,’ Isla said. ‘I have faith that you can make this work, so you just need to have a little more yourself. This is Bournemouth – packed full of hipsters and bohemian types and the perfect place for vintage and quirky. Once people know about your shop you won’t be able to move for customers.’

      She stretched, scratching a fingernail through her tightly braided hair. Dodie had always considered herself to be reasonably decent looking, if perhaps a little ordinary, but Isla was something else. With her half-Nigerian, half-Scottish heritage, she was both exotic like a rare orchid and as hardy and streetwise as a dandelion. It was a potent combination, though Isla had never cared much for her many admirers, preferring to be single and independent. It would take a very special kind of man to steal her heart, and Dodie had often wondered if he even existed.

      ‘So if you look at it that way,’ Isla continued, ‘it means things should get even better when the new term starts in January. Students love vintage clothes.’

      ‘You don’t.’

      ‘Even though I’m technically a student, I’m far too old to be that hip now.’

      ‘You’re not old; you’re only a couple of months older than me.’

      ‘Not old, but not young enough to be a hipster either.’

      ‘Well,’ Dodie added, ‘I’m not a student either but I love vintage.’

      ‘I think we’ve established you’re weird.’ Isla swept a hand towards the bulky old television. ‘I give you exhibit A.’

      Dodie grinned. ‘OK, guilty as charged.’

      ‘But the town will be swarming with potential customers come the summer, so I reckon you’ll be OK. You’ve only been open six months, and people still have to find you. If I could level one criticism it’s the property you chose to open up in.’

      ‘The shop is in a bit of a crap spot,’ Dodie agreed. ‘But the rents are ridiculous in the main town, and the seafront would bankrupt me.’

      ‘I did try to tell you at the time. You’d have been better off inland; Ringwood or Dorchester, or somewhere – at least while you built the business.’

      ‘But I love it here. And my gran is here too – she loves that she has someone living close by.’

      ‘Hardly a reason to set up a business in the most expensive seaside town in the world – because your gran’s here.’

      ‘Bournemouth isn’t the most expensive.’

      ‘I’ll bet it’s in the top ten,’ Isla said, folding a large crisp into her mouth with a grace that nobody else could possibly achieve doing the same thing. ‘I can barely afford to park outside your place when I come over to visit.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      Isla threw her a sideways look. ‘It’s a good thing I like you, that’s all I can say.’

      ‘With that in mind…’ Dodie began, turning the volume down on the television, ‘I don’t suppose you fancy swinging by to help me for an hour in the shop tomorrow? I wouldn’t ask, but I’m expecting a crate of stuff I won at auction last week and I need to go through it.’

      ‘Lucky for you I’m not doing anything tomorrow – lectures have been cancelled because the tutor has flu.’

      ‘You can stay over at the flat, actually, save you driving back to Dorchester if you like.’

      ‘I haven’t got any stuff with me.’

      ‘Borrow my pyjamas – that’s no problem. And I have an unopened toothbrush you can have.’

      ‘What about clean knickers? I’m not pulling on a pair of sixties nylon Y-fronts from your shop, so you can forget that!’

      ‘Don’t be daft!’ Dodie giggled. ‘I don’t put the Y-fronts in the shop… I keep them to model to Ryan. Sixties nylon Y-fronts make him so horny.’

      ‘Oh dear Lord! He’s so normal and you’re so weird – again, how is it you two are together?’

      ‘I suppose opposites attract. Or maybe he was desperate.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say that. If anyone was desperate it was you – you’re far too complex for him.’

      ‘Are you saying he’s basic?’

      ‘As a single-celled organism.’

      ‘But—’ Dodie began. Isla held up a hand to stop her.

      ‘I know – he’s steady and normal and he makes you feel settled and it’s good that you’re so different because two people just like you would end up in a total mess. I didn’t mean to start anything again and you already know my thoughts on him so let’s avoid a disagreement about it now.’ She repositioned herself on the sofa and gave Dodie a sideways smile. ‘I’ll go home and get my own knickers, if it’s all the same to you. It’s no bother to come back in the morning and you don’t need to worry about it – Dorchester is hardly at the ends of the earth.’

      ‘You’re a star!’ Dodie beamed. ‘Thanks so much!’

      Isla gave a vague shrug. ‘It might be fun.’

      ‘And if you see anything you like, you can have it, free of charge as a reward for helping me.’

      ‘No offence, but I very much doubt I’ll see something I like. My clothes are strictly first-hand, and that’s how I’m going to keep it.’

      ‘I bet you’ll be surprised when we go through the delivery.’ Dodie smiled. ‘I bet we find something amazing!’

      ‘If I end up with something from your delivery of dead people’s clothes I’ll be more than surprised. You’ve been trying to convert me for years and you haven’t succeeded yet so you might as well give up. Much as I love you and want to support your business, I’m not wearing old-lady clothes.’

      Dodie laughed. ‘They’re not all that old! I do have some stock from the eighties and nineties and it’s really popular right now.’

      ‘Oh Lord!’ Isla clapped a melodramatic hand to her brow. ‘Only thirty years old… what is this modern, newfangled witchcraft?’ She looked back at Dodie and grinned. ‘Still old enough to qualify as museum exhibits.’

      Dodie folded her arms. ‘I still say you’ll be surprised. You need to give it a chance, have an open mind when you look through, use a bit of imagination. I guarantee you’ll see something you fall in love with in my shop sooner or later, and then I’ll be the first one to say I told you so.’

      ‘If I find something in your shop, you have my permission to do the world’s longest and most elaborate victory dance.’

      ‘I might just hold you to that.’

      Isla stretched and yawned. ‘Is this film finished yet? I might go and make a sandwich while you watch the rest; I’m losing the will to live here.’

      Dodie grinned. ‘You know where the bread is. I’ll get back to daydreaming about Jimmy Stewart and you go and stuff your face.’

      Isla unfurled herself from the corner of the throw-covered sofa, limbs lithe and elegant as she poked her feet into a pair of flip-flops that she always kept at Dodie’s flat. ‘Got any decent ham?’

      ‘In the fridge,’ Dodie said. ‘You’re in luck – it’s Waitrose. On special offer, of course.’

      ‘Ooooh,’ Isla squeaked. ‘Lovely!’

      Dodie turned back to the television as Isla left for the kitchen. Harvey had come back and Elwood was overjoyed to see him. Or at least, that was what the filmmakers would have us believe because nobody else could see him. Dodie smiled fondly at the screen; she’d always imagined, watching the film as she grew up, that Jimmy Stewart himself could see Harvey. But now she thought that he was simply such a good actor he’d convinced himself he could see Harvey. She was certainly convinced he saw something in front of him as he delivered his lines. A growl from her stomach interrupted her thoughts and she called after Isla:

      ‘All this talk of ham has made me hungry now! While you’re at it you can make me a sandwich too!’
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      It was Monday morning and Dodie was in a red kind of mood. Perhaps it was the Christmas spirit working its way into her soul – the German markets had hit town and everywhere was a blaze of fairy lights and tinsel, frantic shoppers racing from store to store, those with more time on their hands settling in for the day at the temporary bar in the main square to indulge in Glühwein and mulled cider. As she made her way back from the local café, laden with breakfast muffins and cinnamon-flavoured coffee for her and Isla, the sight of the stallholders setting up for the day made her smile. If only she had a little more time to enjoy the markets herself, rather than working every day from the crack of dawn and into the evening. But the Christmas vibe taking over the seaside town of Bournemouth had ignited something in her and she’d spent an hour the previous Friday evening, once she’d closed the shop, dyeing her hair a vibrant scarlet to match her mood. It meant her whole wardrobe had to be rearranged to work with it, but she was used to working with a new hair colour every so often so it didn’t necessarily bother her. Besides, her shop was filled with sartorial treasures to root through, and if you couldn’t own a vintage clothes shop and treat yourself to the odd indulgence from the stock every now and again, there was really no point in owning one at all. Her chosen fashion era changed almost as often as her hair colour; there was really no particular favourite, only a deep and abiding love for all things past. If she’d thought she could get away with walking along the seafront in a crinoline and bustle she probably would, but today she’d gone with a rockabilly-inspired look that suited her new red bob perfectly. She drew a lot of attention on the high street – some admiring looks, some puzzled – although that wasn’t what she was after. By nature she was something of a wallflower, and Isla had often commented that the dressing up was almost like acting; Dodie pretending to be someone other than who she really was. This made a lot of sense to Dodie, who had always felt that the real Dodie Bright was a boring story that nobody would want to read. But Isla was clever like that, and when she got her psychology degree Dodie was certain the whole world would know it, too.

      ‘Oi, Dodie! Red today, is it? Nice!’

      Dodie looked around to see who’d called her. Sitting on the floor at the entrance to Debenhams was a man with a sleeping bag covering his legs, bundled up in a duffle coat and hat. Most would call him middle-aged, but perhaps it was the grey-flecked beard making him look older. Next to him sat a hefty kitbag that he was using as a makeshift cushion.

      ‘Alright, Nick?’ Dodie smiled, changing direction to go and talk to him. ‘Watch out – they’ll move you on from there. Remember what happened last time.’

      ‘Probably,’ Nick agreed. ‘But it’s early yet and the fat git who does security won’t even be out of bed. Besides, I can run faster than that lump of lard.’ He grinned. ‘It’s nice and warm under this heater so I’ll take my chances either way.’

      ‘You’ve been there all night?’

      ‘More or less.’

      ‘You must have been freezing!’

      He sniffed. ‘I like it under the stars. Police and social workers and all them religious types keep offering me a bed but I get all claustrophobic indoors. It’s not so bad out here once you get used to it.’

      Dodie gave him a patient smile. He always said the same thing, every time she asked him. Always some line about sleeping under the same sky as our ancestors, but our ancestors weren’t usually huddled in shop doorways beneath a grubby blanket being peed on by drunks when they were sleeping outside. Dodie had got to know Nick a little since she’d opened her shop, had even invited him in for a cup of tea in the warm, but he always declined. She suspected that there was more to it than wanting to be outside, some internal conflict he needed to work through, some social anxiety that meant even though he chatted cheerfully enough to anyone on the street who offered a helping hand, he didn’t want to get too close. It was only a theory, of course, and Dodie was no expert.

      ‘Had your breakfast yet?’ she asked.

      ‘Expect I’ll get something in a bit.’

      Rooting in the paper bag in her arms, she pulled out an egg and bacon muffin and a hash brown. ‘Here.’

      ‘Aww, I don’t want to take your breakfast, love,’ Nick said, waving away the offer. But Dodie placed it on his lap.

      ‘There’s plenty in here,’ she said. ‘I’m not saying you need it more than I do but I know my waistline probably would, if it could talk.’

      ‘I think your waistline is cracking,’ Nick said, taking the muffin and unwrapping it. ‘Not that I look, mind.’

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll take it as a compliment,’ Dodie laughed. ‘I haven’t got a spare coffee here but if I leave you a couple of quid you can get one when the Christmas stalls open up, can’t you?’

      He stuck a thumb in the air. ‘That’d be handsome. You’re a good girl, one of the best.’

      ‘Nah. I just wish I could do more.’

      ‘Don’t start that rubbish,’ he chided through a mouthful of muffin. ‘I appreciate everything. What I appreciate most is that we have a nice little chat from time to time. Most people don’t even look at me.’

      ‘That’s alright; I like our chats.’

      She stood for a moment, a quiet smile of understanding passing between them. Then Nick waved his hand to shoo her away. ‘If you don’t get that lot back it’ll be cold.’ He angled his head at the bag in her arms.

      ‘Oh, yeah…’ Dodie shook herself. ‘My friend is helping me in the shop today; she won’t be happy if I give her cold bacon sandwiches in payment.’

      ‘She won’t be back, that’s for sure. Take it easy, sweetheart.’

      ‘You too, Nick. Don’t get too cold out here.’

      He gave her a brisk nod and turned his attention back to his muffin as Dodie walked away. Despite having a bag full of rapidly cooling food, she found herself easily distracted by the shop windows, bright and lively with sparkling Christmas displays of toys, jewellery, clothes and cosmetics. She still had her own Christmas gift shopping to finish and she made a mental note of one or two items that might be suitable for people.

      As she stared at the pastel window display of a shop selling organic cosmetics, her mobile rang.

      ‘My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut,’ Isla said.

      ‘I’m coming now. I thought you said you’d had some toast this morning before you left home?’

      ‘I did but it’s wearing off. I need bacon and I need it stat.’

      ‘Right…’ Dodie smiled. ‘I’m ten minutes away, tops. I know you’re hungry but please try not to faint into the seventies rack while I’m missing, won’t you?’

      ‘I can’t promise it, but I’ll do my best to hang on. Anyway, if I was going to faint into a rack of clothes I’d go for something a bit more stylish than the seventies. Some of it might stick to me and that would just be embarrassing.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Dodie said. ‘I could see you rocking a pair of bell-bottoms.’

      ‘Nobody has ever rocked bell-bottoms,’ Isla replied stuffily and Dodie had to laugh at the note of utter horror in her voice.

      ‘You wouldn’t have had a choice if it was the seventies; you’d have had to wear them.’

      ‘It’s not the seventies, and quite frankly, the seventies can stay exactly where they are if that’s the best they’ve got to offer.’

      ‘Alright, alright… now I really know you’re hungry; you’ve never managed to insult an entire decade before and, as insults go, you’re pretty good at them.’

      ‘I am not!’ Isla squeaked, and Dodie laughed again. ‘Who do I insult?’

      ‘See…’ Dodie grinned as she repositioned the phone against her ear, ‘it comes so naturally you don’t even know you’re doing it.’

      ‘Cheeky cow,’ Isla huffed.

      ‘No,’ Dodie fired back, ‘that one wasn’t very good at all – you’ve done much better insults than that.’

      ‘Oi!’ Isla said. ‘If you don’t get back here with my bacon before it’s cold I’ll show you what an insult really looks like!’

      Dodie’s laughter only grew louder as she ended the call and stashed her phone in her coat pocket.

      

      Forget-Me-Not Vintage was so far from the main shopping streets of Bournemouth town centre you could almost argue it wasn’t in the town at all. Flanked by a decent sprinkling of bars and restaurants, however, along with a flower shop, newsagent-cum-convenience store, a Jewish bakery and an English-language school (of which Bournemouth seemed to have dozens), it promised just enough passing trade to make the location work. Dodie was relying heavily on the truth of Isla’s promise that she just needed to get established, and once word got out people would seek out her shop so that she wouldn’t have to worry about its location. So far the footfall had been stubbornly and disappointingly low, and it had led to a frugal summer.

      The store had previously been owned by an elderly lady who had sold lingerie to even older ladies, and it had been in desperate need of repair by the time Dodie took possession of the premises when the old dear finally retired. Dodie had done much of the refurbishment herself – plaster knocked from walls to expose brick, polished wooden floorboards, old film posters dotted around the place, the shopfront painted a pretty forget-me-not blue – but there had been things she hadn’t been able to do on a budget, like the wiring for the eclectic array of chandeliers that lit up the shop, drawing the eyes of passers-by to the windows like moths to the stars. By day it looked pretty, but when dusk fell over the streets it was magical. Despite rolling her sleeves up and doing a lot of the work herself, the final touches had still all but cleared out the coffers, and if she didn’t turn a decent profit soon, Dodie knew she was going to have to make some tough decisions about the business she had poured her heart, soul and all her cash into.

      As she stepped inside with their breakfast, she found Isla sitting in the middle of the shop floor surrounded by neat piles of fabric – georgette, denim, faux fur, wool and lace – all classified by colour.

      ‘Lovely,’ Dodie said, nodding at the arrangement. ‘Looks very organised. It’s a shame I’ll have to undo all your good work.’

      ‘I couldn’t find the hangers…’ Isla said in a vague tone, her gaze travelling the piles. But then she looked up sharply. ‘Wait, why do you have to undo my work?’

      ‘I can’t just put it out for sale. I have to inspect everything first, repair it if it needs it, wash and iron. Some of it I won’t even be able to use and that will either go to the charity shop or recycling. Then I’ll need to catalogue every item so I know exactly what’s going in and out and I can keep track of the profit – or losses, as the case may be.’

      Isla scratched her head as she looked again at the hundred or so items she’d sorted. She let out a long, irritated sigh. ‘No wonder it takes you such a long time. I thought it was odd you needed help on one little delivery.’

      ‘Not little. This is quite big by my standards. I got it for a brilliant price though, so I’m hoping there will be some treasure in here.’ Dodie shook the paper bag she was holding. ‘First: breakfast. We’ll have to take it in turns to eat upstairs in the flat, though. Don’t want the shop stinking of bacon – gets in the clothes and then it’s hell to get the smell out of the fabric. You can have yours first, if you like.’

      ‘I was hoping you’d say that,’ Isla said, leaping up and snatching the bag and her coffee with a grin. ‘I won’t be long,’ she added, heading through the doorway that separated the shop from the tiny staff-room/office and stairs to the living quarters above.

      Dodie smiled, turning her attention to the clothes Isla had sorted into piles. Judging by the sizes and colours, a great deal of the pieces could have come from the same original collection – there was a lot of rich forest and autumn shades in what looked to be a modern size ten, though some of it was clearly handmade and not traditionally sized. Unsized clothes were often a problem but Dodie had learned to gauge pretty accurately by looking at the item, and most people who shopped for vintage knew that they’d always have to try a garment on because of inconsistent sizing.

      She unfolded a few items and held them up for inspection. There was a bit of a mixture, bundles that might have come from different places, but a good deal of it was forties and perhaps fifties fashion, probably from the loft of an old lady who had once put it away and forgotten about it. That often happened, and when the old dear died or went into a home and the family cleared the house, the treasure would be discovered. This particular batch was good quality and well cared for; some pieces even had mothballs in the pockets and tissue paper within the sleeves. These were the best sorts of hauls; it was likely Dodie wouldn’t have too much repair work to do on any of it.

      There was a tawny tweed jacket, which she couldn’t resist slipping on for a look in the mirror – though it was a little tight around the arms so she quickly decided it wasn’t a personal keeper. There were three brown hats complete with feathers, netting or a simple band tied in a bow. She tried these on too but decided against them. She unfolded various skirts and dresses with oversized collars and contrast stitching, some with plain blocks of colour and others in delicate florals. And then she came across the most fabulous forest-green coat; calf-length wool, cinched waist and flared skirt with a fur collar.

      ‘Please let it fit,’ she squeaked as she shook it out and pulled it on. It slid over her shoulders like a dream and fastened easily. It could have been made for her. As she stood at just over five feet it was a little longer than intended by the tailor, but Dodie was used to being swamped by the length of her clothes, and as long as she wasn’t tripping on the hems she didn’t let it worry her. She pulled the collar up and twirled to admire the back in the mirror, then turned around to take another look at the front. The colour looked amazing with her new hair. It was cosy too – nice thick wool that would be perfect for the winter. She plunged her hands in the pockets to see how deep they were and test just how cosy the coat was. Modern clothes had rubbish pockets – hardly anything at all – but old clothes were brilliant for hand storage space, and Dodie tended to pick up a lot of debris as she went about her day-to-day business: bus tickets, shop receipts, cough sweets, hair grips – you name it, she found it all in her pockets on a regular basis.

      And that was when she found the letter. She frowned as her hand brushed against the paper and she pulled it out to inspect. The envelope was yellowed with age, browned and worn at the edges, and it looked as though it had been written with a fountain pen and ink. There was a heavy postmark she didn’t recognise, but it almost looked like one or even two on top of another, as if the letter had been through many hands to get to its final recipient. She turned it over to see that it had already been opened. Perhaps it was an empty envelope, hastily stuffed into a pocket and forgotten once the contents had been read and remembered? Either way, it was clearly old and that fact alone was enough to pique Dodie’s interest.

      Lifting the flap, she peered inside and her heart almost skipped to see there was a sheet in there, a letter. The paper looked expensive, even if it was grubby with age. The colour was a slightly lighter cream than the envelope but they unmistakably matched. With nervous anticipation, as if her subconscious knew that something monumental was about to happen, Dodie drew the sheet from the envelope and opened it out. Her eyes skimmed over the first three words, words so personal, so perfect and full of love that it almost felt like a violation to be reading them: Dearest Darling Maggie.

      Those three words stopped her heart. She felt cold, the hairs stood up on her neck and she knew she was about to read something so extraordinary and special that it would become a part of her too. Suddenly and inexplicably, it felt like her whole existence had been building to this moment, as if she’d simply been eating and sleeping as she waited for it to arrive. But surely that was crazy? So why, as she read further, was her heart beating in her ears? Like the words that followed were going to change her life?

      

      
        Dearest Darling Maggie,

        How I wish I could whisper those words in your ear, my love. I’ll bet you’re sitting by the wireless now looking pretty as a picture as you laugh at Band Waggon, just like the night before I left, and I wish I could see it. The way you laugh makes me love you all the more, and I love you more than life already. This damned war drags on and on, and I wish desperately for it to end. If only to come home and see you. I dream of you every night and think of you every day. I’m trying my very best to stay alive for you, my love, but when the bombs miss me by inches sometimes I fear I may not make it.

        When I get home, at last we will be married and it is the thought of that day that keeps me marching on. I hope you believe me as I make that promise. I know you are scared about our little secret and I must confess to being shocked at your news, but I am happy – as happy as a man ever was. It only makes me more desperate to come home to you. I know people may talk if it gets out, but be sure of my love and my honest intentions. I would not abandon you to scandal, and all the scandal in the world would not diminish the love I have for you in my heart.

        I ask every day about coming home on leave, and we will get married when I do. My darling, please write and tell me you love me, tell me you’re not angry or upset about our little mistake. My heart is heavy with the thought that you might be, and I cannot be there to make it better. But I will be soon, and the thought makes my feet quick and my reflexes sharp as I dance between the bullets.

        I cannot tell you where I am, but I can tell you there are lots of good-looking French girls here, though there is none here as beautiful as you. You are my precious and adorable sweetheart and I count the days until we are together again.

        Always yours,

        George

        

      

      The love, the emotion, the promise pouring from every line was almost too much for Dodie. It felt like a crime, somehow, that she’d read such an outpouring, as if she’d directly spied on some intimate moment between two people who were strangers to her but who she already felt she knew. But what she’d read she couldn’t now unread and the words on the page filled her head, inserted themselves into her memory, settled into the cracks as if they had now become hers. Except they weren’t, because no man had ever made such a fervent declaration of his love to her; no man had ever bared his soul and offered his life in that way and she didn’t expect any man ever would.

      What she had in her own life with Ryan was safe and comfortable and she could rely on him to steady her sails as she navigated life’s choppy seas, but he was hardly what you’d call romantic. And as for love, she supposed he must love her in his own way, as she did him in hers, but they were hardly Romeo and Juliet. But this letter, this declaration from George, was a precious glimpse into a kind of love she didn’t even know she wanted until this exact moment.

      Dodie wiped away a tear as she turned her thoughts to more practical matters. She shook her head and smiled vaguely at the silliest of notions. Really, Isla had a point when she told her – on many occasions – that she was odd. She almost certainly was if she thought an old letter could change her life that drastically. Still, she couldn’t shake the strange feeling that it already had.

      She checked the address on the envelope. It had fared worse than the letter inside; time had faded the print and worn the paper, but she managed to make out the name Margaret and a surname beginning with V, and then a Bournemouth address that looked like Wessex Road. She squinted at the number. It could have been a seventeen, or maybe an eleven. The date on the letter was 8 June 1944, so the war mentioned must have been the Second World War. In which case, it seemed safe to assume that George had been in the allied forces, fighting abroad, and that Maggie was his sweetheart back home. And if this haul of clothes had ended up in her shop, then it was probably also safe to assume that it had once belonged to Maggie and that maybe Maggie was now dead. Did that mean George was dead too? Quickly Dodie worked out what their ages were likely to be now and had to conclude that he probably was.

      She found herself reading the letter again, letting each word burrow a little further into her soul. What had this couple been like? Had they known each other since childhood, perhaps? Or had they met at some genteel dance where Maggie had allowed George to walk her home and talk to her about poetry and the weather? Perhaps there’d been more irreverent flirting from out of a top-floor window, or a random conversation on a shared bus journey that had led to them seeking each other out on that same bus every day, eventually blossoming into something more. Dodie longed to be able to see beyond the letter, into the past, to see the rest of their lives play out. Had he ever come back from the war? Had they married? If they had, were there children… grandchildren? In the letter George talked about some news he’d had from Maggie, a shock, and how he was trying to get home so they could marry. Could that mean there was a child?

      It was silly and pointless to try to figure it all out and it was even sillier to pine for love like that – it was a different age and love was different back then. The spectre of separation through war, the ever-present threat of death and loss, made love different. If you thought that every stolen moment might be your last together, you made each one count. Everyone was so comfortable now, everyone safe. Ryan was only ever a text message away if she needed him. There was no urgency in their love because there didn’t need to be.

      Dodie looked at the letter again. The emotion was so raw, so tangible, it was like she could grasp it from across the years and hold it to her own heart. It was exceptional and special and, even if it was silly and pointless trying to piece together George and Maggie’s history, something about it wouldn’t let Dodie be. A record of love this precious deserved to be back with Maggie’s family, not in the drawer of a shop owner who knew nothing of the people who’d shared such devotion.

      ‘I might have known you’d be trying everything on the minute my back was turned.’ Isla’s voice came from the doorway. Dodie looked around with a sheepish smile, the letter clutched guiltily in her hand as if she’d been caught reading a stolen diary. Which she knew was ridiculous, even if it was the way she felt.

      ‘You know me too well. Isn’t it gorgeous, though?’ Dodie replied, trying to sound normal, though she felt far from it.

      ‘It looks lovely on you,’ Isla said, folding her arms and leaning against the doorframe. She raised her eyebrows. ‘I take it you’re keeping it?’

      ‘I might,’ Dodie said, turning to the mirror again. ‘I’m not sure I can justify another coat but… well, it’s weird but I feel very attached to it already, even though it’s supposed to be stock; I don’t think I can bear to sell it.’

      ‘You’re going to make a lot of money that way,’ Isla said dryly. ‘The shop isn’t struggling because there’s no business, it’s because you’re keeping all the stock for yourself.’

      Dodie smiled. ‘Not quite all of it. I have to admit to keeping a bit back, but I can’t help it when everything is so lovely. You think this suits me then?’

      ‘It does, though telling you so is just encouraging you.’ Isla made her way around the counter to get a closer look.

      ‘I won’t hold it against you,’ Dodie said. ‘I found this too, in the pocket…’ Grudgingly, but knowing that Isla would notice and ask about it sooner or later, she handed the letter to her friend, who took it with a vague frown.

      ‘What’s this?’

      ‘If you read it you’ll find out.’

      ‘Sounds cryptic,’ Isla said, opening the page. She was silent for a minute or two as she read it, and then folded it up and handed it back to Dodie.

      ‘And that’s why I don’t get involved in old stuff; it’s all too depressing.’

      ‘I think it’s romantic.’

      ‘Romantically depressing. All angst and heartbreak and unfulfilled destinies. Poor sods.’

      ‘They might have ended up getting married.’

      ‘If that letter has come to you then it ended up as tragedy.’

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘Because you’re a weird tragedy magnet.’

      ‘I’m a what?’ Dodie laughed.

      ‘A tragedy magnet. I don’t know… something about you just invites drama. Not you – you’re never dramatic – but you’re always befriending people haunted by terrible secrets and angst. You’re like an actual living, breathing women’s fiction character.’

      ‘So you don’t think they ended up together,’ Dodie asked, ignoring the jibes. She knew Isla didn’t really mean any of it – that was just how they worked; Isla teased and insulted and Dodie loved the irreverent, dark humour in it.

      ‘Absolutely not. I bet he didn’t come home and she waited for a whole week before she married some slick American GI.’

      ‘Not if the clothes have ended up with me, she didn’t. Anyway, I prefer to think that they had true, everlasting love that could overcome anything. I bet it kept him alive and he came home at the end of the war to get married.’

      ‘He died. You know it and I know it.’

      ‘Well,’ Dodie said, ‘even if he did, it’s still kind of romantic in its tragedy. You know that saying about it being better to have loved and lost…?’

      ‘Yeah… I think that might be bull. I’ll let you know my verdict if I’m ever stupid enough to fall in love.’

      Dodie peeled off the coat with a grin and folded it carefully. ‘I’m going to get my breakfast. Think you can hold the fort here for ten minutes?’

      ‘I’m sure I’ll manage.’ Isla shot her friend a sideways glance.

      ‘I know,’ Dodie said, laughing. ‘Just keep an eye on things but don’t worry about any more sorting. Once I’ve eaten we’ll go through it together and I’ll tell you what needs doing.’

      ‘Best if we do go through it together so I can stop you from trying it all on.’

      ‘I’d like to see you do that. Many have tried and failed. Besides, I’m going to get you trying some stuff on later. I’ll convert you to the joys of vintage clothing if it kills me.’

      ‘God forbid, it will probably kill one of us,’ Isla said.
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      Dodie couldn’t stop thinking about the letter, now stashed safely away in a locked drawer. The coat had gone to the dry cleaners, along with half a dozen other delicate items, after a careful check had revealed no more hidden secrets in the pockets. Inspecting and cataloguing the things that hadn’t been discarded for the charity shop kept Isla and Dodie busy for the rest of the day, in-between serving customers. There were blouses, dresses, a couple of pairs of chic slacks and – to Dodie’s utter delight – a cache of hidden brooches and costume jewellery stowed in a red leather clutch bag. Outside, the bright morning had darkened and, though it was barely 4 p.m., dusk was already throwing the corners of the street into shadow. The Christmas markets in town would be alive with festive music and the smells of bratwurst, roasted nuts and mulled wine while shoppers clung to cups of hot chocolate and sugared doughnuts as they strolled through the stalls. Maybe they’d wander down through the Lower Gardens where the trees would be strung with lights and hardy squirrels darted from branch to branch, then out to the promenade and the beachfront where bars and fairground rides came alive after dark. Dodie half wished she could close the shop early and join them, but if she didn’t sort out this stock nobody else would – not to mention that she was supposed to be trying to sell some of it.

      ‘But if it was you,’ she said as Isla sniffed at a cashmere sweater and wrinkled her nose, ‘if it was your grandma or mother, you’d want it, wouldn’t you? I mean, it’s sort of like an heirloom.’

      ‘I suppose,’ Isla said. ‘Can’t say I’ve given it much thought to be honest. I don’t really do sentimental because I’ve never had much in the way of family heirlooms to treasure. That’s kind of how it goes when your mother’s family leave their homeland in a hurry with nothing more than the clothes on their backs and your dad cuts himself out of your life entirely. You’re probably asking the wrong person about it.’

      ‘But you would,’ Dodie insisted.

      ‘Maybe. But as you don’t know where to find them it’s a bit of a moot point.’

      ‘I do know where to find them – the address is on the envelope.’

      ‘An address is on the envelope. You know where this Margaret used to be. I don’t suppose she’ll have lived there for years, and she’s certainly not living there now if you’ve got all her clothes.’

      ‘What makes you think she hasn’t lived there for a long time?’

      Isla rested her hands on her hips. ‘It was 1944. Who stays in the same house that long?’

      ‘Lots of people,’ Dodie said stubbornly.

      ‘It might even have been her parents’ house. Probably was if she wasn’t married to George.’

      ‘But a relative might live there now – a descendant or something.’

      Isla gave a vague shrug. ‘Maybe, but I doubt it. Do you know where the street is?’

      ‘No, but I could Google it. Shouldn’t think it’s that far away.’

      ‘Wouldn’t hurt to try, I suppose. Or you could put it in the post to that address. Job done, as far as you’re concerned. And if Margaret isn’t there it’s someone else’s problem to find her.’

      Dodie shook her head. ‘I couldn’t do that – what if the current owners aren’t members of the family and don’t know where any of the family has gone to? They might just throw it away.’

      ‘Well if the people who live at that actual house don’t know, you can hardly be expected to know, can you? I suppose they’d just send it on to the post office as “Not known at this address” and the post office could track the person down.’

      ‘How would they track down someone who lived on Wessex Road in 1944?’

      ‘How are you going to track down someone who lived on Wessex Road in 1944?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Dodie said lamely. ‘I just feel as if I should have a go.’

      ‘It’s sweet, and just the sort of thing you’d do, but personally I think it’s a waste of time and you’ve got enough to do here in the shop.’

      Dodie was silent. ‘You’re probably right,’ she said finally. ‘When I think about it properly it does seem a bit daft, doesn’t it?’

      ‘A bit. But it’s cute that you wanted to try.’ Isla offered Dodie a black chiffon blouse. ‘This is a bit saucy – you should try it on; would totally go with your new red hair.’

      Dodie wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t think I can pull off saucy. You should try it on if you like it.’

      Isla was thoughtful for a moment as she studied the blouse. ‘You’re bloody determined to get me into second-hand crap, aren’t you? Oh what the hell…’ She sighed as she snatched it back. ‘I’ll be back in five minutes.’

      Dodie grinned as she watched her head for the changing rooms. ‘I knew I’d convert you!’

      

      Isla had left at around seven and Dodie sat alone in front of the television in the tiny flat above the shop watching Mr Smith Goes to Washington. But she was seized by a strange restlessness that even Jimmy Stewart couldn’t distract her from. She’d tried making a camomile tea, and she’d tried listening to Billie Holiday on her iPod, but she couldn’t settle. A walk might do it, and the night was still young enough for there to be lots going on in town.

      Peering into the fridge, she pulled out the pack containing the last of her posh ham and made a sandwich from it. The ham wouldn’t be any good if she didn’t use it today and you never knew who you might run into when you were out and about. She wrapped up the sandwich in cling film and dropped it into a bag with some crisps and a can of cola before locking the flat and heading out.

      If anything, the main town and Lower Gardens were busier than they would have been during the day. The outdoor skating rink and disco set up for the Christmas period probably had a lot to do with that, not to mention the carousel and street-food stalls. Dodie stood for a while at the edge of the rink watching families and couples go round to the music, breath curling into the air and gales of laughter erupting as people ended up on their bottoms or slammed into their companions when they couldn’t stop.

      ‘Are you having a go, love?’ a man asked her as he wobbled past on his skates to get onto the ice.

      Dodie smiled. ‘Not today. Looks a bit full for me. I need to be able to cling onto the rails at all times.’

      ‘Me too,’ he laughed. ‘I’ll be on my arse in a minute, but you can’t let the kids have all the fun, can you?’

      She watched as he launched himself into the fray and was every bit as unstable as he’d promised. He was enjoying himself, though, and that was the main thing. Catching up with a woman already on the ice, he grabbed her from behind and swung her around to face him, planting a kiss on her lips that left her giggling. Then they continued to skate together, holding hands to steady each other. They were probably in their late forties, maybe early fifties, but both looked as if they lived active, healthy lives and were very much in love.
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