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Dedicated to anyone who’s ever known the transformative power of a really, really good dress.




‘Vain trifles as they seem, clothes have, they say, more important offices than to merely keep us warm. They change our view of the world and the world’s view of us.’


Virginia Woolf, Orlando
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PART ONE




Chapter One


Sophy Stevens was having a bad day.


Correction. A bad week.


Make that a bad month.


Maybe even a bad year. In fact, she might even have been born during a bad moment in the cosmoverse when none of the constellations were aligned, Mercury was well and truly in retrograde and it was a full moon.


It would explain a hell of a lot.


But right now she could only focus on one bad day at a time and, as bad days went, this particular Thursday was fair to middling.


As Sophy came out of Chalk Farm station, the February sky was a perfect blue. Not a cloud in sight, which was odd when she felt so downcast.


It was really too cold to eat ice cream, and Sophy would have much preferred a large white wine, but she’d been meeting Johnno at Marine Ices for years. The tradition was long-running enough that she could remember the ice cream parlour when it was in its original spot, just opposite the tube station. Run by an Italian family, Marine Ices was a London institution, and one that Sophy hoped would never fall out of favour because a large bowl of their hazelnut ice cream would be her Death Row meal.


It was also a tradition that sometimes Johnno would turn up and sometimes he wouldn’t. Sophy took her phone out of her bag to check if there was an apologetic message heavy with emojis. Though sometimes, when he was a no-show, he didn’t even message. Not for a few days.


Just to make sure, though it was a case of hope over experience, Sophy messaged him.


There in five.


But when Sophy reached the ice cream parlour in three, she was amazed to see Johnno already waiting for her with a knickerbocker glory in front of him, two spoons, because he still thought she was eight.


‘Kiddo! I swear you get more beautiful by the day,’ he greeted her, with the broad Australian accent that even thirty years in London couldn’t wither.


‘I have a huge spot on my chin,’ Sophy said as Johnno stood up so he could hug her. He wasn’t much taller than Sophy and she was only five foot four in her socks. But what Johnno lacked in height, he made up for in sheer charisma.


It wasn’t just that he was wearing a pink and white cowboy shirt tucked into leather trousers or that what little hair he had, close-cropped, was the same shade of neon pink as his shirt; it was Johnno’s presence.


He could charm the birds right out of the trees. He could make the starchiest, stiffest people break out into sunny smiles (a skill that came in particularly useful when dealing with traffic wardens). He could walk into a room and within five minutes he was everyone’s best friend. Johnno was a chancer. A ducker and diver. A wheeler-dealer. A cowboy. A wide boy. A bad boy. Or as Sophy’s mum had said gently to six-year-old Sophy when they’d waited in vain for an hour at Marine Ices one Saturday afternoon for Johnno, ‘I know that he can be tremendous fun but the thing is, Soph, you shouldn’t really expect too much from your dad.’


It was a lesson that Sophy had learned the hard way. Though she couldn’t even remember a time when the three of them had been a family because Johnno had left, or rather Caroline had thrown him and all his stuff out onto the street, when Sophy was still a baby.


Sophy was ten when Caroline had got married (Johnno had promised to marry her when she first got pregnant but never got round to it) and she always thought of Mike as her proper dad. A dad who’d done PTA evenings and school plays and ferried her around north London to dance classes and competitions, sleepovers and trips to Brent Cross shopping centre to hang out with her friends.


But biologically Johnno was still her dad. He might have been a somewhat absent, unreliable presence in Sophy’s life but, when they did manage to meet up, he was very good at imparting useful life advice. (‘Never trust a bloke who doesn’t tip well.’ ‘Anyone you meet after midnight is up to no good.’ ‘Always make sure that you’ve got a spare pair of pants and a tenner on you.’) He was also quite handy when Sophy needed backup. Like the time she’d been working as a waitress in a French restaurant in Soho and her boss had put his hand up her skirt, then sacked her when she’d objected. Johnno had rolled up, fixed her ex-boss (who was a good head taller than him) with a flint-eyed look and then threatened to break every bone in his body and pluck out his internal organs for the pigeons in Leicester Square to feast on. Even Sophy had believed him. Her lecherous ex-boss had taken three hundred quid out of the till, given it to Sophy and begged her forgiveness.


You had to take the rough with the smooth when it came to Johnno, so Sophy sat down, picked up her spoon and asked him how he’d been.


‘Can’t complain, Soph,’ Johnno said, because he wasn’t a moaner and couldn’t stand whingers. Especially whinging Poms. ‘The sun’s shining, birds are singing, I’m eating ice cream with my beautiful daughter, what more could a bloke ask for?’


‘Right, yeah, when you put it like that.’ Sophy took another mouthful of ice cream and wondered how best to lead in to her news. ‘You don’t miss Australia at all? It’s been ages since you visited.’


Johnno steepled his hands, so Sophy could see the words ‘love’ and ‘hate’ tattooed on his knuckles. Johnno’s life motto was that it was better to regret something that you had done rather than something you hadn’t done, but he’d once told Sophy that the only thing that he really regretted was having the word ‘hate’ tattooed on his body. ‘I went back for Mum’s sixtieth,’ he calculated. ‘That was what? A couple of years ago?’


‘She’s going to be seventy-three this year,’ Sophy said gently.


‘That so? Bloody hell.’ Johnno widened his faded-­denim-blue eyes in disbelief. ‘So, you’re in regular contact then with your grandparents? I know your other lot want me ­horsewhipped.’


Not horsewhipped, but it was true that Caroline’s parents didn’t have a good word to say about Johnno, and as for his own parents, Bob and Jean just sighed a lot when his name came up during the regular FaceTime chats Sophy had with them.


‘I speak to them, occasionally,’ she explained now. ‘Well, once a month. Sometimes twice a month.’


‘Well, why shouldn’t you? I must give them a ring,’ Johnno said vaguely, which meant that he might remember this urge at some point in the future but who could even guess if he’d act on it.


‘In fact, I’ll be talking to them a lot more quite soon,’ Sophy said, because now she had the perfect lead-in to her news. She smiled brightly at Johnno, who stared back at her unmoved (another piece of his life advice: ‘Never trust someone who smiles with all their teeth’). ‘You see, I’ve decided, it’s just as well you’re sitting down, I’ve decided that … I’m …’


‘Spit it out, Soph. Neither of us are getting any younger.’


Sophy put down her spoon, so she could clasp her hands together. ‘I’m emigrating. To Australia.’


‘Say bloody what now?’ Johnno was usually so laid-back that it was a wonder he didn’t fall over but now he reared back in his seat, face turned to the heavens so that, for one horrible moment, Sophy feared that he was having a stroke. ‘Are you out of your bloody mind?’


No, not a stroke. Just processing her big news.


‘I’ve never explored the Australian part of my heritage …’


‘That’s because the Australian part of your heritage is a sheep station in the middle of bloody nowhere.’


‘It’s practically on the coast and Grandad says that I can borrow the truck whenever I want to.’


‘So you’re going to live with them?’


‘To start with. It’s their golden wedding anniversary at the end of August, which you should know about because they’re your par—’


‘And can you even drive?’


‘Technically I can. Mike and Mum gave me lessons for my eighteenth and I passed my test on the fourth go, but who drives in London? I mean, there’s nowhere to park and it’s super-expensive and—’


‘You’re going off-topic, love,’ Johnno advised, leaning forward now so he could stare at Sophy like he was seeing her for the first time. ‘What does your mum say about this?’


‘She’s getting used to the idea.’ Sophy decided to gloss over Caroline’s reaction, which had mostly involved shouting, ‘Have you taken complete leave of your senses?’ very loudly. ‘I know that it all seems like this has come out of the blue but it hasn’t. Not really. I need this. I’ve been wanting to change things up for ages. I just needed a push…’


Her voice was wobbling like washing on the line on a windy day and she could feel the tears begin to stream down her face and plop into the half-melted ice cream.


‘What gave you the push, kiddo?’ Johnno asked. Sophy knew that Johnno didn’t like whingers and that really their relationship, such as it was, was all surface. Neither of them went too deep. So she’d planned to be very positive about her news; but now she was crying and it all came spilling out.


‘I got made redundant,’ she choked out. ‘Not even redundant. I turned up for work, like I have done every day for the last ten years, and the shop was boarded up and there was a note on the door from the official receivers that the company had gone into administration. So, no redundancy pay; in fact, I’m still owed for December’s wages, all my Christmas overtime, which I’m probably never going to get.’


‘Soph, sweetheart, I can give you the money…’


‘You don’t have to do that,’ Sophy protested. ‘I can find another job. I have ten years’ retail experience. I’ve been an exemplary employee. Except now I can’t even get the area manager to answer my messages on LinkedIn and give me a reference.’


‘They’d better give you a reference,’ Johnno growled, but this wasn’t something he could fix by turning up at the company’s shuttered headquarters and threatening violence.


That wasn’t even the worst of it. ‘Then when I got home, I was pretty upset and, when I told Egan, he didn’t even say he was sorry. He just asked me how I was going to pay the rent.’


‘I never liked him,’ Johnno said of Sophy’s boyfriend of the last five years, though they’d only met once. Johnno had all but crushed Egan’s fingers to pulp when they’d shaken hands. ‘Anyway, doesn’t he own that flat?’


‘How do you remember that?’ He didn’t even know how old his actual mother was and yet Johnno had squirreled away the information that Egan owned his own flat. Or rather his parents had bought it for him. ‘I didn’t want to leech off him, so we split the bills and I paid rent—’


‘You were paying him rent and bills. OK, me and that Egan are going to be having words…’


‘You won’t be having words because me and that Egan have broken up and so now I’m thirty, thirty, and I’m unemployed and I’m single and I’m homeless,’ Sophy summed up, then she couldn’t speak any more but sat there hiccupping and sobbing and trying to dry her eyes with a napkin, which scoured her face raw because it was better suited to mopping up ice cream spills.


Johnno let out a shaky breath. ‘Homeless? Caroline and Mike won’t let you move back in?’


‘Well, not technically homeless. They’re happy to have me but I have to sleep on the sofa because Mum’s turned my old bedroom into a home spa.’ Sophy finished on a wail.


‘So, hate to rag on you when you’re down, but is this why you’re set on moving to Oz? Because it’s a bloody stupid idea.’


‘No, it’s not. It’s a great idea.’ But Sophy didn’t even have a chance to list the reasons why it was a great idea because Johnno had launched into the story she’d already heard many times about how he couldn’t wait to leave Australia and had followed his mates over, who were in a punk band called The Birthday Party. ‘Nick Cave, you heard of him? He’s done all right for himself. And so have I, because I’m not up to my elbows in sheep dung. You’re not going, Soph. I forbid it.’


Sophy stopped crying in favour of laughing. ‘You forbid it? Right! I’m an actual adult person. You can’t forbid me to do anything and you’re the person who always tells me that I should try everything at least once. Well. I’m trying Australia and you can’t stop me!’


‘But emigrating…’ Johnno spluttered.


‘Yes, emigrating, because have I mentioned that I’m thirty and I’m stuck and I lost my job of ten years that I didn’t even like that much and London is the most expensive city in the world after Tokyo and there isn’t a single eligible man on the dating apps, it’s dick pics as far as the eye can see, and I just need something to be different.’ Sophy banged her fist on the table. ‘I need to be different.’


‘You can be different without haring off halfway across the bloody world—’


‘Not another word,’ Sophy snapped, and she knew she must be channelling her mother because Johnno mimed zipping his lips shut and sat back with arms folded and a cowed expression.


They sat in silence. It wasn’t at all how Sophy had thought this conversation would go. She and Johnno never argued. They kept things light. It was what they did. It was how they functioned.


Of course Johnno, being Johnno, couldn’t keep quiet for longer than one minute and fifteen seconds, though that had to be a personal best. ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘You can’t just go to Australia. They’re fussy about who they let in. You’ll need a visa and they don’t come cheap either…’


‘I don’t need a visa,’ Sophy said but Johnno shook his head.


‘You will, Soph. A mate of mine fell in love with a girl from Canberra and flew out to marry her and they still wouldn’t let him in without a visa and a few thousand quid in savings—’


‘I don’t need a visa,’ Sophy repeated, and if she’d inherited a certain tone of voice from her mother, the way that she was currently lifting her chin all ready for an argument was pure Johnno. ‘I don’t need savings either, though of course I’m not going to turn up empty-handed.’


Johnno was on his phone. He lifted up a warning hand at Sophy for daring to interrupt his scrolling time. ‘Yeah, see? You need a visa,’ he said, showing her his phone screen and the website of the Australian Home Affairs department. A website that Sophy knew very well. ‘You might be on the skilled occupation list.’


‘I’m not because I don’t have any extraordinary skills, apart from cashing up and dealing with customers that are getting arsey,’ Sophy said. Her lack of extraordinary skills did sting but that was one of the reasons why she wanted to emigrate: to learn new skills, extraordinary or not.


‘No need to look so fed up, kiddo,’ Johnno said brightly, stabbing at his phone with his index finger. ‘There’s this sponsored family stream lark and that only costs $145 and you can stay up to twelve months. Much better than ­emigrating.’


‘But I want to emigrate.’ It was quite hard to get the words out through gritted teeth. ‘My best friend, we were at school together, Radha, lives out there now. I was going to go with her back then but Egan asked me to move in with him and I thought that was the better option.’ Sophy sighed. She really was the poster girl for the road not taken. ‘Anyway, she’s getting married in October, I’m one of her bridesmaids, so with that and Bob and Jean’s golden wedding … they both feel like signs, you know?’


‘Signs that you stay there for a few months and then come home,’ Johnno insisted.


Sophy shook her head. ‘Radha was only going out for a gap year but she fell in love with Australia.’ And also a software designer called Patrick. ‘She says that she finishes work and then she’s straight onto Bondi Beach ten minutes later. She’s even learned to surf.’


‘Well, you’re not going to learn to surf in Queensville,’ Johnno said flatly. ‘Might be near the coast but there are no decent waves.’


‘Surfing was just a for-instance …’


‘And you’ll still need a visa and thousands of pounds…’


‘But I won’t.’ The only way to get Johnno to listen was to raise her voice so that the two girls on the next table, clearly bunking off because they had their school blazers on, turned to look at her. ‘I can claim Australian citizenship by descent. Because I have dual nationality.’


Johnno frowned. He wasn’t usually so slow on the uptake. ‘Come again?’


‘You were Australian at the time of my birth—’


‘Still am, love,’ he said proudly, even though apparently the last time he’d been back to his motherland was thirteen years ago.


‘So, I just have to fill in some forms, provide written references that I’m of good character, pay around three hundred dollars and I’m good to go,’ Sophy explained. She opened her bag and pulled out the plastic folder where she kept her ever-increasing collection of documentation. ‘I just need a couple of bits and bobs from you. I made a list.’


Johnno didn’t even hold out his hand for the piece of paper that Sophy offered. ‘It looks like a long list.’


‘It has three things I need you to do: give me a copy of your passport, a copy of your birth certificate, and first have them verified by a solicitor…’ Sophy felt inevitable doom descending on her. ‘You do have a copy of your birth certificate, don’t you?’


‘Well, not to hand.’ Johnno shrugged in a way that ­absolutely did not inspire confidence. ‘It’ll probably turn up. Anyway, when are you planning to go?’


Sophy fixed Johnno with another look, even steelier than the last one. ‘It’s Bob and Jean’s fiftieth anniversary on August fifteenth and I want to be there by then. To surprise them. It’s the end of February now and I need that ­paperwork from you within the next month to get my application processed ASAP.’


‘A month isn’t a lot of time,’ Johnno said, somewhat ­predictably, though most people knew exactly where their birth certificates and passports were. Then again, Johnno’s unpredictability was the most predictable thing about him.


‘One month,’ Sophy repeated and hoped that the ­message had sunk in. ‘Also, the airfares go shooting up after June because of the school holidays. In the meantime I’m going to find a job, any lousy job, so I can save for my airfare and some spending money, then I’m out of here. I just need you to sort out the stuff on that list as soon as—’


‘A job,’ Johnno echoed. ‘You need a job. Well, I can help you with that. Though I still think this is a crazy idea.’


That was rich coming from Johnno, the king of crazy ideas, but Sophy did really need a job so she decided that now wasn’t the time to point that out.


‘You know someone who’s looking for staff?’ she asked hopefully, though she was sure that whatever job it might be, it wouldn’t be a regular nine to five. One of his mates worked in the reptile house at London Zoo.


‘Me, I’ll give you a job. At the shop,’ Johnno said. He waved a stubby hand. ‘I’ll talk to Freddy. He sorts out all that stuff for me. Yeah, you can come and work for me in the old family business. How does that sound?’


Sophy didn’t want to be churlish, but the thought of working in Johnno’s shop didn’t fill her heart with gladness. On the contrary, it made her heart sink like a ship’s anchor.


Johnno’s Junk. Ugh!


She’d only been there once when she was little but Sophy could still remember the fusty, dusty smell that had caught at the back of her throat. The old, limp clothes. Yellowing paperbacks with garish covers. The stuffed fox head, its fangs bared, in a glass display case.


‘Maybe it’s not such a good idea me working for you. You shouldn’t mix business and pleasure and all that,’ Sophy said, gently, because she really did appreciate the offer but already she was itching at the mere thought of all that creepy old tat in Johnno’s Junk.


It was a source of much mystery to Sophy and her mother as to why Johnno had never been declared bankrupt. Or how he always managed to be flush with cash. Like now, as he opened his wallet and started thumbing through a sizeable wad of notes.


‘Let me give you some cash to help you out until you’re back on your feet,’ he said, because he was generous to a fault.


‘Oh no, you mustn’t,’ Sophy protested, holding up her hands to ward off the bundle of twenties that Johnno was trying to thrust at her. ‘I have a bit saved up.’


‘Now come on, love. Let your old man spoil you a bit.’


‘No, your money’s no good round here,’ Sophy said firmly.


‘If you won’t let me give you money, then at least let me give you a job,’ Johnno wheedled, fluttering his lashes at her, which looked ridiculous but somehow she was smiling. He was impossible. ‘Come on! You and me working together. It will be fun.’


Despite ten years’ retail experience, finding another job was proving to be very difficult. Sophy had no references, as the HR department at her old job had also been locked out of the company HQ. And she hadn’t really climbed up the career ladder either, shunning any opportunities for promotion or advancement as too much responsibility for not that much more money. Also, despite what she’d just told Johnno, she had hardly any savings left.


She would have to fumigate herself at the end of each day, but she did need a job and it would be nice, or a distraction at least, to spend some time with Johnno. ‘All right,’ she agreed. ‘But only until I find something be— I mean something else.’


‘Something better?’ Johnno asked with a grin because he knew exactly what she’d been going to say. ‘What could be better than working in my shop?’


Quite a lot of things, but by the time Sophy was on the tube heading back to her mum’s house in Hendon, she was feeling nostalgic for all the good times she’d had with Johnno. When he’d actually turned up for them, that was.


She was also feeling better about the future. That was the other thing that she always forgot about Johnno: he’d missed his true calling. He could make a fortune as a motivational speaker.


‘You’re smart, you’re funny, you’re a straight talker and, luckily, you take after your mother when it comes to looks,’ he’d said as he’d walked her back to the station. ‘There’s nothing you can’t do, Soph. I reckon you’ll be all right. ­Better than all right. You’re going to do wonders, kiddo, but there ain’t any wonders to be had on a flaming sheep station. Now, I’ll be in touch about the job soon.’


And that was that. It might even be the last time that Sophy ever saw him before she left for Australia, but at least she’d be able to tell Bob and Jean that their wayward son had a heart of gold.




Chapter Two


A week later, on a Tuesday morning, Sophy was back at Chalk Farm station. No one, not even her mum, had been more surprised than Sophy when she got a message from Johnno to say that he’d sorted out a job for her and would meet her at the station to ‘get you started. Introduce you to everyone and all that jazz.’


Sophy wasn’t sure why they were meeting in Chalk Farm again when the shop was in Holloway. But she’d learned a long time ago that it was best not to wonder too hard why Johnno did anything.


Even though it was a grotty junk shop next to a chicken shop and she was used to working in a large fashion store on Oxford Street, Sophy still had first-day nerves. She didn’t know how many staff Johnno had – though it couldn’t be very many – and whether they’d resent her for coming in and think that she meant to lord it over them. She also hadn’t known what to wear. She didn’t want to wear anything too nice. In her old job they’d worn all black, bought at a staff discount from the latest drop, but you couldn’t wear all black in a junk shop. It would show up all the dust and cobwebs and, oh God, mildew. There was bound to be mildew.


Sophy had settled for a navy blue and white polka dot jumpsuit and her second nicest trainers because she was going to be on her feet all day. Not her Vejas but her Veja dupes. As she waited for Johnno, she pulled out her pocket mirror and scrutinised her face. Her eyes were the same blue as Johnno’s but her poker-straight red hair and pale skin came from her mother’s side of the family, who all hailed from County Cork in Ireland. Sophy wiped away a smudge of mascara and was just thinking about reapplying her lipgloss when someone tapped her on the shoulder.


She whirled round. ‘Oh my God, this is twice now that you’ve actually turned up when you said you would! Is this an all-time record?’


But it wasn’t Johnno. Standing there was a tall man in jeans, a black polo shirt and Harrington jacket and with artfully messy hair. He looked like he was a member of one of the indie bands that littered this part of north London. Maybe he was lost and needed directions back to Camden?


‘Are you Sophy?’ he asked in a voice that had clearly had most of its cockney edge smoothed out.


Not a member of a minor indie band then. And also … ‘You’re not Johnno.’ Sophy pointed out the obvious.


‘I’m Freddy,’ he explained, holding out a hand for Sophy to shake. ‘Johnno asked me to meet you.’


Johnno had mentioned something about a Freddy. ‘You sort things out for Johnno?’


‘I’m actually a solicitor by trade but I hate wearing a suit,’ Freddy said with a shrug and a twinkle in his dark eyes. He had olive skin, that riotous mop of curly chocolate-brown hair and a cheeky, conspiratorial grin. Sophy could see why Johnno liked him. She felt automatically disposed to like him too. ‘Johnno sends his apologies. Said he had to go and see a man about a dog.’


When she’d been little, Sophy had always been excited and hopeful on the numerous occasions that Johnno went to see a man about a dog. Until she realised that there wasn’t going to be a dog. It was just Johnno being completely unreliable yet again. ‘Does he really have a job for me?’


Freddy nodded. ‘That’s why I’m here. Don’t worry, you’re in safe hands. Shall we walk and talk?’


There was a lot to talk about. ‘I don’t have my P45 yet. Did Johnno tell you about my last job? That the company went into administration? Everything’s in the hands of some official bankruptcy people, so I’m not sure how it’s all going to work with a temporary job. I’ll probably have to go on an emergency tax code. Can Johnno even afford for me to go on the books or will it be cash in hand? Not that I’m saying I want it to be cash in hand but they take all your money when they put you on an emergency tax code…’


‘Why don’t we go to the shop?’ Freddy suggested. ‘Everyone’s there and they’re dying to meet you.’


Sophy nodded. ‘Are we going to get a bus? We could walk up to Camden and get the 29.’


‘A bus?’


‘To the shop. Or an Uber?’


‘But it’s just round the corner.’


‘Freddy, the Holloway Road is not just round the corner.’


‘The Holloway Road?’ Freddy shook his head. ‘We’re not going to Holloway.’


He took Sophy’s elbow and guided her round the corner so they could walk over the bridge that led to Primrose Hill. Nestling next to the slightly down-at-heel and achingly cool Camden Town, Primrose Hill was one of those villages that London did so well. Full of large stucco white Victorian villas and Regency terraces painted in pretty sherbet colours and a main shopping thoroughfare thronged with chichi boutiques, artisanal eateries and thriving independent shops.


Primrose Hill was for the seriously wealthy; who else would be able to afford its multimillion-pound houses? It was the perfect place to take their designer pooches for a stroll on Primrose Hill itself, with its views stretching over nearby Regent’s Park and, beyond that, the church spires and skyscrapers of London. To jog along the towpath of the Regent’s Canal. Or watch the world go by from the window of a café where there wouldn’t be much change from a ten-pound note after purchasing a Peruvian-blend latte made with Fairtrade newly activated almond milk.


Primrose Hill was not a place where the tat that Johnno sold would go down very well. No wonder Sophy was confused. ‘Has the junk shop moved then?’


It seemed like Freddy was equally confused. ‘The junk shop? What junk shop?’


Sophy frowned. ‘It doesn’t make any sense. Why would Johnno move the shop to Primrose Hill? Primrose Hill is so posh and Johnno’s Junk is not posh. It’s like the absolute opposite of posh.’


‘I don’t know what Johnno’s Junk is and, quite frankly, I don’t want to. Here we are.’


Here was a terrace of shops. The fanciest of merchants. A yoga studio. An interiors shop. A dry-cleaner’s that looked more minimalist than any dry-cleaner’s that Sophy had ever seen.


The last shop in the little terrace had its exterior painted the most perfect Wedgwood blue. In the window was one dress. But what a dress! It was black and strapless, with a tight bodice, sweetheart neckline and a skirt that consisted of layers and layers and layers of tulle shot through with something to make them sparkle. It was one of the most beautiful dresses that Sophy had ever seen. It was the kind of dress that you had adventures in. She could picture a woman, an impossibly beautiful and willowy woman, wearing that dress in a nightclub. She’d be drinking champagne from a slender flute while a jazz band played and a coterie of debonair men hung on her every word. It was that kind of a dress.


Sophy finally tore her eyes away from the dress to look at the signage. The Vintage Dress Shop, it said, in an elegant, understated script, like the shop sign had been rolled through an old-fashioned typewriter.


‘This isn’t Johnno’s Junk,’ Sophy pointed out.


Freddy gave her an even stare, though a muscle in his cheek was pounding away. Maybe this was what Egan had meant during their vicious, final argument when he’d said that she was the most annoying woman he’d ever met. ‘No, it’s not. Johnno did mention another shop he used to have but that closed down at least twenty years ago.’


A pang of guilt speared Sophy’s insides. She hadn’t known that. She knew the barest of facts about Johnno’s day-to-day doings. But then for her to know all the ins and outs and latest developments in Johnno’s life, he’d have had to have been in her life too.


‘He never said,’ she muttered, as Freddy opened the door and gestured for her to step through it.


It might have fancy signage and a fancy font and a beautiful dress in the window, but Sophy steeled herself for the fusty, musty smell of old clothes that people had probably died in.


She actually put a hand over her nose to ward off the stench – until she realised that the interior of the shop didn’t smell of mothballs and wet wool but something expensive and exclusive. Clean, very clean, and with the faintest scent of perfume. Like the times that Sophy had dared to set foot in some swanky Bond Street boutique, then promptly walked out again when the snooty sales assistant had given her the evil eye.


Sophy did a slow three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn as she tried to take it all in. There was so much that her eyes wanted to linger on. Rather than being dark and poky with racks of garish clothes and cubbyholes and baskets full of tacky accessories like the vintage shops that Sophy had been in before, usually dragged there by her stepsister Cress, the shop was light and airy.


The walls and floorboards were painted a soft, chalky white: a perfect backdrop for the dresses. So many dresses. They were arranged by colour. There was an entire wall of green dresses: from the lightest softest seafoam to a bright emerald and a dark, mossy bottle green. The yellow rail spanned lemon sherbet to the most vibrant egg yolk. There were blue dresses, purple dresses, red dresses. An entire ­section devoted to little black dresses.


It was a lot like the frock equivalent of the perfectly curated and colour-coded bookshelves that Sophy had seen on ­Pinterest and Instagram.


Everywhere that she turned, she was met with another delight to feast her eyes on. There were the display cabinets (that looked like they belonged on a 1930s ocean-liner) full of costume jewellery, all bright colours like sweeties.


In the centre of the room were two shocking-pink velvet sofas (though they were more chaise longue than settee) and at the back of the room there was a 1930s ocean liner sort of desk, sleek and curvy, and beyond that a series of curtained-off cubicles – the changing rooms.


Immediately, Sophy felt out of place in her on-trend jumpsuit, which had seemed like a perfectly appropriate and ­easy-wash outfit for her first day in a temporary job, rooting about in an old junk shop. Now it seemed really garish and out of place. Especially when there was a woman standing behind the desk who looked like the very last word in chic. She had a razor-sharp jet-black bob, its edges so straight you could take a ruler to them. She was tall and slim, her figure shown to perfection in the fitted black dress she was wearing, and, when she came out from behind the desk, she glided across the floor in the kind of heels that Sophy had only had nightmares about. Of course, she had the most perfect arched eyebrows and Cupid’s-bow lips outlined in a bright red that Sophy would never have the courage to wear. The lips were currently stretched in a thin sort of smile, which wasn’t even a little bit welcoming.


‘Freddy,’ the woman said in a thin voice to match. Her eyes briefly skimmed over Sophy and then, as if Sophy wasn’t worthy of her attention, her gaze fixed on a point beyond Sophy’s shoulder.


‘Phoebe,’ Freddy said, the tone of his voice not quite as friendly as it had been before. ‘This is Sophy. Johnno’s Sophy. Sophy, this is Phoebe, who practically runs this place single-handedly.’


‘It’s lovely,’ Sophy said with what she hoped was a friendly smile and not a smile that said I only got this job because of my dad and I’m going to be a constant thorn in your side. ‘I’ve never seen so many gorgeous clothes all in one place. Do you only sell dresses or do you sell separates too because—’


‘Everyone’s waiting upstairs,’ Phoebe said, cutting through Sophy’s perfectly reasonable question. ‘I’ll get Beatrice to cover the shop floor.’


She turned, so Sophy could see that she was wearing seamed stockings, walked past the changing rooms to a door marked Private and disappeared.


‘Takes a while to warm up to people,’ Freddy said, gently steering Sophy through the shop, past the cubicles, to a wrought-iron spiral staircase painted gold. ‘We’ll go up to the atelier.’


The atally whaty?


Sophy felt her cheeks flame as she realised that she’d said it out loud, but, to his credit, Freddy didn’t laugh at her gaucheness but gave her a kind, comforting sort of smile. ‘The atelier. It’s where they do the fittings and keep the wedding dresses and expensive gowns,’ he explained.


Sophy wound her way up the stairs, which opened out onto a beautiful room. No, it wasn’t anything as mundane as a room. It was a salon. A gilt-edged salon. Her feet in her knock-off trainers sank into the softest, plushest cream ­carpet. Up here, closer to heaven, it smelled even more ­glorious: of roses and geraniums and sheer, understated luxury.


Of course there were more dresses. Wedding dresses, Freddy had said. Their colours ranged from the ­delicate white of snowdrops to the buttery richness of clotted cream and the dull gold of the old one-pound coins. They were made from lace and satin and silk and fabrics that Sophy could only guess at: organza, shantung, georgette, ­taffeta … Then she was sidetracked by a glimpse of an anteroom full of the most elegant gowns; hanging there was a pale blue Grecian-inspired dress, intricate beadwork ­dancing across the fabric.


She turned her attention back to the main room, then wished she hadn’t. There was a raised circular platform where she supposed brides and the sort of women who bought beautiful vintage gowns could admire their own reflection, because they were surrounded on all sides by mirrors. Sophy kept catching glimpses of herself, and she looked as flustered and disconcerted as she felt.


Sophy was realistic about her own utter ordinariness. If it weren’t for her red hair, nobody would ever be able to pick her out of a police line-up; not even if they’d witnessed her committing all sorts of horrific crimes. She was average height, average build; like every other woman she knew she fought a near-daily battle between her dream of dropping a dress size and her love of carbs; and she had all the usual features, which sat in the right place on her face. She liked her blue eyes, courtesy of Johnno, and her full lips, courtesy of her mother. She didn’t like the anxious little furrow between her eyes, which seemed to be a permanent feature these days. Everything else was quite indistinguishable, literally. If Sophy didn’t use mascara and an eyebrow pencil, it was impossible to tell that she had actual eyelashes and eyebrows.


She really didn’t belong in this place with these people.


Because, like downstairs, there were sofas in the centre of the room; these were cream and gold, and sitting on one of them were two more women in chic black dresses who looked like Hollywood goddesses imported straight from the silver screen. Across from them was a ridiculously handsome man, long of limb, floppy of hair, jutting of cheekbone, wearing an exquisitely cut light grey tweed suit with a ­perfect pink pocket square. He was tapping away at his phone. ­Sitting next to him on a powder blue satin cushion was a very grumpy-looking, black French bulldog.


‘Oh my God,’ Sophy muttered under her breath. She wasn’t just miles out of her comfort zone. She was continents away from her comfort zone. The ridiculously handsome man raised his head, as if he’d heard her anguished aside. He was even more ridiculously handsome face-on. Then he very slowly and deliberately winked at Sophy and her nerves were momentarily swept away by a fluttering feel of a very different kind.


‘You’re fine,’ Freddy assured Sophy in a low voice, which was very sweet of him – but absolutely untrue. Phoebe had appeared at the top of the stairs, all ready to give Sophy another flinty look. Her bewitching green eyes (of course she would have bewitching green eyes) lingered on the patch of jumpsuit where Sophy had managed to spill a tiny drop of coffee earlier. ‘Let me introduce you to everyone.’


‘Everyone’ turned out to be Chloe and Anita, the other sales associates. Chloe was tiny and blonde and Anita was tiny and dark and, though both of them were unfailingly polite, neither of them were exactly friendly.


‘And you’ve met Phoebe,’ Freddy reminded Sophy. Not like Sophy was likely to forget it when Phoebe’s gaze kept resting on her with an expression that flickered from disbelief to faint amusement. Someone should tell Phoebe that she had the worst poker face ever.


‘But you haven’t met Charles,’ said Phoebe, and she actually cracked a genuine, warm smile as she glanced at him. ‘He sources all our jewellery and some of our high-end pieces.’


It was Charles’s turn to look Sophy up and down. Not in an unfriendly way – there was something warm and welcoming about his gaze – but more as if he were assessing the raw material, seeing right down to her bones. Sophy wasn’t sure how she felt about that. If possible, it made her even more flustered than she’d already been. Then he stood up, unfolding his long length from the sofa so Sophy had to look up at him – he was well over six foot – and took the few steps to where she was cowering. She held out her hand, expecting that he probably wanted to shake it, but instead he raised it to his mouth so he could kiss it. It was a very suave, very practised move, but it still made Sophy feel a little swoony. ‘Enchantée,’ he murmured against her skin. Then her hand was back in her custody and Charles gave her one brief but charming smile before he sat down again.


Obviously gay, Sophy thought with a pang of regret. No man wore a suit that exquisitely tailored, had cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass and murmured something in French instead of ‘pleased to meet you’, and was straight. Sadly.


‘Last, but not at all least, is Coco Chanel,’ Freddy said, and the French bulldog gave Sophy the most withering look of all. She had huge ears and, instead of a collar, a pearl necklace circled her thick neck. ‘She’s the brains of the operation. And of course, everyone – this is Sophy, Johnno’s daughter. Our new sales associate.’


‘Oh no! There’s no need for… I mean, I’m just helping out in a temporary way to save up money to go to Australia,’ Sophy explained. She made a wringing motion with her hands. ‘I’m happy to muck in.’


‘Johnno says Sophy has got over ten years’ experience in retail fashion and we’re very lucky to have her,’ Freddy said, digging a none-too-gentle finger between Sophy’s shoulder- blades. ‘I know she’ll be an asset.’


Nobody else seemed sure about that, including Sophy herself.


The rest of the day passed in a haze of unpleasantness. They all trooped back downstairs, Freddy left and, when Sophy asked Phoebe what she could help with, she was directed down to a windowless basement, where she spent the rest of the day packing up inferior vintage garments, including several boxes of boiled-wool cardigans that smelled of wet dog, to be sent off for recycling.


These clothes were absolutely nothing like the dresses being sold in the shop and Sophy was pretty sure, even odds, that – just as she had feared – someone had died in one of the garments she was gingerly picking through. Maybe up to four or five someones.


She took a measly half-hour for lunch at one, though Phoebe acted as if she couldn’t believe Sophy’s audacity at wanting to take thirty minutes to grab a sandwich and think hard about her recent life decisions. Mind you, that was nothing compared to Phoebe’s incredulity when Sophy offered to take over in the shop when she went on her own lunch.


‘You can’t do that,’ Phoebe said coldly. ‘You don’t know anything about vintage or our customers or… No. Back to the basement with you.’


Sophy spent the rest of the afternoon sorting through more dead people’s clothes (some of them were really, really whiffy) and it wasn’t until six o’clock that she was released from her pongy purgatory by Phoebe. ‘Oh, you’re still here?’ she said, feigning surprise, as she appeared at the top of the basement stairs. ‘I’d completely forgotten about you. We’re closing now, unless you wanted to put in some overtime.’


‘I really don’t,’ Sophy said, gathering up her bag and jacket.


She was still fuming about Phoebe and her snotty, snooty attitude when she got off the tube at Hendon Central. Her misery was compounded when she reached into her bag for her phone and saw she had a message from Egan, her ex.


Loads of your stuff is still here and you owe me £323 for your outstanding share of the bills. He was obviously not missing her, Sophy thought as she walked the short distance back to her mum’s and the little three-bed house that Sophy at twenty-one had been so pleased to leave for a houseshare in Manor House with a couple of friends. Now Anjula and Kate were both married, had a child apiece and had gone from London to green and leafy places where it was possible to buy a small house without having to sell both kidneys.


Whereas Sophy was right back where she started: living with her mum and feeling that she really hadn’t achieved anything since the days when she was a sulky teenager skulking in her room and dreaming about all the adventures she’d have when she was a proper grown-up.


Now she was the big three-oh and it felt like, apart from the odd mini-break, she hadn’t had a single adventure. No wonder it was hard to put a smile on her face as she opened the front door.


Caroline and Mike were in the kitchen and there was something lovely and garlicky and herby cooking. They were standing over the hob with their heads together, laughing about something, but both looked round when Sophy dropped her keys on the hall table and padded down the hall towards them.


‘How did it go, love?’ Caroline asked, her pretty, pale face flushed from slaving over a hot stove.


‘Yes, hard day at the office?’ Mike added.


Despite the whole thing about her childhood bedroom being turned into a home spa, they’d welcomed Sophy back, though they’d got used to having the place to themselves. Maybe that was why Sophy felt as if she was intruding. She also mourned her independence. She’d spent five years living in various houseshares with various friends. Then she’d lived with Egan for four years and now she was back in Hendon. Though she tried to be cheerful and put a brave face on it, there were times, like right now, when all Sophy wanted to do was lie on the beige tufted-wool carpet, hug Lollipop, her mother’s cat, to her chest and cry and cry and cry.


Instead she tried to make her smile look convincing. Also, Lollipop wasn’t much of a hugger. ‘Yeah, it was great,’ Sophy said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster, which wasn’t very much. ‘I’m quite tired.’


‘Well, you would be, being on your feet all day again.’ ­Caroline nodded, scanning her daughter and seeming to miss nothing, from the shadows under Sophy’s eyes to the way she shuffled from side to side because her feet were throbbing in her knock-off designer trainers. ‘Dinner will be ready in ten minutes. Why don’t you go into the lounge and I’ll do you a tray. Special treat.’


It was a very special treat. Caroline had a very dim view of people eating in the lounge. If Sophy wanted a bowl of microwave popcorn as they watched a movie, her mother would moan about getting popcorn kernels down the side of the sofa and how it would attract mice.


‘Actually, Mum, I really need a bath. I’m covered in the stench of dead people. Can I take a raincheck on dinner?’


It wasn’t until Sophy was in the bathroom, door locked and taps running, that she let herself do what she’d wanted to do since approximately ten o’clock that morning. She burst into tears.


She only stopped crying when she was finally submerged in rose-scented bubbles and realised that she could stop a good third of her current agony by simply not turning up at The Vintage Dress Shop the next day.




Chapter Three


It wasn’t that anything looked brighter the next day. On the contrary, the sky was as grey and overcast as Sophy’s mood when she walked to the tube station for another eight hours toiling at the coalface of retro fashion. It also hadn’t helped that she’d woken up to a WhatsApp message from her old schoolfriend Radha, now living the sunny expat life in Sydney. ‘Hurry up and get here soon, Soph! Surf’s waiting!’ It was accompanied by a photo of Radha on a sandy beach, her tan and eyes glowing, as the sun set spectacularly in the background.


Sophy wanted the glowing tan (though she wasn’t sure that her milk-white skin possessed even trace amounts of ­melanin) and the spectacular sunsets. Although she was going to start her new Australian life at her grandparents’ sheep station in Southern Australia, Sophy was definitely considering relocating to Sydney after that. She’d have Radha to show her the ropes and she couldn’t wait to sign up for surf lessons from some chiselled, tousle-haired surfie who looked like one of the Hemsworth brothers. Then she’d remembered that she couldn’t pay the ­airfare to Australia in chocolate buttons. She needed money. And that was why she was going to turn up for her second day at The Vintage Dress Shop, and not let the horrible Phoebe scare her away. She was also going to turn up because she wasn’t a quitter – but oh, how Sophy longed to be a quitter!


To cheer herself up when she got to Primrose Hill half an hour later, Sophy stopped at a charming little bakery for a coffee to go and a flaky pastry. The astronomical price of these two items made her feel a lot like crying again. Then, her feet dragging with every step, she made her way to the shop.


Sophy took a deep breath, pulled back her shoulders and opened the door with a bright smile on her face. ‘Good morning, everyone!’


‘Everyone’ was Anita, who mumbled something that might have been ‘Good morning’ back, and Phoebe, who was sitting behind the ocean-liner desk, like she was sitting on a throne, and not bothering to dial down her furious expression.


‘What on earth do you think you’re doing?’ she demanded.


‘I’m here to work, just like you,’ Sophy said evenly, though she felt pretty bloody far from even. ‘Do you have a problem with that?’


‘Do I have a problem?’ Phoebe echoed incredulously. She rose gracefully to her feet, so she could stand there with her hands on her hips. ‘Yes, I have a problem. Can’t you read?’


As accusations went that was pretty out there. Of course Sophy could read. Then she realised that Phoebe was pointing at a sign with one perfectly manicured red nail.


Food and drink are forbidden on these premises by express order of The Management.


‘What? I can’t even have a cup of tea every couple of hours? There is a thing called workers’ rights, Phoe—’


‘No food or drink anywhere near the dresses,’ Phoebe clarified sharply. ‘If you must eat or drink, then you’ll have to do it in the back.’


Sophy scurried past Phoebe to get to the office at the back of the shop. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been made to feel no bigger or better than a … a … a dung beetle. It was probably the time when she’d been hauled in front of her headmistress, aged twelve, after she’d been caught red-handed sticking a wad of discarded chewing gum under her desk in a biology lesson.


She wasn’t twelve now, she was a grown woman; but Phoebe had a way of looking at Sophy like she wasn’t fit to share the same air.


Beatrice was in the back office. She was a slightly less intimidating version of Chloe and Anita. She had the same uniform of a little black dress and heels, but at least she knew how to smile and whisper, ‘Don’t worry about Phoebe. She’s just very protective of the dresses. We have a little table and chairs outside; do you want to have your coffee there?’


Through a set of French doors there was a tiny little terrace with a wrought-iron table and chairs that overlooked the Regent’s Canal with its brightly painted moored barges. It must be lovely to sit out there when it was sunny. It was still lovely, though somewhat cold, to sit out there on a grey March morning and wolf down her croissant and gulp the coffee, even if they tasted like ashes and dishwater now.


As days went, it wasn’t as bad as her first day had been. There was no more sorting through the clothes of the recently deceased. Sophy spent most of the day in the back office with Beatrice, who explained their inventory system, which felt like slightly familiar territory.


When Beatrice took an early lunch Sophy did try to venture out onto the shop floor, just so she could start familiarising herself with the stock. Everything was arranged by colour; but where did sizing come into it? What were the price points? How was she meant to know which decade a dress was from?


As if she’d surreptitiously put a tracking device on her, as soon as Sophy approached the rails of blue dresses, Anita watching warily from the wings, Phoebe was suddenly beetling down the spiral staircase. Sophy didn’t know how anyone could negotiate a spiral staircase so quickly and in such high heels.


‘It all right,’ Sophy assured her. ‘I washed my hands. Twice!’


‘Have you really?’ Phoebe’s voice fairly dripped with scepticism and, though she was a proper grown-up, Sophy found herself holding out her hands for the other woman’s inspection. Then she realised what she was doing and snatched them back.


‘I appreciate that whole world of vintage fashion might be new to me but I do have many years of retail experience,’ Sophy said hotly. It was her turn to stand there with her hands on her hips, to the consternation of two women who had suddenly entered the shop. Sophy turned to them with a smile that was very slightly manic. ‘Hello! Welcome to The Vintage Dress Shop. Do have a look around, and give me a yell if you need any assistance.’


Sophy wasn’t sure but she thought she heard Phoebe growl with irritation at her jaunty greeting; though the growl could also have come from Coco Chanel, who’d come lumbering down the stairs to see what all the fuss was about. Even the shop dog had some serious attitude.


‘As you said, you have absolutely no experience of vintage fashion.’ Phoebe sucked in an angry breath. ‘I even heard you say to Beatrice that you thought people might have died in our dresses…’


The two women who’d entered swiftly exited at that.


‘It was a joke,’ Sophy said, but she was determined not to get sidetracked from what she wanted to say. Or rather to give Phoebe The Terrible some home truths. ‘Anyway, I worked at Belle Girl for the last ten years and for the last five I was a senior sales associate at the Oxford Street store.’


‘Senior just means that you’d been there longer than anyone else,’ Phoebe pointed out, like that was nothing to be impressed about. It was also perilously close to the truth.


‘It was a very big store. It was the flagship store!’


‘Hasn’t Belle Girl just gone into administration?’ Phoebe arched one already perfectly arched eyebrow, as if she suspected that Sophy was personally responsible for the entire chain of two hundred shops going bust.


‘It’s a very challenging retail landscape and we were taken over by a venture capitalist who was more interested in stripping back our costs than investing in—’


‘And it was a fast fashion chain. T-shirts for a fiver, dresses for ten pounds made by workers in the developing world who toiled away in appalling conditions and barely earned enough money to feed their families. Plus, I’m sure a large percentage of your stock probably ended up as landfill,’ Phoebe continued, and she had a good point. Several very good points that Sophy herself had agonised over, especially after seeing a documentary on BBC2 shortly after they’d had to dump an entire range because the design department had plagiarised the work of an up-and-coming designer who’d put them on blast on social media.


‘We were in discussions about doing a range of sustainable clothing,’ she said weakly because none of the bad things about high street fashion were in Sophy’s control. So it wasn’t really her fault that she’d been part of the problem rather than part of the situation, whereas…


‘Vintage fashion is the ultimate sustainable clothing,’ Anita piped up from behind the desk, where she’d been all but ­cowering until now. ‘A lot of our stock is over seventy, eighty years old and still wearable. It blows my mind sometimes. Although, you have to be careful when you wear some vintage pieces because modern antiperspirants can rot the armholes like nobody’s business.’


‘We are getting way off-track here,’ Sophy gritted. ‘I’m here to work, not to tread on anyone’s toes, so let me work. Give me a crash course in vintage fashion. At least let me have a look at the stock.’
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SECOND CHANCES
NEVER GO OUT OF STYLE ...





