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Needle, needle, dip and dart,

Thrusting up and down,

Where’s the man could ease a heart

Like a satin gown?

‘The Satin Dress’ by Dorothy Parker
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Chapter One

There were many good things about living in a houseboat with a permanent mooring on Regent’s Canal just by Primrose Hill.

Although it was only a couple of miles away from Oxford Circus, it was easy to think one was deep in the countryside when one woke up to the sound of birdsong. Through the porthole windows, everything was green and verdant as far as the eye could see. Not just from the leaves on the trees that lined the canal path but also from the reflection of the leaves on the water.

Unfortunately Phoebe Parker didn’t particularly love waking up and thinking that she was in the middle of the countryside. Phoebe didn’t do countryside. There was far too much mud, awful smells and people wearing sensible shoes.

Phoebe’s bed was on a raised platform so she could admire the view from her horizontal position, but it was also imperative to have a lot of ventilation when you lived on a boat. Mattresses would be the first thing to get damp and grow mould spores.

Mould spores were another thing that Phoebe didn’t love. But she knew that she was very lucky to live in such a desirable postcode, rent-free – even if it was on a boat. The Sheila, the name painted on her stern in a swirly red font, had been loaned to her by her friend, mentor and boss ever since he went to Australia eighteen months ago to visit his parents and so far hadn’t returned. It was so like Johnno. He’d left Phoebe an envelope with the keys to Sheila and some sparse instructions, mostly about the compost toilet.

‘I’m sure you can figure out the rest yourself, Pheebs. You’ve always been the brains of the operation,’ he’d written before signing off. The note was also so like Johnno.

The Sheila may have had her quirks but she still felt like home to Phoebe and Coco Chanel, a beautiful black French bulldog and the best roommate that Phoebe had ever had. Coco was still curled up on her very own Tempur pillow with a Hungarian goose-down quilt tucked around her.

Phoebe left Coco slumbering and clambered down from the bed, checked that the water tank was full – it was – and pulled a plastic shower cap over her head, and more importantly over the sponge rollers in her hair. Girls who lived on houseboats with temperamental water tanks could not have everything showers. Phoebe had her morning shower down to two minutes, long enough to get her squeaky clean, not long enough to deplete her precious water supply so she had enough left to brush her teeth and boil the kettle.

Then Phoebe embarked on her light five-step morning skincare routine, finishing with an SPF 50 sunscreen. Even though it was October, once the sun got going, it was very bright and Phoebe lived in fear of getting both a tan and fine lines.

Next, she sat down with her first coffee of the day in the sunniest corner of the open-plan lounge, to do her make-up.

Phoebe had no time for bronzers and contouring and beating her face.

She liked a blank canvas: smoothing foundation on, concealer for under her eyes so her pale skin was even. Then she was ready for the liquid eyeliner that she drew on her upper lids with a rock-steady hand, flicking it out at the corners and a smudgy pencil on her lower lid before mascara. Lots of mascara. So her blue eyes looked impossibly big.

There were people who said that you could do a bold eye or you could do a bold lip but you shouldn’t do both. They were the sort of people that Phoebe had no time for. She outlined and coloured in her lips with a red lip pencil, then it was time for her MVP: Chanel Rouge Allure lipstick, a moody blue-toned red, which made Phoebe’s skin even paler.

Then she took her rollers out and brushed her thick black hair, ensuring that the edges and fringe of her impeccably precise bob were straight.

Phoebe turned her face this way and that to make sure that everything was perfect. That she was perfect. Of course she was!

Now it was time to get dressed in one of the many form-fitting 1930s black vintage dresses that hung in her wardrobe. Each hanger exactly five centimetres distance from the next, to allow for ventilation. There was no way, no bloody way, that any mould spores were permitted to sprout on her dresses. The Bastard Moth Infestation of 2019 had been horrific enough. Phoebe still wasn’t recovered from those dark few months.

The sound of her sliding wardrobe door closing was Coco Chanel’s signal to let out a series of moans to alert Phoebe to the fact that she was awake and needed assistance in getting down from the elevated bed.

Now that Phoebe was ready to face the day, it was time to give Coco Chanel her morning glow-up. First Phoebe dealt with Coco Chanel’s eye bogeys. Then with a cotton wool bud and a special oil that cost more per ounce than gold, she administered to the little folds in Coco’s face, which tended to get enflamed. Next she spritzed the little dog with an avocado mist and stroked it in so her black fur gleamed like silk.

It was their special time. Lots of stroking and cuddling until it was time to face the world.

‘What are you in the mood for today, Coco?’ Phoebe asked as she did every morning on her way to the little closet that housed Coco’s outfits and accessories. ‘There’s a real nip in the air. I think you need a jacket.’

Phoebe selected a pink velvet collar and lead and a tweed jacket inspired by the famous Chanel suit. Coco plonked her bottom down and obligingly held up her front paws so that she could be dressed. Then Phoebe pulled on a faux-fur leopard-print swing coat. She was definitely an autumn/winter person and that was largely down to the fact that she got to wear adorable faux-fur coats and sweet little cashmere cardigans. Also, her high-maintenance look – she was now sliding her feet into her four-inch, suede stiletto ‘day’ heels – didn’t work so well when the temperature was over twenty degrees.

It was nine twenty-five exactly. With Coco bundled under her arm, even wearing a tight skirt and heels, Phoebe still managed to negotiate the jump from boat to canal path with ease born of long practice.

‘Morning, Pheebs! Morning, Coco. Well, aren’t you both a sight for sore eyes.’

‘Hi, Sadie; hi, Gunther!’ Phoebe trilled back, putting Coco down on her own four paws, and waving at her neighbours.

The neighbours were another drawback of living on a houseboat. The inhabitants of the other boats that shared The Sheila’s permanent mooring thought of themselves as a community.

Ugh! Phoebe didn’t want to be part of any community, especially when it involved people wearing tie-dye and doing yoga on the roof of their boat every morning as Sadie and Gunther loved to do.

As well as dire warnings about the compost toilet, Johnno had written (in capital letters and underlined) that Phoebe should be ‘neighbourly even though that’s not really your bag. You never know when you might have a power cut and need to borrow some candles or even a tow to the nearest boatyard. Company manners, Pheebs!’

So Phoebe was always neighbourly with Sadie and Gunther. She even messaged them if she was going to the big supermarket on Chalk Farm Road to ask them if they needed anything. On The Sheila’s other side were Emma and Sean who weren’t so bad. They didn’t wear tie-dye and Phoebe had let them extend their vegetable garden to her roof and they’d also clubbed together to get a bulk discount on solar panels. Sometimes Phoebe couldn’t believe that she knew so much about solar panels or the ideal growing conditions for carrots and tomatoes.

Mostly she knew about vintage clothes. As Phoebe left the canal path for a proper pavement, crunching over russet brown autumn leaves, then turned one corner, then another and saw The Vintage Dress Shop in the distance, her heart quickened a little as it did every morning.

When Phoebe reached the shop, she took a moment to let her eyes wander over all the little details that she loved so much. The shop name picked out in black in a pretty cursive script. The window, which – as ever – showcased one dress. This month it was an elegant black 1930s satin bias-cut evening gown with diamanté shoulder straps, because October was officially the beginning of party season.

Phoebe unlocked the door – the bell jangling was like music to her ears – then rushed to turn off the alarm, which wasn’t, and bustled to the tiny sliver of a kitchen that was off the back office.

She filled Coco’s water bowl. Opened a sachet of her gourmet dog food, then boiled the kettle to make her second huge mug of coffee of the day.

It was now nine forty. Time for Phoebe to take her coffee back into the shop and sit down on one of the two shocking pink velvet sofas that technically were strictly for customer use only. There were several prominently placed signs, stating very firmly that food and drink wasn’t allowed in the shop, but the shop wasn’t open and Phoebe would never spill food or drink in the shop. Never ever!

Besides, she loved this quiet time before the rest of the staff arrived to simply appreciate the shop and, more importantly, appreciate the dresses.

Just as the bright pink sofas looked good on Instagram, so did the colour-coordinated dresses. A rainbow of rails of beautiful frocks. The green dresses that journeyed from the softest, sherbet mint to a gothy bottle green so deep and dark that it was almost black. Every hue of blue: sapphire, cerulean, duck egg, royal, French navy. A sunshine selection of yellow frocks nearest to the window that seemed to shimmer in the beams of mellow autumn sunlight. Reds, oranges, pinks, purples . . .

Phoebe stiffened as she noted that someone, probably Sophy, her least favourite colleague, had mixed up the lavenders and the lilacs. Goodness, she had to do everything. Couldn’t even enjoy her cup of coffee but had to get up and put the dresses in their correctly coloured order.

Talking of Sophy, taking up valuable shop real estate from proper dresses for proper paying customers was a rail of rented dresses. A new development for The Vintage Dress Shop and one that Phoebe had protested most vehemently. Not surprisingly Sophy had sourced an inferior selection of dresses. It hurt Phoebe’s eyes just to have to look at them hanging on the one rail, which was all the space that she was prepared to give this hare-brained scheme.

It went against the entire ethos of the shop. Customers could now rent a frock like they were hiring a carpet steamer. Inevitably, they’d treat the dresses as something temporary and throw-away and, yes, the dresses were insured and yes, they had to pay a deposit, but Phoebe knew they’d be returned with stains on them, crumpled, maybe even damaged.

No! She wasn’t going to think about it. This was Phoebe’s special time as she surveyed what she knew the staff called her empire but what she thought of as her safe space.

Phoebe sat back with a contented little sigh. The solid warmth of Coco Chanel’s body pressed against her as they both took a moment to just be before the busyness of the day began.





Chapter Two

Their reverie was interrupted by the tinkle of the shop bell. Sophy, responsible for the rail of rental dresses, and a thorn in Phoebe’s side ever since she’d started working in the shop, had arrived, bringing the damp, chilly air in with her along with the scent of a bacon sarnie. It was one minute before ten, when the shop opened. Technically Sophy should be here at quarter to ten so she’d be ready, breakfast eaten, when Phoebe turned the shop sign from open to closed.

And where were Anita and Bea? They should be here by now too. If Phoebe had her way, if her power was absolute, then she’d have them all on timecards and make them clock in because they were mickey takers.

Phoebe couldn’t help but scowl again.

However, Sophy was followed by Cressida, her stepsister; they called each other ‘sisterfriend’, which always made Phoebe feel faintly nauseous, but Cress was her favourite colleague – in fact she counted Cress as one of her close friends, so she managed a smile.

‘Morning! Love that tote bag, Cress.’

As well as being The Vintage Dress Shop’s seamstress and alterations goddess – Cress could transform a frock fallen on hard times from literal rags to riches – she had a related side hustle where she repaired and sold vintage frocks that didn’t measure up to Phoebe’s exacting standards for shop stock. Yet another side hustle involved embroidering slogans on tote bags. Her latest creation proclaimed: ‘My Other Bag Is A Birkin.’

‘It’s kind of fun, isn’t it?’ Cress agreed. Her smile lit up her already pretty face. Her glossy brown curls seemed to bounce with every step she took and, once again, Phoebe’s nostrils were assaulted by the scent of bacon . . . and coffee.

She expected nothing less from Sophy but Cress should really know better. Still, it was Sophy, who’d balanced her wrapped yet still stinky bacon sarnie on the art deco display desk where the till sat, whom she addressed. ‘You know the rules! No food and drink in the shop! Out to the patio!’

Now Cress’s smile was more apologetic than radiant. ‘Sorry. Won’t happen again.’

It would happen again. Phoebe was very sure about that.

Sophy sighed. ‘But we have to go through the shop to get to the patio.’ She tossed back her jaunty ponytail of red hair in a gesture of defiance.

Phoebe would never forget that awful day nearly two years before when Sophy had turned up, out of the blue, claiming that Johnno had offered her a job in the shop.

Technically and well, biologically, Sophy was Johnno’s daughter. But he’d split up with Sophy’s mother when she was just a baby and they’d never had much to do with each other.

Unlike Phoebe who’d known Johnno since she was sixteen and had started working for him as a Saturday girl in his previous shop, Johnno’s Junk. She’d known him for half her life and he was one of her favourite people.

Phoebe had been delighted when Sophy announced she was moving to Australia. Johnno had gone with her, but Sophy had then returned a year later, minus Johnno. Now, she was back at The Vintage Dress Shop for what Phoebe had hoped was a stopgap until she found another job but so far, Sophy didn’t seem to show any signs of wanting to leave.

On the contrary, with her rental dress nonsense, it felt like Sophy was staking her claim on the business. On Phoebe’s beloved shop.

It was imperative that she didn’t let Sophy get any more notions. Fortunately, Phoebe wasn’t the type to let anyone, but especially Sophy so-called Stevens, walk all over her.

‘Your start time is ten o’clock. It’s past that now so I’m paying you to eat your breakfast,’ Phoebe persisted. Next to her Coco Chanel whimpered in agreement, though Phoebe suspected that the whimper really meant that Coco would quite like a bacon sandwich too. Especially when she jumped down from the sofa and tried to follow Cress and Sophy through to the back office, but Phoebe reached down and scooped her up.

‘You know there are nitrates in bacon and they’re bad for you,’ she reminded the little dog. ‘Also, you know what happened last time we went to the vet. She tried to body-shame you and while I think you’re perfect, we want that waist snatched.’

Coco didn’t seem to appreciate the little pep talk but then Bea swept into the shop, breathless, her buttery blonde hair in disarray, her cheeks pink. ‘I’m so sorry!’

It was all very well Bea being full of apologies with some tale of woe about the bus getting stuck in traffic, but Phoebe remembered a time not so long ago when Bea used to be very diligent. Her right-hand woman. Always happy to follow Phoebe’s requests without any backchat, but now she’d slipped into bad habits. Again, Phoebe blamed Sophy.

Finally, here was Anita. Fifteen minutes late, and there was no excuse because she and Sophy lived in the same houseshare in Hackney and if Sophy could manage to be two minutes early, despite getting her foul-smelling bacon sandwich en route, then Anita could manage it too.

Phoebe didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Her disapproving look said everything but Anita was increasingly resistant to Phoebe’s disapproving looks. She couldn’t even blame Sophy’s malign influence. Anita had always been difficult.

Now Anita shrugged off a rather lovely boxy 1950s red wool jacket (despite her many faults, Anita was always dressed impeccably) and Phoebe’s condemning stare. ‘All right, all right,’ she said very chippily. ‘I’ll work late to make up for it.’

Anita wouldn’t. She never did. She was always the last to arrive and the first to leave as soon as business was over for the day.

‘You’re on thin ground,’ Phoebe told her as Bea took her place behind the desk. Sophy bustled over to her sorry rail of tragic little rental dresses and the bell tinkled once again to greet their first customer of the day.

Phoebe ran an experienced eye over the woman’s camel trench coat and the camel separates she was wearing underneath with a pair of nude court shoes. Even her hair was beige. She’d find nothing to her liking in The Vintage Dress Shop. Probably she was just killing time before another appointment so Phoebe wasn’t even going to waste a hello and a smile on her.

Anyway, with Bea and Sophy finally ready to do some work, it meant that Phoebe could slip up the gold spiral staircase at the back of the shop to the atelier.

If downstairs was her safe space then upstairs was her happy place. It was where their best and most beautiful dresses lived.

The salon, as some members of staff would insist on calling it, was an exercise in elegance. Here the sofas were upholstered in a muted chintz fabric with tiny accents of gold. There was the dais and the three perfectly placed mirrored panels so that each woman could see from every angle what she looked like in her dress of dreams. Because the atelier was very much a temple of dreams. It was here that any woman lucky enough to make it past Phoebe’s strict vetting process would select, with Phoebe’s expert assistance of course, the most important dress that she’d ever wear.

Her wedding dress.

Phoebe didn’t think much of love and relationships. Could you ever trust someone with your heart? Your hopes? Your secret wishes for the future? Especially a man?

You could not! But if you were foolish enough to think that you could, then you might as well be wearing a fabulous dress while you pledged your life away.

The rails in the atelier weren’t as colourful as those downstairs. To the untrained eye. But Phoebe’s eye was trained and she could appreciate the subtle differences between white, ivory, cream, champagne, oyster and at least thirty other variations on that theme. Not to mention a small array of silver and gold dresses and their one black wedding dress that had been hanging there for two years or so. Lots of the more daring brides had tried it on but they were always warned off by other members of their bridal party, usually an alarmed MOB, lamenting, ‘Married in black, you’ll wish you were back.’

Phoebe ran a reverent hand over a line of dresses, her skin caressed by silk, satin, whisper-soft chiffon and georgette . . .

Then she walked across the salon and through a little arch to their designer dress room. It was here that they kept their most high-end dresses; they had a Mary Quant in there, a Paco Rabanne 1960s paper dress and a Claire McCardell 1950s blue shirt dress with nipped-in waist, bracelet sleeves and shawl collar, adorned with tiny red polka dots. Beyond that was Cress’s workroom under the eaves; Cress was hurrying up the stairs now, Coco Chanel hot on her heels.

‘Some woman came in and wanted to know if I could take up the hem of her trousers,’ she explained. ‘I had to say that I couldn’t, politely. She really didn’t take it very well.’

‘I knew she was a time-waster!’ Phoebe exclaimed. Spotting time-wasters was one of her superpowers.

Cress disappeared into her workroom where she had a rack of dresses needing her attention, and Phoebe reluctantly went back downstairs to retrieve her appointments book, which she kept in a little drawer under the till.

Sophy was always harping on that it would be more efficient to put the appointments on a digital calendar but Phoebe always ignored her. There was a certain formality, a ceremony, to logging when each atelier customer was scheduled in a black-velvet-covered appointment book.

Running an eye down the page, Phoebe saw that she had a prospective bride arriving at any moment. Right on cue, the door opened, the bell jangled and a young woman, her smile equal parts nervousness and excitement, came into the shop. She was followed by an older woman with the same expectant look on her face. Probably her mother.

Phoebe gave the younger woman a brief but assessing glance. She was of average height, slim build and still with the anxious smile, so unlikely to make trouble or have strong opinions that she couldn’t be talked out of. In short, she was someone Phoebe could work with.

‘Victoria?’ Phoebe stepped out from behind the desk. ‘I’m Phoebe. We’ve emailed.’

‘Oh yes. Thank you for fitting me in. This is my mum. Suzanne.’ Victoria nodded her head eagerly. ‘God, I’ve got actual butterflies in my tummy.’

Yes, Victoria wasn’t going to be a problem. Phoebe gestured at the stairs. ‘Shall we go and find your dream dress?’

‘We’re just looking,’ Suzanne interjected. ‘It has to be unlucky to wear a wedding dress whose original owner is probably dead by now.’

Suzanne, on the other hand, could prove to be a problem. Not that Phoebe was unduly worried. She already had three, no four, dresses in mind that would look wonderful on Victoria and once Victoria had fallen in love with a frock, then her mother would fall in line too.

Phoebe had seen the same scene play out a hundred other times.

So, she just smiled serenely. ‘Ladies, shall we?’ She gestured at the stairs again, but rolled her eyes at Bea as the two women ascended to dress heaven.

It was time for the hard work to truly begin.

A couple of hours later, Victoria and her mollified mum left, both of them having fallen head over heels for the second dress Phoebe had selected. A 1930s ivory, Alençon lace fitted full-length dress with an open back and puff sleeves – a dress that few women could get away with but Phoebe had known that Victoria was one of those rare creatures.

It was a Friday, two weeks until Halloween. People were already looking ahead to the festive party season, Christmas gifting and even New Year’s Eve, so the shop was briskly busy, the afternoon soundtracked by the stereophonic symphony of the bell above the door tinkling and the constant ka-ching of the till.

Phoebe much preferred dealing with customers by appointment rather than the randoms who just walked in without a clue about fashion or what suited them. Midway through the afternoon, a woman had got very huffy when Phoebe wouldn’t let her try a dress on, though really it was an act of charity.

‘You can’t wear bright yellow with your complexion. Anyone can see that you’re a true winter,’ Phoebe had said, homing in on a sixties minidress in a softer shade. ‘You can only wear yellow if it’s an icy, pale yellow. Though you’d look much better in a ruby red or a midnight blue.’

The woman had shoved the dress back in the wrong place then stormed out. Phoebe had only been trying to help her be the best version of herself, as she told Cress when she went up to the atelier with a dress that needed a new zip.

‘Oh, Pheebs, maybe she was happy being the version of herself that she already was,’ Cress said gently. ‘Have you thought about that?’

‘I’m not sure how she could be happy when she doesn’t have a clue what her colours are. What an awful existence! I’d be a very unhappy person if I was living my life in pastel shades.’ Phoebe shuddered at the thought and Cress grinned.

‘The day I see you wearing pale pink is when I’ll know that you’ve taken a blow to the head and must have a concussion,’ Cress said, then turned her attention to the dress she had in front of her. ‘Now, stop distracting me. I’m working on a particularly tricky alteration and I need to concentrate.’

It was nearly closing time when Phoebe went back downstairs, only to find that Sophy was sending off three rental dresses by courier to goodness knows where.

Nothing was more likely to send Phoebe into a frenzy because even if they were substandard rental dresses, it was highly likely that they’d never see them again.

Sophy had the audacity to look bored as if they’d been through this many times. When they’d only been through it maybe five times.

‘You know how the rental scheme works. The customer visited the website and chose the dresses they wanted to hire. They filled in the forms; they’ve paid a deposit. I don’t see what the problem is,’ Sophy drawled.

‘No, you wouldn’t,’ Phoebe said, snatching the paperwork from Sophy so she could pore over it. It looked correct . . .

‘My five-minute waiting time is over,’ the courier grumbled.

. . . but that didn’t stop Phoebe from looking up the address on Google Street View to make sure it was legit and her dresses weren’t going to end up on a container ship bound for who knows where.

‘Oh my God, Phoebe, you’re being absolutely ridiculous,’ Sophy snapped. Ever since she’d got the green light on this rental nonsense, it had gone to her head. She’d never have dared speak to Phoebe like that before.

‘Either I leave or I charge you extra waiting time at fifty per cent,’ the courier said as Sophy snatched the paperwork back then held it out of reach of Phoebe’s arms.

‘It’s fine,’ Sophy said. ‘You can take the dresses.’

‘It’s not fine,’ Phoebe said as she hadn’t even seen the dresses, which were packed away and for all she knew – she wouldn’t put anything past Sophy – they might not even be rental dresses but precious shop stock being sent off to be badly treated by someone who couldn’t even commit to buying a dress.

‘It’s fine,’ Sophy repeated, grimly. Her face was getting redder and redder, which clashed with her hair.

‘Open the bag!’ Phoebe demanded.

‘I don’t get paid enough for this. I’m leaving,’ the courier said, taking a couple of steps closer to the door, which suddenly opened.

‘We’re closed!’ Phoebe and Sophy snapped in unison, not even bothering to look at the prospective customer as they tussled over the bag of dresses.

‘I can see something emerald green in there!’ Phoebe hissed. ‘It better not be that velvet cocktail dress that I already told you . . .’

‘Phoebe!’ said an amused, familiar-sounding voice. ‘You’re at a ten and we need you at a three. Four tops!’

Phoebe let go of the bag so suddenly that Sophy staggered back. ‘I’m not a ten,’ she insisted, lowering her voice, which to be fair had become quite loud. ‘A five. Maybe a six.’

As Sophy shoved the bag at the courier who practically ran out of the shop with it, the newcomer shook his head and grinned.

‘What am I going to do with you?’ he asked.

Phoebe folded her arms and pressed her lips together to hide the smile that always wanted to come out when Freddy walked into a room.

‘You’re not going to do anything with me,’ she said crisply. ‘Otherwise I’ll take you to an employment tribunal.’





Chapter Three

Of course, Phoebe would never take Freddy to an employment tribunal. Unless he really deserved it. He knew that, because as the rest of the staff busied themselves in the end-of-the-day rituals to close the shop, he winked at Phoebe as she made her way to the door to perform the most important ritual of all: turning the sign from open to closed.

There was the scrabble of little paws thundering down the spiral staircase, and Coco Chanel appeared then leapt from the third step from the bottom into Freddy’s arms. Unlike her owner, she wasn’t very good at being stealthy and couldn’t hide her delight that one of her favourite people was about.

On paper, Freddy was Johnno’s solicitor, but that didn’t even begin to explain Freddy’s role at The Vintage Dress Shop, or in their lives. Johnno was, in his own words, a great bloke but he also was the kind of bloke who made chaos into an art form. As well as handling the legal stuff, Freddy was calm, unflappable and also very good at wrangling Johnno. With Freddy around, it meant that Johnno was free to get on with what he really enjoyed, which was ducking and diving, wheeling and dealing and frequently going to see men about dogs. Meanwhile, Freddy ensured that they didn’t get any more angry letters from Camden Council about their business rates being in arrears and all kinds of other boring, business-y matters that no one else wanted to deal with.

With Johnno still ensconced on his parents’ sheep station in Australia, Freddy was the man in charge. Not in charge of Phoebe – she’d never let a man, not even Freddy, boss her about – but it was good to have him in her corner.

Now, Freddy sat down on one of the pink sofas with Coco in his lap and looked the picture of ease at the flurry of industry around him. Sophy did the cashing up – it was one of only two things that she truly excelled at. The other being dealing with difficult customers as, even though she set Phoebe’s teeth on edge, she was a people person. Anita was vacuuming; Bea was returning discarded dresses from the changing cubicles back to the shop floor, under Phoebe’s keen gaze because there were times when she really did wonder if Bea might be colour-blind. She didn’t seem to be able to tell the difference between sherbet pink and fondant pink for example.

Then Cress came down the stairs. Phoebe knew that she’d have left her workroom and the atelier in pristine condition. She was about the only member of staff who could be trusted to do their job.

As it was, everyone else was now desperate to down tools, even though it was 6.28 p.m. and technically they didn’t down tools until six thirty.

‘I could murder a Pinot Greege,’ Anita said, as she rammed poor Henry Hoover into his cupboard next to the changing cubicles.

‘I might actually have a pint of lager,’ Bea mused as she dithered over the correct placement of a red dress. ‘Is this scarlet or crimson?’

It was actually carmine but Phoebe didn’t point that out as Bea had managed to hang it in its proper place.

Once everyone had discharged their duties to Phoebe’s satisfaction and Coco Chanel had been wrestled back into her pink tweed jacket, Phoebe shooed them out of the door so she could set the alarm, lock up behind them and follow them around the corner.

It was Friday evening and as per shop tradition, they decamped to The Hat and Fan, a large and very popular Victorian pub just around the corner. Even though it was a cold October night, damp curling around the edges of dusk, the leaves on the pavement no longer crisp but turning to mulch that perfumed the air, there were groups of people standing outside clutching drinks.

Obviously they hadn’t been on their feet all day, unlike the shop staff and especially Phoebe who was fast approaching the point where her high heels transitioned from being mildly uncomfortable to size-six instruments of torture.

Freddy opened one of the heavy doors, its frosted glass etched with vine leaves, and ushered the women inside.

Their attention was immediately caught by two men waving at them from their favourite corner table and banquette. Charles, who sourced costume jewellery and very high-end dresses for the shop, when he wasn’t dealing in semi-precious gemstones and inexplicably being in love with Sophy. He was dressed in an exquisitely cut lilac suit with a pale green and white Liberty print shirt. Very few men could wear pattern and colour, but Charles was one of them.

The other man was dressed, like so many of the other young men in this arty enclave of north London, in scruffy jeans, a black jumper with holes worn through at the cuff and the elbows, and Converse. This was Miles, Cress’s new boyfriend who was proving to be something of a distraction to Cress’s work ethic, but Phoebe was trying to be understanding about it. After all, Miles was an assistant film director and knew all sorts of glamorous people, and he did do the scruffy thing with a certain insouciant charm. Cress’s previous boyfriend had been the very boring Colin, who’d had a very boring job in computers. Why Cress had gone out with him for fifteen years, Phoebe didn’t know.

Happily, Charles and Miles had already been to the bar, as well as bagsying them their favourite table. There was the ubiquitous bottle of Pinot Grigio in an ice bucket, several bottles of fancy micro-brewed lager and a plethora of packets of crisps.

‘I hope that’s gin with slimline tonic from a bottle and not from the mixer tap,’ Phoebe said as she sat down. ‘Though well done for remembering it’s a slice of lime and not lemon. Thank you. And did you . . .’

‘Yes, there’s a bowl of filtered water for Coco,’ Charles said, gesturing at the corner. ‘I know she can’t have tap.’

It was also something of a tradition, even though he’d been in Australia for nearly eighteen months now, that Johnno kept a tab open for them behind the bar.

Always had done. Even when The Vintage Dress Shop hadn’t existed and Phoebe had worked at Johnno’s Junk in Holloway and Friday evenings had meant another pub that was far less fancy. Back then, Phoebe hadn’t acquired a taste for gin and tonic. She’d drunk vodka and Diet Coke but even then she’d been very particular about the Diet Coke coming from a bottle and not the mixer tap where it could be watered down.

So much had happened since those Holloway days. Phoebe wasn’t the same person she’d been then but some things were absolute, like people would always try and cheat you if you let them.

‘Penny for your thoughts?’ Freddy asked from the other side of the table where he was perched on a low stool, Coco still in his lap.

‘Definitely not worth even a penny,’ Phoebe said crisply, though the look she gave Freddy was much softer than her words. Still, she felt a little pang of something close to hurt that Coco preferred Freddy’s lap to her own but then she comforted herself with the fact that it was only because Coco hadn’t seen Freddy for a couple of days.

Neither had Phoebe. There was so much she wanted to tell him. But that could wait until . . . later. Now, she turned her attention to Charles who was going to an estate sale on Sunday and had promised that he’d look out for shop stock.

‘You know we’re always desperate for little black dresses. And long black dresses too,’ Phoebe said. Charles had an excellent eye and could always be relied upon to come up with the goods.

‘Oh, but I’m going to need some more black dresses to rent,’ Sophy said, her eyes wide and seemingly innocent as Phoebe glared at her.

‘Couldn’t you share the black dresses?’ Charles suggested.

‘I’d be happy to share the black dresses,’ Sophy piped up because of course she would be happy to get her grubby rental hands on shop-quality black dresses.

Phoebe refused to rise to the bait. ‘That’s not what we agreed when I was browbeaten into allowing you to rent out dresses that ordinarily I wouldn’t let over the threshold.’

Maybe she had risen to the bait a little. But really, give Sophy an inch and she’d take a mile. Even metrically. Give Sophy a millimetre and she’d take several kilometres.

Now Sophy sat back with an aggrieved little huff until Charles patted her knee and whispered something in her ear. On Phoebe’s other side Miles and Cress were nuzzling.

Phoebe felt another little pang of something. Not hurt. But the sight of two of her friends – well, Sophy was a colleague – all loved up made her feel a little alone. But then she remembered that she wasn’t alone. She just wasn’t the sort of person who paraded her relationships for all to see. It was very important that, at work, she was defined by her dedication to her job. Besides, it was wrong to let your worth come from someone else, particularly a man, she’d had that drummed into her at a formative age.

Also, she didn’t need a man. She had Coco Chanel. She had friends. She had a life that she’d carved out for herself and, best of all, she had a collection of wonderful, beautiful dresses. Which wasn’t mercenary or materialistic. Not in the slightest. People might let you down but dogs were known for their devotion, and a favourite dress and the way it made you feel when you slipped it on was pretty much the best feeling in the world.

Even if both Sophy and Cress now came with a besotted man in tow, besotted was a very temporary state of affairs that wasn’t usually built to last. Not that Phoebe wanted Sophy or particularly Cress to be sad when their relationships combusted as they invariably would.

At least Anita and Bea were not loved up, though they never had any shortage of admirers either on the apps or in actual real life. They were already planning their manoeuvres for the rest of the evening: a bar in Dalston, then a party after that.

Phoebe made a mental note to make sure that they weren’t hungover tomorrow. She couldn’t have them breathing stale alcohol fumes on the customers or the dresses.

Freddy caught her eye and winked again as Phoebe drained the last of her drink, then stood up. She never stayed long. Just the one drink.

There was a fine line between being manageress and being a mate. Phoebe never wanted to step over it. So, when no one wanted to talk about vintage fashion anymore and half of their party were making noises about heading off to the pool table, it was time for Phoebe to leave.

She gathered up a grumbling Coco Chanel, tucking her under one arm like a clutch bag, and said her goodbyes. ‘I’ll see you all tomorrow, bright-eyed and absolutely not hungover. Right?’

Phoebe stood her ground until Anita and Bea agreed that they wouldn’t be hungover, then wended her way through the crowded pub.

Outside, it was now dark enough and late enough that the streets were quiet. She took Coco’s lead and they began to walk the route that they both knew so well.

Behind them came the sound of footsteps. With her heart racing, Phoebe turned the corner but the footsteps were still coming closer and closer.

Then there was a hand on her arm, so Phoebe and Coco had to stop. She turned round, her heart still going like the clappers, and couldn’t even make a sound of protest as the hand slipped to her waist to pull her closer.

‘I’ve been wanting to kiss you for hours,’ Freddy said, because she might not need a man but it was quite . . . nice to have a man, Freddy, in her life.

‘Not hours,’ Phoebe protested. ‘You came to the shop just after six and it’s not even eight.’

‘I don’t have to be in your presence to want to kiss you,’ Freddy said, his voice dipping low in a way that always caused Phoebe’s knees to tremble.

‘I hope your clients don’t realise that you’re wasting their billable hours thinking about . . .’

‘Less arguing, more kissing,’ Freddy said and then he was kissing her and Phoebe hadn’t really wanted to argue with Freddy anyway. She’d much rather be kissing him too. The hand that wasn’t clutching Coco’s lead now grabbed Freddy’s shoulder as his mouth moved on hers, his hands cradling her face as if she was something precious.

They kissed until Coco Chanel came between them. Quite literally. Wriggling her body between their legs and jumping up so that her front paws were pressed against Phoebe’s thighs.

‘You’re such a buzzkill, Coco,’ Freddy said fondly. He scooped Coco up and, after checking to make sure that there was no one around, Phoebe tucked her arm into Freddy’s and they walked home.

Not to the houseboat but to Freddy’s flat a couple of streets away. He wasn’t just a solicitor by trade and a Mr Fixit for Johnno and the dress shop, he also handled the business affairs of several well-known indie bands, a big live music and arts venue in Chalk Farm and who knew what else. Freddy’s clever hands were knuckle-deep in several pies. His office was on the second floor of a pretty stucco-fronted building just off Regent’s Park Road and Freddy lived above that on the top floor.

It had been a long day but Phoebe wasn’t out of breath as she climbed up the many flights of stairs, the stairwell getting narrower and narrower, in her heels.

She’d been here many times. When she reached Freddy’s front door, she did what she always did and slipped off her heels with a grateful sigh before Freddy had even got his keys out.

Phoebe took off her coat and hung it one of the hooks by the door. Freddy already had Coco’s jacket and lead off and was heading for his little galley kitchen, Coco leading the way. As Phoebe stretched tiredly, she could hear the fridge door opening then the trickle of water as he filled Coco’s bowl from the filter jug. Not the tap. She’d had to tell Freddy a hundred times before he finally got the message.

‘Does madam want salmon or chicken tonight?’ Freddy was asking Coco Chanel by the time Phoebe followed them into the kitchen.

The whole flat was tucked under the eaves. The sloping edges of each room weren’t designed for giants. It was just as well that Freddy wasn’t that tall. Only a couple of inches taller than Phoebe when she was in her heels. Which was just how Phoebe liked it. She knew that a lot of women seemed to think that only men over six feet were acceptable, as if height was an actual character trait like being generous or kind to animals, but she didn’t feel comfortable having someone loom over her.

Freddy wasn’t a loomer, which was one of his many good qualities. It was funny but Phoebe had never really had a type. She’d always supposed that if she could tolerate a man, a romantic partner, for any length of time, he’d share a similar aesthetic to Phoebe. A vintage king. With a nice line in retro suits, his hair quiffed, his shirts and ties always immaculate.

Freddy sat somewhere between Charles and Miles when it came to style. He liked a suit, but an Italian, slim-cut sixties sort of suit like the dark grey one he was wearing tonight, accessorised with a black Fred Perry with yellow accents and a pair of very retro Adidas shell-toe trainers. His curly brown hair was always tousled, very much like when Harry Styles had had really good hair. Also like Harry Styles, Freddy had a friendly ready smile while his blue eyes seemed to come with a twinkle as a permanent feature.

There was more to Freddy than the cheeky-chappy persona that he presented to the world. He was an enigma. That’s what Johnno had called him once. And it was true. Just when Phoebe thought that she had Freddy worked out, he always managed to surprise her.

Just as she’d been surprised at the butterflies that had taken up residence in her stomach when they’d met some eight years earlier. She’d only recently been made manageress of The Vintage Dress Shop, though she’d worked with Johnno ever since the days of the Holloway junk shop, where she’d quickly moved up through the ranks. Even though Phoebe had only been interested in their small stock of vintage fashion and would have nothing to do with the other quite unsavoury things they’d also sold. Johnno had never met a piece of manky taxidermy that he didn’t love.

In her spare time, Phoebe had trawled the charity shops buying up vintage dresses for a song, then selling them on to Johnno for quite the mark-up. Even now, many years later, Phoebe still felt quite guilty about all those vintage dresses that she’d treated as commodities. Plus, there’d been one 1950s dress, a ballerina-length black lace ball gown that she wished she’d kept for herself. She occasionally still dreamed about it.

Eventually the vintage dresses had taken over most of the floorspace of Johnno’s Junk and when Johnno had sold up and moved to the rarified climes of Primrose Hill some ten years earlier, Phoebe had gone with him. She was twenty-two by then. With three GCSEs and an attitude. That was what she brought to her job.

But Johnno had a kind heart and he was only one of two people in the entire world that Phoebe trusted. So, despite what everyone else called her unfortunate manner, Johnno gave Phoebe a job in his fancy new shop. Besides, even then, she still knew more about vintage fashion than the rest of the staff put together. Including Lucie, the very snooty manageress who had a degree in fine art and a trust fund so she didn’t even need the job.

Phoebe had picked off each subsequent manager. Until finally Johnno had given in and handed over the reins of power. From a girl who came from nothing, absolutely nothing, to being in charge of your own high-end vintage boutique by the time she was twenty-five was quite the leap.

It was around that time that Freddy had come into their lives. He’d taken over from Johnno’s old solicitor, a starchy man called Mr Bird. Mr Bird’s remit was to deal with anything particularly troublesome like communicating with the shop’s landlord or the heart-lurching occasion when they’d taken delivery of some costume jewellery, which had turned out to be stolen (this was also before Charles had come into their lives.)

Phoebe hadn’t thought much of it when Johnno had breezed into the shop one morning, left a dog-eared envelope next to the till and then breezed out again. ‘I’ve got to go and see a man about a dog, Pheebs, but my solicitor’s popping in to pick up some papers. Be a love and make sure he gets them, will you?’

But the stooped, suited and always harried-looking Mr Bird had never turned up. She’d put the papers away in the office for safekeeping and when she came back from lunch there was a young man in jeans, a vintage 1960s Gabicci navy knitted shirt with white top-stitching, and Adidas trainers sitting on one of the pink sofas.

Which wasn’t unprecedented. Men did come into The Vintage Dress Shop, mostly to sit on the pink sofas with a long-suffering look as the women they’d come in with shopped, but this man didn’t look long-suffering at all. His posture was relaxed and his grin was wide as the two girls and the very handsome Hans who worked in the shop back then, fluttered around him like moths to his cheeky-chappy flame.

‘Good to see that you’re all hard at work,’ Phoebe had said to announce her presence, which had gone unnoticed.

Hans, who could have given Anita a run for her money when it came to attitude and backchat, barely turned to look at her. ‘We are working, Pheebs. We’re looking after Freddy.’

‘Freddy?’ Phoebe had queried and the adoring crowd parted and the young man stood up.

‘Hi,’ he said with the same easy grin. ‘Johnno said to meet him here to pick up his lease agreement.’

‘I have a very grubby envelope in the back office, which Johnno left. But you’re not Mr Bird,’ she pointed out, eyes narrowed because this Freddy might be easy on the eye, very easy, but she’d always been warned off good-looking men who were too used to getting their own way. ‘I can’t be handing over important papers to just anyone.’

‘I’m not Mr Bird,’ this Freddy had agreed, his smile not dimming, even his blue eyes seeming to twinkle with good humour. ‘And you’re definitely not Johnno who told me to meet him here.’

‘I’m Phoebe.’ She drew herself up to her full height, which was one hundred and seventy centimetres when she was wearing her heels. ‘I’m the manageress of The Vintage Dress Shop,’ she added with a faint note of pride because she still couldn’t quite believe that it was true.

‘Well, it’s lovely to meet you, Phoebe,’ Freddy had said, holding out his hand for Phoebe to shake.

That first touch, the slide of skin against skin, Freddy’s warm (but not unpleasantly so) hand clasping hers, had given Phoebe tingles. Proper tingles. As if her nerve endings were singing and a whole host of butterflies were gearing up for take-off. Just from a brief handshake.

‘And you are?’ she’d asked, snatching her hand back, certain her face was red because her cheeks had felt heated.

‘I’m Johnno’s new solicitor,’ Freddy had said, his expression now thoughtful as he looked at Phoebe. ‘Mr Bird has taken early retirement. Apparently Johnno has taken years off him.’

‘Well, I can certainly believe that,’ Phoebe had said with a smile and Freddy had taken a step back, still with that same considered look on his face. ‘I’ll get the papers for you, although I suppose I should check with Johnno first . . .’

‘The same Johnno who’s not answering his phone?’

This time they’d both smiled. Clearly Freddy had Johnno’s measure and if Johnno trusted him, though he looked far too young to be a fully qualified legal professional, then Phoebe had no reason to doubt him.

He was definitely an improvement on Mr Bird who always used a hundred words when ten would have done. Although Mr Bird had never once made her heart skip a beat the way it had when Freddy had joined them a few days later in The Hat and Fan for their Friday evening drinks.

And her heart had positively thundered when Freddy caught up with Phoebe as she left after a couple of drinks because even then, especially then, she hadn’t wanted to undermine her new-found authority by having too much to drink with her colleagues and embarrassing herself.

His touch on her arm had set the tingles off again. Then he’d said, casually but with a look that seemed anything but, ‘I don’t suppose you fancy going out for a drink sometime. Maybe even dinner?’

‘Like a business drink?’ Phoebe asked, trying to ignore her racing heart and her tingling skin. ‘Because you’re Johnno’s solicitor and I run his shop?’

‘Not a business drink,’ Freddy had stated calmly and clearly, his blue eyes fixed on her face, which felt hot again but she’d blame that on the two gin and tonics she’d had. ‘I like you. I’d like to get to know you a whole lot better.’

Phoebe’s first instinct had been to say yes, because even though he wasn’t her usual type, there was something about Freddy . . . She wanted to get to know him a whole lot better too.

But her second, much stronger instinct, had been to ignore her first instinct and her fluttering, racing heart. ‘That’s very kind of you but I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ Phoebe had said sharply. ‘I think it would be unprofessional given our working relationship and I’ve only just become manageress of the shop and the staff knowing my private business . . . you and I going out for a drink. Well, it would just undermine my authority.’

There’d been a couple of moments of awkward silence as they stood by the pelican crossing on Chalk Farm Road. Freddy had looked down at his feet, then looked up again, his face serious.

‘It is just one drink. You might decide that you hate me,’ he’d pointed out with a shrug and Phoebe knew in that moment that she could never hate this charming, cheery man who was brave enough to ask her out. She’d been told, more than once, that most men found her utterly terrifying.

‘I really do prefer to keep my work life and my private life separate,’ she’d said with just a trace of regret in her voice. Not that she had much of a private life. She really did live for her dresses.

‘Oh well.’ Another shrug. ‘You can’t blame a bloke for trying.’

‘You can’t,’ Phoebe had agreed.

Freddy had respected Phoebe’s decision. But every few months or so, he’d ask her out again. Not in a horrible, douche-y ‘I never take no for an answer’ sort of way, like those awful, gym bro men on TikTok who claimed they were dating coaches.

‘I just wondered if anything had changed in the last few months,’ Freddy would say like it was no big deal. ‘And that you might want to grab a drink sometime.’

Phoebe had always turned him down. Very firmly. Brutally, Freddy had later said but she didn’t want to give him any false hope or encouragement.

In the end, it had been Phoebe who’d sought Freddy out and now here they were. Of course, Phoebe still didn’t want her authority in the shop undermined, so nobody at the shop knew about them. Well, apart from Cress who’d bumped into the two of them at a vintage fair in south London. Phoebe had thought that she and Freddy were OK to hold hands if they were on the other side of London but apparently not. Cress was sworn to secrecy though Freddy had said that it was a sign that they should go public but with Sophy and Anita as impossible as they were, it seemed to Phoebe that there were days when she was clinging on to her authority by her fingernails.

Freddy had sighed in a way that never failed to make Phoebe feel guilty, but not enough to make her relent. Anyway, what was the point in ruining a good thing? And it was a good thing.

Freddy opened a small tin of gourmet, grain-free salmon dog food and put it into Coco Chanel’s food bowl as Phoebe put the kettle on.

‘Do you want a herbal tea?’ she asked, because unlike Phoebe who was about to have her seventh coffee of the day, Freddy couldn’t process caffeine after six o’clock. Not if he wanted to sleep that night.

‘Can you make me a chamomile?’ Freddy held up his phone. ‘Shall we do Thai tonight?’

Phoebe nodded her agreement. She made their drinks while Freddy studied the menu from their favourite Thai restaurant.

‘What do you fancy?’ he asked as Phoebe took her mug of coffee and headed out of the kitchen.

‘You know what I like, babes,’ she said. ‘Have I got time for a bath first?’

‘Yeah, as long as it’s not one of your epic soaks, I can hold off ordering for half an hour.’ Freddy looked plaintive for a second. ‘Though I am starving.’

‘But you’re not going to wither away in the next thirty minutes,’ Phoebe pointed out. ‘I’ll make it a quick bath but I do need to wash my hair too.’

‘Sometimes I think you only want me for my abundant hot water,’ Freddy called after, which wasn’t true. Well, maybe it was three per cent true.

Phoebe headed for Freddy’s bedroom where she had a lot more space than just one drawer. Then she moved to the spare room or rather her overspill wardrobe where her special occasion dresses and her big winter coats and also her huge collection of vintage handbags lived.

An hour later, Phoebe was showered, hair washed, and she’d done her big Friday night ten-product skincare regime and Freddy was collecting their takeaway from the delivery driver who’d just rung the bell. Phoebe got a bottle of wine from the fridge and assembled glasses, napkins and the chopsticks that Freddy had taught her to use. Cutlery was much easier but Phoebe could appreciate the aesthetics of the set of black lacquered chopsticks that she’d bought Freddy for his birthday.

For her last birthday, Freddy had bought Phoebe the set of vintage silk pyjamas that she was now wearing. They were jade green and decorated with pink flamingos. Freddy would never dare buy Phoebe outside clothes or accessories or make-up. It wasn’t worth the pain or Phoebe’s little sigh even though she tried to look grateful. Though to be fair, Phoebe wouldn’t have a clue where to start if she wanted to buy Freddy a pair of trainers or yet another Fred Perry shirt to add to his vast collection.

So, it had become a tradition that Freddy bought her pyjamas for her birthday. Gorgeous vintage pyjamas in silks and satins and so far he’d done an excellent job.

‘I am actually quite hungry,’ Phoebe said when Freddy arrived with a plastic bag that bulged promisingly and smelt enticing. ‘You know that I said I wasn’t going to do noodles because carbs . . . Well . . .’

‘Babes, I got you noodles,’ Freddy said as this was a game they always played.

‘I’ll just have a few then,’ Phoebe decided, and soon they were sitting cross-legged on Freddy’s Danish forest green mid-century sofa, which was stylish and comfortable, with a Thai feast laid out before them on the coffee table and Mad Men on Freddy’s obnoxiously huge wall-mounted TV because they were rewatching it from the beginning.

Every now and again, they’d have to pause the feasting and the bingeing to put Coco Chanel in air jail, even though she knew that spring rolls and popcorn shrimp violently disagreed with her.

When neither of them could eat any more, although Phoebe always stopped when she was eighty per cent full, they cleared away what was left. Then Freddy stretched out with his head in Phoebe’s lap so she could wind his curls through her fingers, even though he complained that she was messing up his hair. Coco Chanel settled on Freddy’s chest, her face smooshed into his neck, her fulsome snores competing with the television.

It wasn’t how Phoebe had expected things to pan out when she’d finally agreed to go out on a date with Freddy, but she wasn’t mad about it. In fact, though she’d never admit it to anyone, especially not to Freddy because it would make him unbearably smug, she thought that their Friday evenings might be her favourite time of the week.

It was all so lovely. Peaceful in a way that Phoebe rarely experienced until Freddy had to ruin it by opening his mouth and saying words. Very unwelcome words.

‘So, you’ve got that fashion influencer coming in tomorrow, haven’t you?’ he asked nonchalantly. Far too nonchalantly.

‘I think so,’ Phoebe said, though she knew for a fact that it was so and just like that, she was instantly fuming. ‘To be the so-called face of the so-called rental business.’

She’d been so relaxed and now every muscle was tensed. Freddy was unbothered, though many lesser men were petrified when Phoebe went stiff with rage. He reached up to pat her arm.

‘Play nice, Pheebs,’ he said lightly. ‘You promised.’

Phoebe looked down at him even though she knew it wasn’t her most flattering angle. Not that Freddy seemed to mind. He had the nerve to wink at her.

‘I don’t remember promising anything,’ Phoebe insisted, which was a lie and they both knew it.

‘You did promise and I said I’d make it up to you,’ Freddy reminded her as he swung himself round to sitting then stood up.

Phoebe folded her arms. ‘And just how are you going to do that?’

Freddy held out his hand. ‘Let’s move this to the bedroom and I’ll give you a hands-on demonstration.’

When Freddy wanted something, he was very determined about getting it. If he wanted Phoebe to be nice to some shrieking girl with questionable fashion sense and 330,000 followers on Instagram, then he was going to have to work really hard for it.

Afterwards, with Coco Chanel scrabbling at the bedroom door from the hall outside where she’d been banished, Phoebe put a hand to her heart, which was still beating very fast, and stole one last kiss from Freddy.

He’d definitely earned a Phoebe who would be on her very best behaviour the next day.
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