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    For The Toyboy Trucker, Elle and The Doctor
 with all my love
      

   
      
      

      
      With many thanks to Broo Doherty, my agent, and Emma Beswetherick, my editor, for not even trying to talk me out of writing
         this book.
      

      
      And with thanks to Linda, whose pendant-twirling in the pub gave me the idea in the first place.

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      ‘ … and to Francesca Angelina Maud Meredith, I bequeath my—’
      

      
      ‘Hang on, Rita,’ Frankie Meredith, perched on the wide and highly polished wooden counter of Rita’s Rent-a-Frock shop, interrupted.
         ‘I think I might have spotted a teensy bit of a flaw there.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Rita, Frankie’s middle-aged friend and employer, salsa’d between the claustrophobically crammed clothes rails in
         a too-tight, too-short, scarlet silk flamenco dress. ‘And what’s that, then?’
      

      
      ‘You can’t bequeath me anything. You’re not dead.’

      
      ‘Well spotted, love. No flies on you.’ Short and stocky, Rita gave a wobbly mock-curtsy. ‘But actually, not being dead doesn’t
         come into it.’
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t it? I’d always thought being dead was a vital part of bequeathing. And are we adding that dress to the shop or are
         you buying it?’
      

      
      Rita smoothed down the riotous ripples of scarlet silk. ‘Sadly, much as I love it, under the circumstances, once it’s been cleaned it’ll have to go into the stock. I’m trying to
         rid myself of clutter – hence the bequeathing. And even though it’s a very beautiful frock, it’s just a tad too tight.’
      

      
      Diplomatically, Frankie said nothing. The dress, donated by one of Kingston Dapple’s ladies-who-lunch, was probably a small
         size twelve, and Rita certainly wasn’t.
      

      
      Rita’s Rent-a-Frock was warmly cosy on this cold, grey, autumnal afternoon, and Rita was indulging in her favourite pastime
         of trying on newly donated dresses to while away the customer-free moments. The fictional bequest-making, Frankie assumed,
         was a new game invented for much the same reason.
      

      
      ‘Anyway,’ Rita continued, fluffing at her heavily hennaed hair, ‘with me being a titian, red’s not really me, is it? Red’s
         more your colour. You can get away with red seeing as you’re dark and dramatic and look exactly like Joan Rivers.’
      

      
      ‘What?’
      

      
      ‘You do, love. You know you do. Loads of people have said so.’

      
      ‘Have they? Lord … Well, OK, she’s very glam, but she’s also about four decades older than me, and blonde, and with an American
         accent, not to mention a caustic turn of phrase. I’m not sure we’re that similar, actually, are we?’
      

      
      ‘Maybe you’re not, then.’ Rita looked doubtful. ‘You know me and names … P’raps it’s not Joan Rivers. Maybe I mean Joan Collins,
         do I?’
      

      
      ‘Well, she’s still ultra glam, and at least she’s brunette, but, er, again, slightly older than me.’

      
      Rita frowned. ‘Yes, OK – you know I don’t do the celeb stuff. Oh, who am I thinking of?’

      
      ‘Claudia Winkleman?’ Frankie said hopefully. The vague similarity had been mentioned rather flatteringly before. Especially
         the hair.
      

      
      ‘Who?’ Rita shook her head. ‘No, definitely not him. You look like a famous Joan. Brian from the kebab van always says so.’
      

      
      Frankie laughed. Brian from the kebab van said a lot of things. Most of them wrong.

      
      ‘Brian says,’ Rita continued, ‘you look like that black-haired rock ’n’ roll woman who looks like Alice Cooper only much prettier
         and with a heavy fringe and more make-up and—’
      

      
      ‘You mean Joan Jett?’ Frankie sighed. ‘Oh, I wish … OK, our hair is much the same and there’s a bit of a physical resemblance, but I’d look terrible
         in leather – and you’d have to add gangly and gawky for a fuller and truer description of me.’
      

      
      ‘So you’re tall and a bit on the skinny side. So are the best-paid catwalk models and you don’t hear them complaining, do
         you? And don’t knock that retro rock chick look, love. It’s refreshing in these days of WAG-orange clones. That hairstyle
         and your panda eyes will make a comeback soon, you wait and see.’
      

      
      ‘You say the sweetest things.’ Frankie grinned.

      
      ‘What I mean is,’ Rita said, ‘when it all comes round again, as it will, you’ll be way ahead of the trend. Until then, you
         have a unique, um, style all of your own. Joan Jett dressed by Barbie.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure that’s even a compliment, now,’ Frankie laughed. ‘I just seemed to drift into the primary-coloured, flouncy,
         girlie look early on. It must have been an amalgam of all those Goths and New Romantics when I was growing up … they were
         so glamorous to a plain Jane like me. As an eighties child, I’m only surprised I wasn’t born with a fixation for Dallas-type shoulder pads too.’
      

      
      ‘Shoulder pads!’ Rita clapped her plump hands. ‘Oh, I loved them! They gave a girl balance and style. We don’t get enough
         of them in here, do we? I loved the eighties. Like you say, such amazing outfits. And all that Dallas stuff too – huge hair and glossy lippy and skyscraper heels and big, big bling – it was a fabulous decade for fashion.’
      

      
      Frankie smiled. Rita thought every decade had been a fabulous decade for fashion. It was a shame that Rent-a-Frock didn’t
         reflect her passion.
      

      
      Rent-a-Frock was more like a haphazard Saturday jumble sale in the Kingston Dapple scout hut. Rita never turned anything wearable
         away. She accepted any item of clothing anyone brought in, with the result that everything was crammed in everywhere with
         no regard for style or era or colour or even size.
      

      
      ‘Anyway,’ Frankie said, ‘what did you mean earlier by “under the circumstances” and decluttering? Are you having a life-laundry
         moment? Is that what the bequeathing is about?’
      

      
      Rita stroked the red frock again. ‘No – and if you’d stop interrupting, I’ll explain exactly what’s happening.’

      
      ‘OK.’ Frankie settled herself more comfortably on the wide counter. They weren’t busy; the shop had been empty all afternoon.
         ‘I’m all for a new game.’
      

      
      ‘It’s-not-a-game.’ With a further swish of red silk, Rita continued her stumpy dancing round the rainbow-crammed rails. ‘Right,
         where was I?’
      

      
      ‘You were making bequests. So far, you’d apparently left all your shoes to Maisie Fairbrother and your Mantovani vinyl record
         collection to Twilights Rest Home.’
      

      
      ‘Maisie Fairbrother has always been the Imelda Marcos of Kingston Dapple and a good friend even if she’s a bit, well, odd
         and has never set foot inside this shop.’ Rita twirled round a box of mixed gloves and socks. ‘And Twilights have tea dances
         every Friday afternoon and must get tired of foxtrotting to the same old music. So, that’s two bequests satisfactorily made.
         Now … ’
      

      
      Frankie leaned forwards. ‘Once you’ve made all your bequests, can I start on mine? Not that I’ve got much to show for someone
         who’s very nearly thirty. Half a very small rented house complete with ditzy flatmate, fourteen shelves of books – all paperback
         chick lit, not an improving literary tome in sight – a very small telly, an ancient DVD player, an even more ancient sound
         system, a laptop, one stack of rom-com films, three cases of girlie CDs, a wardrobe of second-hand dresses, a much-loved but
         moth-eaten teddy bear … ’
      

      
      ‘Frankie.’ Rita stopped shimmying. ‘Are you going to listen to me or not?’

      
      ‘Yes, OK.’ Frankie grinned, unabashed. ‘It’s not like we’re snowed under with customers, is it?’

      
      ‘Hardly going to be are we?’ Rita glared at the relentless rain lashing across Kingston Dapple’s deserted market place and
         hammering against the shop’s 1950s windows from a pewter sky. ‘Early November – terrible time for us. Always has been. In
         a couple of weeks’ time, once you get towards December, now that’s when you’ll be really busy, when everyone wants a new party
         frock for Christmas, ditto New Year’s Eve, and then on into the post-festive diet period when no one wants to spend a fortune
         on new dresses while they’re between sizes, and then the spring weddings and … ’
      

      
      Frankie scrunched up the layers of her purple wool skirt and drew her black-opaque-tighted knees up to her chin. ‘Mmm, I’ve been working here for three years – I do know the trading pattern – but you just said “you” there a lot. “You”. Singular.
         Not “we” … You’re being weird.’
      

      
      ‘Because,’ Rita said, executing a twirl, ‘that’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’m making the bequests – getting rid of everything
         I no longer need – because I won’t be here in December.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Frankie stopped smiling. ‘Why? Why not? Oh, God, Rita, you’re not ill are you?’

      
      ‘Good Lord, no. I’m as fit as a fiddle. Now, if you’d just stop interrupting and let me do this before we get sidetracked
         again. To Francesca Angelina Maud Meredith, I bequeath my shop … ’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Frankie clutched the counter. ‘Are you mad?’
      

      
      ‘Not as far as I know, love. So, listen. Rita’s Rent-a-Frock will be closed down and renamed Francesca’s Fabulous Frocks next
         week. I’ll be gone, and you will be the sole proprietor from next weekend.’
      

      
      Frankie gawped. ‘Are you joking? You are joking, right?’

      
      ‘Wrong, and don’t gawp, love. You’re a pretty girl, but it’s still not a good look.’

      
      Frankie snapped her mouth shut, then frowned. ‘OK – now – please can you just repeat what you’ve just said?’

      
      ‘About the gawping?’

      
      ‘About not being here and bequeathing me the shop.’

      
      Rita repeated it.

      
      ‘God, Rita, you are ill! You can’t be ill! You’re not, um, going to, um … ?’

      
      ‘Die?’ Rita chuckled. ‘Goodness me, I hope not. At least not for another eighty-odd years. No, as I’ve just told you, I’m
         as fit as a lop. Well, a few pounds overweight maybe, but otherwise I’ve just passed my MOT with flying colours.’
      

      
      ‘Thank goodness for that.’ Frankie heaved a massive sigh of relief. ‘But please stop messing about. You can’t give me the shop – even in a game.’
      

      
      ‘For the umpteenth time, it’s not a game and yes, I can. And as I won’t be here for much longer, it seems eminently sensible
         to tie up all the ends now and—’
      

      
      ‘Stop, please. This is just too bizarre for words. And what do you mean you won’t be here for much longer?’ Frankie gulped.
         ‘That sounds really awful. Rita, you’re honestly OK, aren’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Never better. Now, do you want to hear about your future or not?’

      
      ‘Well, yes, of course, if you’re being serious.’

      
      ‘I’m being very serious. About my future – and yours.’ Frankie shook her head. ‘OK, but to be honest, I didn’t think I’d got
         one. I’ve been worrying for ages that you were going to make me redundant after Christmas. After all, a second-hand rental
         clothes shop in a Berkshire village trading badly in the teeth of this ongoing recession can hardly justify two members of
         staff, and now—’
      

      
      ‘All gloom and doom.’ Rita sniffed. ‘You’ll be fine. Secondhand clothes always do well when money’s tight. I’m relying on
         you to carry on where I left off – and then some. I know you’ll make a success of it.’
      

      
      ‘But, why are you giving up the business? You love it. It’s your life. You can’t—’

      
      ‘Can and am. I want you to have the shop. It’s all arranged. You’ve been brilliant here, the customers love you, you’re a
         great walking advert for the business with all those retro frocks you wear, you did the stonking deal with the dry-cleaners,
         you’re ace at selling – and you’re nearly thirty, you’ve got no one permanent in your life and you’re basically rootless.
         You need stability.’
      

      
      Frankie sucked in her breath. OK, if the blush-making litany of entrepreneurial praise was more or less true, the last part
         of the statement definitely was. She was nearly thirty, with no significant other – there had been no significant other on
         the scene for years, and even the last insignificant other had been months ago – and nothing to show for her years of working
         in various retail outlets except a few paltry possessions that would fit into a couple of bin bags.
      

      
      ‘But you can’t just give me a shop!’
      

      
      ‘Can and have.’

      
      Frankie, still pretty sure this was just another one of Rita’s jokes, nodded. ‘So, come December, I’ll be running Francesca’s
         Fabulous Frocks, and where will you be?’
      

      
      ‘Mykonos.’

      
      ‘Mykonos?’ Frankie blinked. ‘Mykonos?’
      

      
      ‘Mykonos,’ Rita said, beaming. ‘Greek island. Glorious, laid-back, hot, one-time slightly risqué playground of the rich and
         famous, now just fabulous. Can’t wait. It’s going to be a million times better than spending yet another miserable cold winter
         in Kingston Dapple.’
      

      
      OK. Frankie nodded. It was beginning to make sense at last. Well, some of it anyway. Rita hadn’t had a proper holiday in all
         the time she’d known her. December in Mykonos would be wonderful. She’d misunderstood the rest of it. Rita was having a bit of a life-laundry moment and just wanted her to be in charge of the shop while she was away.
      

      
      ‘Are you going on holiday for the whole month?’

      
      ‘Nope.’ Rita glowered again at the relentless rain sweeping across the deserted market square outside the shop. ‘I’m going
         to live there. For ever and ever.’
      

      
      ‘But you can’t go! I’ll miss you!’

      
      ‘And I’ll miss you, too. But once we’re settled you can come and stay with us in our beachside taverna.’
      

      
      ‘What taverna? You never mentioned a taverna … And there’s a lot of “we” and “us” there.’ Frankie frowned. ‘Is this a sort
         of daydream to while away the grim grey hours of Kingston Dapple’s November non-shopping? You’re pretending to be Shirley
         Valentine, and Brian from the kebab van is going to be your Costas or whatever, and—’
      

      
      ‘I’m not pretending anything, love. I am going to Mykonos, and none of this involves Brian from the kebab van … ’ Rita paused and smiled dreamily. ‘Although actually
         you’re not a million miles off the mark with the rest of it.’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t I? Am I getting warmer? Goody. Anyway, I know you and Brian were, um, close at one time. And he’s a really nice bloke,
         even if he’s slightly childlike and smells a bit funny.’
      

      
      ‘A touch fatty and garlicky, maybe.’ Rita shimmied round the empty shop with an imaginary partner. ‘Always a hazard in his
         line of work. And anyway, Brian as a beau is no more. He’s been an ex-paramour for some time now.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, right.’ Frankie nodded. ‘So, as you’ve never been solo for more than five minutes ever since I’ve known you, who –?’

      
      Rita stopped prancing and waddled towards the counter, puffing. ‘All in good time. And actually, although he won’t be going
         to Mykonos, Brian does feature in my plans. He’s having my bungalow – poor sod, still living with that bitch of a mother of
         his at his age.’
      

      
      ‘No way!’

      
      ‘Yes, way!’

      
      Frankie shook her head. ‘This is all getting far too weird. Does Brian know? Come on – please tell me what’s happening. Have
         you won the lottery or something?’
      

      
      ‘I never do the lottery, as you well know. I’ve never held with gambling. And no, I haven’t told Brian yet. It’s all sorted
         out though, as is the shop. The bungalow’s mortgage was paid off last year, so all he’ll have to find is money for the bills
         and what have you.’
      

      
      ‘You’re kidding, aren’t you?’ Frankie shook her head in bewilderment. ‘You going away and Brian having your bungalow and me
         having the shop? I mean, I couldn’t afford the lease on the shop or anything – I don’t even have a house to use as collateral
         and my overdraft is maxed out and—’
      

      
      ‘No need to worry about any of that,’ Rita said smugly. ‘It’s all taken care of. Change of name and everything. Lease, rent,
         business rates, utilities – all of it. Twelve months paid up front – or at least, the funds are lodged with my solicitor to
         take care of. You’ll have a year, hassle free, to make this shop your own. After that it’ll be up to you.’
      

      
      Stunned beyond belief, Frankie simply stared.

      
      ‘Say something.’ Rita stood in front of the counter, still puffing slightly. ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

      
      ‘Pleased?’ Frankie swallowed. ‘Pleased? How can I be pleased? You’re leaving me!’

      
      ‘I’m also leaving you the shop.’

      
      ‘Yes, OK – right then – if that bit’s true then I’m absolutely delighted and will never be able to thank you enough. But as
         I still don’t believe a word of it.’
      

      
      ‘Start believing, love. I’m off to Mykonos in two weeks’ time. Most of my clothes will come here, everything else unnecessary
         is going to Biff and Hedley Pippin’s charity shop in Winterbrook, and I’m bequeathing what remains of my life to those who
         I love best and who deserve it. And you, Frankie angel, deserve it more than anyone. Now, you go and put the kettle on and we’ll have another one of Patsy’s Pantry’s rum babas to celebrate. I’m so going to miss those retro cakes from
         Hazy Hassocks when I’m in Mykonos – you’ll have to send some out to me, won’t you?’
      

      
      In a complete daze, Frankie headed for the kitchen and watched the raindrops trickle in non-stop trails down the windows as
         she waited for the kettle to boil. Suppose it was all true? How fantastic would that be? The one thing she’d always wanted. Her own business. And not just any business, but
         this fabulous retro shop …
      

      
      But it couldn’t possibly be true, could it? Things like that didn’t happen to people like her, did they?

      
      And, just supposing it was true and Rita was heading off for some Greek island paradise, which seemed impossible – she’d miss Rita so much. Rita made
         work seem like fun. Rita had given her a chance three years ago when she thought she’d never be able to work again after the
         horrors of leaving her fashion retail job in Masons under a bit of a cloud.
      

      
      And would she, Frankie, ever be able to cope with running an entire shop on her own? Well, maybe, but what did she know about
         the business side of this shop anyway? Rita had always taken care of all that. Frankie sighed as she sloshed water into the
         mugs – goodness, there were so many things to think about.
      

      
      And if Rita went, nothing in Kingston Dapple would ever be the same again …

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      By the time the coffee was made and the rum babas glistened in gooey temptation on two plates and they were sitting in Rent-a-Frock’s
         tiny kitchen, Rita, clearly seeing the confusion and disbelief on Frankie’s face, obviously decided it was high time she made
         things crystal clear.
      

      
      ‘Right –’ Rita juggled a rum baba, fielding a spiral of syrup away from the scarlet frock ‘– now just listen to me. I went
         about that all the wrong way. I shouldn’t have messed around with the bequeathing thing, I should have just told you. In a
         nice businesslike fashion. I thought it would be fun to spring it on you, but it was obviously just confusing. But you did
         get the gist?’
      

      
      Frankie, her mouth full of rum baba, nodded. ‘Good.’ Rita beamed. ‘As I say, all the legalese stuff has been dealt with. We
         can go through other things before I leave. Mind you, this has taught me something. When I tell Brian about the bungalow I’ll
         just tell him straight, no messing about.’
      

      
      ‘Good idea,’ Frankie managed to mumble. ‘Brian’s not the brightest pixie in the forest. But please, please can you tell me like that, because I still don’t really understand. Why
         exactly are you going to Mykonos?’
      

      
      ‘To make my dreams come true.’ Rita managed to remove the rum baba traces from her lip gloss and smiled dreamily. ‘I’ve bought
         a beachside taverna. I’m going to live in shorts and flipflops for ever and ever. I’ve used my entire life savings. This shop
         has done me nicely over the years. I’ve invested well in the good times. I don’t need the money from the sale of the shop
         or the bungalow. I love you, and in a way I love poor Brian, too. I want you both to have what I’ve been lucky enough to have
         but no longer need.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, but—’

      
      ‘Don’t tell me you’ve never had a dream,’ Rita interrupted, ‘because I know differently. How many times, since you’ve been
         working here, have you said your dream was to own your own clothes shop?’
      

      
      ‘Well, yes, of course that was what I’ve always wanted. But I always imagined it was an impossible dream. I didn’t expect
         you to make it come true – never, ever in a million years.’
      

      
      ‘Just call me your fairy godmother, then. Making your dreams come true, just like I’ve done with mine.’ Rita beamed happily
         as she poured more coffee. ‘You see, Mykonos was my dream from the day I first saw a picture of it in my children’s encyclopedia
         at the age of eight. It was as far removed from where I lived as the moon. I’ve wanted to live there ever since.’
      

      
      ‘But you’ve never been there, have you?’

      
      ‘No. Not yet. I never wanted to go there and come home. I just wanted to go there – and stay. And now, when I see it for the
         first time – really, really see it – it’ll be because I’m going to live there for the rest of my life.’
      

      
      ‘But what if you hate it?’
      

      
      ‘Hate it?’ Rita spluttered. ‘How could I hate it? I’ll adore it. It’s my destiny.’

      
      ‘But you won’t know anyone, and how can you have bought a taverna if you’ve never been there, and who’s the “we” and “us”?’

      
      ‘Well –’ Rita’s eyes sparkled ‘– that’s the other exciting part of the story – Oh, damn, was that the door? Yes. Oh, sod it,
         I think we’ve got a customer.’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you supposed to say, “Oh, goody, I think we’ve got a customer, on this very quiet trading day”?’ Frankie grinned.
         ‘Or have I got it all wrong?’
      

      
      Rita frowned as they made their way out of the kitchen. ‘No, you’ve got it right, but I did want to talk to you without interruptions
         … and the customer is bloody Biddy. You serve her, love. I want to get out of this frock, and Biddy always brings out the
         worst in me, I’m afraid.’
      

      
      Rent-a-Frock’s door was wide open and, in a torrent of horizontal rain, a small woman swathed in a dripping mac and flourishing
         an even more dripping umbrella, catapulted in.
      

      
      ‘Black!’ she announced from beneath the peak of her see-through Rain Mate. ‘I need black!’

      
      ‘Hello, Biddy. Nice to see you again. Nasty day, isn’t it? Let’s shut the door, shall we? Oh, and please try not to drip on
         the floor too much – health and safety, you know.’ Rita paused on her way to the curtained-off changing cubicles. ‘And for
         pity’s sake put that umbrella down. You know it’s bad luck to have an umbrella up indoors.’
      

      
      Biddy, still dripping, complied with bad grace. The umbrella’s shower managed to soak everything within a two-foot radius
         in the process.
      

      
      Frankie, despite her head reeling, slipped automatically into her friendly, chatty shop-assistant default setting.
      

      
      ‘You’re looking for black?’ she enquired. ‘Lovely. Party wear for Christmas?’

      
      ‘Hardly.’ Biddy sniffed. ‘Funeral. Tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Ah, right … Sorry. I do hope it wasn’t someone close.’

      
      ‘No, well, not family. More a sort of friend. Acquaintance, really. Ernie Yardley.’

      
      Frankie looked vague. ‘I don’t think I know him.’

      
      Biddy wiped away more raindrops. ‘You wouldn’t. He lives – lived – alone in Tadpole Bridge. His wife, Achsah died some time
         back – real lovely funeral she had.’
      

      
      ‘Achsah?’ Frankie frowned. ‘That’s a very unusual name. I’ve never heard that before. Is it Russian or something?’

      
      ‘Goodness me, no. Achsah was Berkshire born and bred. It’s biblical. Her dad was a bit of a fire and brimstone man by all
         accounts.’ Biddy looked disapproving. ‘All her brothers and sisters had really obscure Old Testament names. Silly, I call
         it. Anyway, Ernie belongs – belonged – to our Seniors Day Group.’
      

      
      ‘Was he a good age?’

      
      ‘One of the oldest in the group at eighty-three, but fit as a fiddle as far as I knew.’ Biddy shook herself, drenching a row
         of nearly new but slightly shrunken cardigans. ‘Apparently he’d had heart trouble for years, though.’
      

      
      ‘Oh dear.’ Frankie desperately hoped she looked and sounded sympathetic. All she really wanted to do was serve Biddy and get
         back to talking to Rita about the shop. ‘Anyway, I don’t suppose you want to discuss it, so—’
      

      
      ‘Shocking, it was.’ Biddy’s pale gooseberry eyes glinted. She obviously had no problems with talking about the demise. ‘We had our usual weekly minibus trip to Poundland in Winterbrook, and Ernie got caught up in the melee round the retro foods.
         Went down like a sack of shit.’
      

      
      Frankie bit her lip and stared hard at the floor.

      
      Snorting with laughter behind her, Rita dived into the fitting rooms.

      
      ‘Um … ’ Frankie steadied herself with a deep breath. ‘Oh dear, how awful.’

      
      ‘Ah, it was.’ Biddy nodded. ‘He’d got his hands on the last of the Vesta beef curries too, lucky so-and-so. They’re like gold
         dust, they are. Just reaching for a butterscotch Angel Delight to round his tea off nicely he was when it happened.’
      

      
      Knowing there was nothing she could possibly say without disgracing herself, Frankie just nodded.

      
      ‘Course we all had to stay put while we waited for the ambulance. I could of told ’em that was a waste of time, Ernie was
         as dead as a dodo, and pretty tedious it was too.’
      

      
      Frankie, just itching to get rid of Biddy as quickly as possible, hoped she was still managing to look contrite. ‘Er, so,
         are you looking for a coat for the funeral, or a dress or a suit?’
      

      
      ‘Anything black and cheap to hire for the day.’ Biddy wiped a raindrop from the end of her nose. ‘No point in wasting good
         money on buying new just for the one day, is there?’
      

      
      ‘Er, no. I suppose not. And, of course, hopefully, you won’t be attending many other funerals.’

      
      Biddy looked beady. ‘Oh, at my age funerals are beginning to be top of the social agenda. I go to lots of funerals, you know.
         But none of them stipulated black. Most don’t these days. So if you could find me anything cheap as chips in black. I don’t
         have anything black in my wardrobe, you see.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, it doesn’t suit everyone.’
      

      
      Biddy nodded in a small shower of raindrops. ‘It’s so draining. I was told by Cherish, she’s my colour palette advisor over
         at Hazy Hassocks, to avoid black at all costs. Cherish says I’m a blossoming spring person.’
      

      
      Blossoming? Spring? Frankie blinked. Pale and gingery, Biddy looked like an anaemic squirrel.

      
      ‘Teals, aquas and primroses are my hues, Cherish told me.’ Biddy nodded, still dripping. ‘Spring colours. But not suitable
         for this funeral, because –’ she glowered ‘– this one stipulates wearing black. And I really wanted to wear my eau-de-nil
         two-piece. Or maybe my lemon duster coat.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, dear,’ Frankie said soothingly, thinking that any of the pale shades mentioned would make Biddy fade into even more insignificance,
         and wondering just what sort of warped sense of humour Cherish, the Hazy Hassocks colour-palette advisor, had. ‘Right, let’s
         see what we can find in black and a size … what … eight?’
      

      
      ‘And in a petite,’ Biddy added, trotting towards the overcrowded rails, removing her Rain Mate and shaking it across the floor.
         ‘I don’t want something trailing round my ankles.’
      

      
      ‘Right … ’ Frankie, practically jigging with impatience, started clawing through the disorganised rails. ‘Let’s see what we’ve
         got … ’
      

      
      Frankie found it a dispiriting task. Apart from the fact that the whole shop was in a complete muddle, and she was searching
         for funeral wear, Rita’s astounding announcement was the only thing she could think about. Running the shop would be amazing,
         of course, but what would life be like without Rita? Frankie knew exactly what it would be like: unthinkable, that’s what.
      

      
      ‘How about this?’ Frankie pulled a black coat with a mock-astrakhan collar from the crush. ‘It’s your size, and nice and thick,
         too. You’re going to need something warm in this weather, especially if you’ve got to, er, stand around outside … I mean,
         I suppose if it’s a the crematorium it wouldn’t be so, er, cold.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a cremation,’ Biddy confirmed almost cheerfully. ‘In Thatcham. We’re having a minibus. Mind you, the wind cuts across
         there something cruel while you’re waiting to go in if there’s a lot on that day. Like a conveyor belt, it is sometimes. Once
         you’re inside the crem it’s better, mind. Nice and snug. And ever so warm.’
      

      
      Frankie supposed it must be. Fortunately, apart from her grandad’s funeral when she’d been very young, she’d never had to
         find out. ‘Shall we try it on?’
      

      
      ‘I will, you won’t. There’s no “we” involved here. You youngsters have no idea about syntax.’ Biddy snatched at the coat and
         stared at it. ‘Hmmm, not bad. And the right size, and it’ll cover everything. So I can wear something more spring-coloured
         underneath it, can’t I?’
      

      
      Frankie nodded, stepping over the abandoned soggy raincoat and fastening the black coat round Biddy’s tiny frame. ‘Well, unless
         you have to take it off at the wake, I suppose. Maybe, um, the deceased’s family will expect you to be all in black.’
      

      
      ‘Ernie Yardley didn’t have any family to speak of.’ Biddy preened and posed in front of the shop’s cheval mirror. ‘Just a
         couple of nieces or nephews or something. They’re organising the funeral, they’re the ones who decreed black, but they never
         came near Ernie while he was alive, so no doubt they’re just waiting for the pickings. And slim, they’ll be. Poor old Ernie
         had nowt to show for his life but his old age pension.’
      

      
      Frankie, simply itching to shove Biddy into renting the coat and shove her out of the door so that she could talk to Rita,
         nodded in sympathy.
      

      
      ‘Still, the Motions are doing the send-off, so it’ll be spot on,’ Biddy continued, irritatingly still keen to chat. ‘Old-fashioned
         undertakers, they are. None of this happy-clappy stuff. They know what’s what.’
      

      
      Frankie perked up a bit. ‘Oh, I know Slo Motion. He and Essie Rivers have got a flat in my friend Phoebe’s house. He’s a lovely
         man. So funny.’
      

      
      ‘He’s a reprobate.’ Biddy sniffed. ‘Don’t conduct himself proper for an undertaker. Living in sin at his age – disgusting,
         I call it. Still, he’s organised the wake back at the Faery Glen in Hazy Hassocks, which should be a good do, they always
         do a nice spread. So, what I’m saying is, no one will care what I’m wearing underneath once the niceties have been observed
         at the crem, will they?’
      

      
      Frankie, not well versed in funeral etiquette, supposed not and shook her head.

      
      ‘Lovely.’ Rita, having composed herself while shedding the red frock and now in black trousers and a turquoise sweater, emerged
         from the cubicles. ‘That coat could have been made for you, Biddy. Frankie always has a good eye for what suits.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose she has,’ Biddy admitted grudgingly as she continued to twirl and admire her reflection. ‘Yes, yes, this will
         do nicely.’
      

      
      ‘Will you be needing a hat?’ Frankie asked. ‘I think we’ve got some black berets somewhere … and gloves … and a scarf? If
         you don’t wear much black, you may not have the accessories, and if, as you say, the, er, wait will be chilly … ’
      

      
      ‘Well, now you come to mention it.’ Biddy unbuttoned the black coat and reached for her soggy raincoat and still-soaking umbrella. ‘I don’t have any of the folderols in black – Cherish
         advised no black whatsoever – so, yes, that’s a good idea, as long as they won’t cost much.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing costs much here,’ Rita said. ‘You should know that by now, Biddy. OK, so while Frankie sorts you out, shall we do
         the paperwork?’
      

      
      Frankie, rummaging through several large cardboard boxes of jumbled accessories, glanced across at the counter. Rita, chatting
         to Biddy as she filled out the rental copybook in trip-licate, flicking the carbons into place, looked just the same. She
         didn’t look like someone who was just about to run off to Mykonos.
      

      
      ‘Here we are.’ Frankie placed beret, gloves and scarf on the counter. ‘All in black. Rita will sort out the pricing for you.’

      
      ‘Two days rental, if you bring them all back by close of business on Friday.’ Rita added the accessories to the handwritten
         accounts book. ‘You’ll have to pay an extra day if you leave it until Saturday.’
      

      
      Frankie quickly folded everything into a large Big Sava carrier bag.

      
      Biddy looked shocked as she parted with her money and gathered up the receipt and bag. ‘Don’t you worry, they’ll be back in
         here first thing on Friday morning when I come into Kingston Dapple to change my library books. I’m not going to be caught
         by your gazumping, Rita Radbone.’
      

      
      ‘And thank you too,’ Rita muttered, as they watched Biddy struggle back out into the storm. ‘And there goes one of nature’s
         charmers.’
      

      
      Frankie frowned. ‘Why does she pretend to be so old, though? She must be in her fifties, and that’s young these days. She should still be in jeans and heels. Why does she dress and speak like someone ancient?’
      

      
      ‘Because she’s a miserable cow,’ Rita said comfortably. ‘Some people are born old, and Biddy’s one of them. Still, it was
         a clever touch of yours to get the accessories added in there. See? You’ve got a real flare for this business. You’re a natural.’
      

      
      Frankie shrugged. ‘Every little bit helps, as they say.’

      
      ‘Mmm.’ Rita beamed. ‘It certainly does. Anyway, where were we before Biddy chose to interrupt me?’

      
      ‘You were going to explain about the “we”.’

      
      ‘Ah, yes.’ Rita nodded, leaning her plump arms on the countertop. ‘So, as I was saying, you were almost right earlier on when
         you mentioned Shirley Valentine. You see, I am going to be Rita Valentine in Mykonos … I’m going to be marrying Ray Valentine the day after we arrive.’
      

      
      Frankie shrieked with laughter. ‘Ray Valentine? You’re going to Mykonos with Ray Valentine, and you’re going to get married? Dear Lord, Rita. For a moment there I thought you were serious. Ray Valentine … Funny old Ray Valentine from the market
         flower stall. Who in their right mind would want to marry Ray Valentine?’
      

      
      ‘Me, actually.’

      
      Still laughing, Frankie looked at Rita’s face. Whoops. Quickly, she tried to stifle her giggles. ‘Er, well, I mean, er, um
         … Oh, dear. You’re serious, aren’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Dead.’

      
      ‘Um, congratulations then. But I didn’t even know you and Ray were, um … ’

      
      ‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me.’ Rita still looked very miffed. ‘And as for the romance with Ray, well I’ve managed to keep that secret, and I would very much like to keep it that way.’
      

      
      ‘Well, yes, of course,’ Frankie said quickly. ‘I mean, who wouldn’t? Er, that is … well, I know he pops in a lot and you’re
         friends and he takes you to lunch every now and then, but marriage?’
      

      
      ‘I fail to understand why you think me marrying Ray Valentine is so impossible.’

      
      Frankie pushed the ‘He’s fat, bald, the wrong side of fifty, wears terrible clothes, smokes a pipe, smells of compost’, quickly
         away and smiled bravely. ‘Well, I mean, he’s been a fixture in Kingston Dapple’s marketplace for ever, and I didn’t know you
         and he were even, um, romantic friends, let alone, um, and, well … ’
      

      
      ‘Ray’s a couple of years older than me but we were at school together. He was my first crush and my first love. My only real
         love actually. Then he got embroiled with the dreadful Deidre Muncaster and married her, and I just, well, I just amused myself
         with various other people in the many, many intervening years, but I never stopped loving Ray … Then after his divorce Ray
         and I sort of drifted back together.’
      

      
      ‘Did you? When was that?’

      
      ‘About a year ago. After Brian from the kebab van – he understood, bless him.’

      
      As Brian seemed to rarely understand much that was happening around him, Frankie rather doubted this. ‘Blimey though, you
         and Ray Valentine … I can’t believe I never noticed.’
      

      
      ‘We were very discreet, love. I know I’ve always been considered a bit of a good-time girl in Kingston Dapple – I didn’t want
         anyone laughing at Ray. I can be discreet when I choose.’
      

      
      As ‘Rita’ and ‘discreet’ were two words no one in Kingston Dapple would have ever used in the same sentence, Frankie decided
         that sniggering at this point wouldn’t be the best idea she’d ever had, so she attempted to look serious. ‘Er, right. And
         Ray’s happy with Mykonos, too?’
      

      
      ‘Ray wants to escape from here as much as I do, so he’s piled his money in with mine and we’ve bought the taverna.’

      
      ‘Which neither of you has even seen?’

      
      ‘Ray has. I’ve seen the photos. He’s been over there and done the business side of things, I’ve signed the paperwork over
         here. It’s only just been finalised – which is why I’ve not said anything earlier. Now, we leave in two weeks’ time, and we
         get married on the beach the day after. Which is why I’m tying up all my loose ends.’
      

      
      Frankie exhaled. It still all sounded totally implausible, but it might actually be true. Rita might really be going to Mykonos
         with Ray. Rita might really be giving her the shop.
      

      
      ‘But, I’ll miss the wedding … Still, you’ll be having a leaving party, won’t you?’

      
      ‘Sorry, love, but no. We’re going low-key on everything. And we’ve still got loads left to do before we fly off. You and I
         will have to go through all the Fabulous Frocks stuff, and I’ll have to get Brian sorted out with my bungalow. And Ray has
         to see to his flower stall, too.’
      

      
      ‘Has he sold it?’ Frankie frowned. ‘What a shame. There’s been a flower stall in the marketplace for ever, hasn’t there?’

      
      ‘Yep. Valentine’s Flowers are into their third generation. But Ray’s got that covered. His nephew is taking it over.’

      
      ‘Oh good. Nice to know there’ll still be a Valentine selling flowers in the marketplace. At least some things will stay the
         same. Is he local, the nephew?’
      

      
      Rita paused. ‘Dexter? Um … no … Comes from up Oxford way. He’s Ray’s brother’s lad. And lad’s the right word, so Ray says.
         He’s a bit of a havoc-maker if you get my drift. Lost his job and been in a lot of trouble by all accounts. Not sure what,
         I didn’t like to ask, but I gather it was pretty bad. I think Ray’s giving him the flower stall to run to sort him out before
         he goes right off the rails.’
      

      
      Brilliant, Frankie thought, her head still reeling. Another fat and balding Valentine in the marketplace – only this time
         younger and more leery and without the saving grace of Ray’s kindliness and cheerful demeanour.
      

      
      She could just see Dexter Valentine – a sort of mini-Ray: overweight, scruffy, with tattoos and piercings to go with his baseball
         cap and hoodie, and this time he’d also be work-shy, aggressive and a troublemaker.
      

      
      Dexter Valentine, the flower stall’s heir-apparent, sounded exactly what sleepy Kingston Dapple could well do without.

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Three weeks later, towards the end of November, everything had changed except the weather. Bone-chilling rain still poured
         from a pewter sky and a biting wind still rattled relentlessly across Kingston Dapple’s market square.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know where to start … ’ Frankie stared round the dimly lit, cold-grey interior of the shop. ‘I’m totally overwhelmed
         by all this. I haven’t got a clue what to do first.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Lilly, Frankie’s housemate who’d been roped in on her day off for the reorganisation, said cheerfully.
         ‘It’ll all look much better when we’re full of caffeine.’
      

      
      ‘Will it?’ Frankie, shivering inside a thick yellow jacket, a green woollen dress, thick tights, long boots and several scarves,
         twirled the shop keys in her fingers. ‘I wish I had your optimism. It’s only been closed for week but it doesn’t look like
         Rita’s shop any more. It just looks cold and cluttered, and it smells … well, old and unloved.’
      

      
      ‘Like you.’ Lilly giggled, her bottom wiggling in her skinny jeans as she teetered away into the kitchen on her perilous heels.
      

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Frankie pushed her way through the cramped rails and leaned listlessly against the wooden counter. ‘Thanks a bunch.’

      
      And that was the problem, Frankie thought. It wasn’t Rita’s shop any more. The lively, laughing place that Rita had made such
         a pleasure to work in for the last three years had disappeared with its owner.
      

      
      Rita had gone. There had been gloriously coloured photos of the Mykonos beach wedding – with Rita glamorous in a vivid sarong
         and Ray in matching Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts, both looking ecstatic – and the pretty taverna, emailed.
      

      
      The shop was hers. All hers.

      
      Outside, the sign-writers had emblazoned FRANCESCA’S FABULOUS FROCKS in huge curlicued gold letters across a facia of deep
         purple. She’d spent the last weeks meeting with Rita’s solicitors, accountants and business advisors and signing umpteen pieces
         of paper. The shop was really, truly, hers.
      

      
      And she didn’t have a clue what to do next.

      
      Without Rita she was rudderless. Without Rita’s cheerful friendship, she felt both lonely and alone.

      
      ‘There you go.’ Lilly pushed a steaming mug into Frankie’s hands. ‘This’ll warm you up. It’s pretty darn cold in here. Don’t
         you have any heaters?’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, and there’s central heating that works from a boiler in the kitchen. We turned it off when Rita left. I’ll have to
         get it going again, especially if I want to open up next Saturday.’
      

      
      ‘Mmm.’ Lilly, snuggled in a vivid orange wrap-around sweater, leaned against the counter beside her. ‘It’s pretty depressing at the moment … and I’ve just thought of something.’
      

      
      Frankie sighed. ‘Oh dear, have you? Is it gossip about a celeb I’ve never heard of having an affair with someone else I’ve
         never heard of? Or someone on Twitter? Or … ’
      

      
      Lilly, her spiky blonde hair falling into her heavily kohled eyes, looked hurt. ‘I do have other thoughts sometimes, you know.’

      
      Frankie laughed. ‘I know. Sometimes you think about men, and clothes, and men, and make-up and shoes, and men and more shoes.’

      
      ‘Well, if you don’t want to hear my idea … ’

      
      ‘Sorry, yes, of course I do.’

      
      ‘It’s got to do with trade descriptions.’

      
      Frankie gazed at Lilly in surprise. What on earth did Lilly, whose entire life outside her job as a receptionist at Beauty’s
         Blessings in Hazy Hassocks, revolved around men and clothes and shoes and glossy magazines and clubbing and reality telly
         shows, know about the trade descriptions act?
      

      
      ‘Go on … ’

      
      ‘Well –’ Lilly blinked inch-long blue eyelashes ‘– the sign outside says “Francesca’s Fabulous Frocks”.’

      
      ‘Yes, and?’

      
      Lilly looked round the crammed jumble of rails. ‘Well, it’s not, is it? Frocks, I mean. It’s just, well, any old tat. If it
         says frocks then it should be just frocks.’
      

      
      Frankie, excitedly slopping coffee, hugged her. ‘Lill! You’re a genius!’

      
      ‘I know,’ Lilly sighed. ‘It’s such a shame no one else ever realises it. Er, why?’

      
      ‘Because that’s what it’s going to be. What it says on the tin.’
      

      
      ‘What tin?’

      
      ‘Oh, just a figure of speech. No, seriously, you’re brilliant. That’s what it’ll be. Just a frock shop. A lovely, gorgeous,
         retro frock shop.’
      

      
      Frankie sat in silence for a moment, just visualising it. A frock shop. A fabulous frock shop … Her fabulous frock shop … Just like it said on the sign …
      

      
      She grinned. ‘We’ll sort out all the dresses, and clear out everything else and see if Biff and Hedley Pippin want it for
         their charity shop first before we offload it elsewhere, then we’ll work on sorting out the frocks and—’
      

      
      ‘You could sort of colour code them,’ Lilly said. ‘Or something like that, couldn’t you?’

      
      ‘Yes, I could.’ Quickly Frankie drained her coffee and slammed the mug and the keys on the counter. ‘In fact, what I could
         do is make this a proper vintage shop. We can sort them into decades – we’ve got stuff dating from the nineteen fifties and
         maybe even before that in here somewhere – then into sizes, then into colours, or something along those lines. Oh, Lilly,
         you’re amazingly clever.’
      

      
      ‘Bless.’ Lilly beamed. ‘I know.’

      
      An hour later, with the heating working beautifully, half the rails denuded, and towering mountains of other people’s clothes
         dwarfing them, Frankie and Lilly gazed at one another.
      

      
      ‘We need a skip or a big lorry or something.’ Frankie pushed her silky black hair behind her ears. ‘And a lot of other people.
         We’ll never get rid of all this ourselves.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, we do and, no, we won’t, but looking on the bright side you’ve got millions of gorgeous dresses hidden away, haven’t
         you?’
      

      
      Frankie nodded enthusiastically. They’d uncovered some real gems amongst the dross.
      

      
      ‘And the shop itself,’ Lilly said, ‘isn’t too manky at all, really. I thought the walls would be dirty and dreary – but they’re
         OK. Cream’s nice as a background.’
      

      
      ‘Rita had it decorated last year. With difficulty.’ Frankie chuckled at the memory. ‘Poor old Brian from the kebab van came
         in on Sundays and moved stock from one side to the other until it was all done. So, at least that’s one thing I don’t need
         to worry about. Although I’ll need some other sort of decoration now if we’re just going to be frocks, won’t I? Posters and
         pictures and maybe things that relate to each of the decades.’
      

      
      ‘Mmm. Sounds great. But –’ Lilly hauled herself up onto the counter to survey the devastation ‘– what I don’t understand is
         – well, loads of things really.’
      

      
      Frankie smiled. ‘Like the meaning of the universe? Nah, that always baffles me, too.’

      
      ‘Like,’ Lilly continued, ‘how did Rita make this place work? How did she ever make any money?’

      
      ‘Rita was pretty astute and she’d been running this for all her working life and been successful. Well, she must have been
         – she made and saved enough money over the years to be able to leave this – and her bungalow – and whiz off to Mykonos and
         buy a taverna.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I suppose,’ Lilly said doubtfully. ‘She must have been very clever with her money, though.’

      
      ‘She said she had savings and investments.’

      
      ‘Really? How clever. I wish I did. My salary is always spent before it’s earned. But, I mean, if she never sold anything,
         just rented it out, then took in more stuff, surely there must have come a time – like now – when there just wasn’t room for any more things?’
      

      
      ‘Quite often,’ Frankie agreed, pulling herself up onto the counter too. ‘We used to have clear-outs sometimes. Stuff that
         never moved. We used to donate it to the charity shops, but Rita never turned anything wearable away.’
      

      
      ‘Obviously. So, once she’d paid someone for it, you just hired it out over and over again?’

      
      Frankie nodded.

      
      ‘And –’ Lilly frowned ‘– then you’d have to have it cleaned every time – which costs – before you rented it out again – so,
         why didn’t she just sell it?’
      

      
      ‘Because Rita didn’t like to part with anything. And she thought renting, hiring, whatever, offered a good service to people
         who couldn’t afford, or didn’t want to, buy.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’ Lilly flicked through the pile of duplicate accounting books on the countertop. ‘And you did all the transactions
         in here, did you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Rita didn’t trust computers. Not for the business. Even the till is manual. It’s all very nineteen fifties.’ Frankie
         shook her head. ‘Which is nice and cosy and all that, and OK for what Rita was doing, but not for me and the twenty-first
         century. I intend to change all that.’
      

      
      Lilly nodded. ‘Mmm, Jennifer Blessing would have a fit. She’s ace at business, is Jennifer. She sent me on all those IT courses
         when she updated her systems at the salon and … ’
      

      
      Frankie wasn’t listening. Jennifer Blessing’s high-tech beauty salon was a million miles away from Rita’s Rent-a-Frock. Except,
         of course, it wasn’t Rita’s any more, was it? And she’d already decided to buy a computer from the capital allowance that
         the accountant had told her was in the business account for exactly that sort of purchase. And she’d ordered a whole mountain of Francesca’s Fabulous Frocks carrier bags in gold and
         purple. She was getting there – slowly.
      

      
      She suddenly frowned at the still-chattering Lilly. ‘Sorry, but what did you say earlier?’

      
      ‘About the courses Jennifer Blessing sent me on?’ Lilly wrinkled her forehead. ‘Oh, just that there weren’t many men on them,
         but I did meet that really cute boy, Daniel, the one with the piercings, and—’
      

      
      ‘No, what did you say before that.’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ Lilly looked anxious. ‘I can’t remember that far back.’

      
      ‘Selling. You said something about selling.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes.’ Lilly beamed happily. ‘So I did.’

      
      ‘Exactly!’ Frankie clapped her hands in delight. ‘Because that’s what I’m going to do. Sell not rent. It’s not Rita’s shop
         any more, so there’ll be no more buying other people’s old clothes. I’ll just take donations of frocks. And no more renting or hiring, just selling. Paying for them
         isn’t good business, selling them is very good for business. Simples!’
      

      
      Lilly, looking slightly confused, frowned. ‘Well, yes. You should be making money, not spending it. Jennifer says—’

      
      ‘Jennifer Blessing makes Lord Sugar look like an enthusiastic amateur,’ Frankie said, laughing. ‘But of course she’s right.
         And so am I. When this reopens as Francesca’s Fabulous Frocks that’s what I’m going to do. I’ll take in the unwanted frocks
         and sell them. Which means –’ she picked up the duplicate books ‘– that these can go straight into the archives. As soon as
         I get the computer later this week, I’ll have to get a sort of stock-and-sale system up and running, and pricing and everything
         else.’
      

      
      The new system may well alienate some of Rita’s regular clients – people like the funeral-going Biddy – she’d have to work
         round that somehow and try not to lose customers, but otherwise it all made perfect sense.
      

      
      Lilly slid from the counter. ‘I can help you with setting up some of the computer stuff if you like. I do it for Jennifer.’

      
      ‘Can you? Do you?’ Frankie watched as Lilly swayed seductively between the heaps of clothes towards the blacked-out windows.
         ‘Honestly, Lilly, you’re full of surprises.’
      

      
      ‘Because I’m an airhead?’ Lilly looked over her shoulder. ‘Yeah, well, Jennifer is dead scary let me tell you. I had to learn
         that data input stuff over and over again until I got it right.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sorry. I didn’t mean to—’

      
      ‘Yeah, you did,’ Lilly said happily. ‘I don’t mind. I know I’m not as stupid as everyone thinks I am. Well, not really.’

      
      Frankie laughed, then frowned. ‘And they’re terrible, too.’

      
      ‘What are?’

      
      ‘These lovely big double windows. All that space all piled with rubbish. Rita never had much of an eye for window dressing.
         She just piled stuff in there. She said everyone knew what the shop did so there was no need to make a meal of the windows.
         I’m going to clear it out and do a proper window display and change it regularly.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, right. In the spare time you’ve got between sorting out this lot and getting the place up and running.’ Lilly pulled
         a face then peered out of the door at the rain-swept market square.
      

      
      ‘Yes, but,’ Frankie sighed, ‘I’m missing so many tricks here. It’s nearly Christmas – I need a Christmas window display.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’ Lilly nodded. ‘At Beauty’s Blessings Jennifer has had a Christmas window display in place since October. So you’ll need to get a shift on. You’ve only got a month.’
      

      
      ‘I know.’ Frankie nodded. ‘Don’t remind me. Christmas is obviously an optimum trading time. Everyone wanting to buy things,
         and that’s what I’ve got to give them. Things to buy. I’m going to have to sort out all the party frocks and stick them in
         the window, drape a lot of twinkly, sparkly stuff round them, find some holly and baubles and—’
      

      
      ‘Ohmigod!’ Lilly suddenly shrieked. ‘No way!’

      
      ‘What?’ Frankie looked at Lilly in alarm. ‘What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘Out there!’ Lilly turned wide-eyed. ‘Come and have a look! Out there! Quick!’

      
      Frankie frowned. She couldn’t imagine anything remotely exciting happening in Kingston Dapple’s marketplace. Nothing ever
         had or did.
      

      
      Kingston Dapple’s cobbled market square was really three-sided, with the fourth side opening on to the sleepy High Street.
         Traffic meandered up and down there, as did the village shoppers, and any deliveries to the rear of the marketplace’s prewar
         shops were made from a narrow horseshoe-shaped service road looping off the High Street. The buildings were Victorian, tall
         and close-packed, the roads hundreds of years old and almost single lane. The twenty-first century had had very little impact.
         In fact, Frankie reckoned, nothing much had changed in Kingston Dapple for at least a hundred years.
      

      
      Apart from Rita’s, no, her shop, there was the Greasy Spoon caff, a small stationer’s-cum-newsagent’s, a shoe shop selling sensible sandals and cosy
         slippers, a toy shop, a gift-type shop selling postcards and collectibles of the rather ugly plaster variety, a greengrocer’s
         and a butcher’s.
      

      
      And, of course, the Toad in the Hole pub.
      

      
      The Toad had, for centuries, been the Kingston Arms Hotel, coaching inn and hostelry, until becoming very rundown in the 1970s.
         It had mouldered for quite some time before being bought by an up-and-coming brewery chain. As it was a listed building, outside
         the ancient architecture remained the same as it had ever been, but now alienated most of the village’s beer ’n’ a bag of
         crisps pub-goers by incon -gruously housing a very minimalist glass, chrome and spotlit gastro bar. The Toad currently provided
         Kingston Dapple’s only nightlife.
      

      
      Unless, Frankie thought vaguely, you counted the various weekend shindigs in the village hall. Which very few rational people
         ever did.
      

      
      So, the only other additions to the market square were the space where Brian parked his kebab van every evening, after doing
         his rounds of the villages, from ‘ten ’til midnight depending on the weather and the number of munchy-headed revellers staggering
         from the Toad’, and Ray Valentine’s closed-down flower stall.
      

      
      There was nothing out there, especially on a wet and windy freezing cold November day, Frankie thought, likely to warrant
         Lilly’s reaction. Then again, she thought as she negotiated the heaps of second-hand clothes to reach the door, Lilly was
         always a little bit OTT.
      

      
      ‘Frankie!’ Lilly urged again. ‘Quick!’

      
      ‘What?’ Frankie peered over Lilly’s shoulder. ‘What am I looking at? Where?’

      
      ‘There!’ Lilly, wide-eyed, jabbed a midnight-blue sparkly talon across the square.

      
      Frankie peered some more. A few hardy souls, heads down against the storm, were attempting to fight their way into the shops, but apart from them, she could see nothing.
      

      
      ‘Look!’ Lilly grabbed her arm. ‘Him! Just opening up Ray’s flower place … Wow! What a body! What a face! Isn’t he just the
         most gorgeous thing you’ve ever seen? Isn’t he just sooo fit? I love all that layered hair and those cheekbones and I bet
         he’s got just a hint of stubble. Sooo sexy. He’s … he’s … ’ She furrowed her brow and then beamed. ‘Oooh, he’s just totally
         Beckhamesque!’
      

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      Frankie laughed. The description was absolutely perfect. Despite the weather, the very attractive man darting in and out of
         the flower shack’s open door, managed to look elegant and golden and achingly cool. Dressed in jeans and boots and a battered
         leather jacket with the collar turned up, and with his sun-bleached streaky hair feathering in the wind, he was certainly
         extremely eye-catching.
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