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One

Billie Baskerville was running away. Again.

Last summer she ran to her parents’ bungalow, but that hadn’t been far enough, so now she’d pulled on her trusty trainers and run all the way to the sea. Drizzly, dozy Sole Bay, a fly speck on the East Anglian hump of England, was to be her Fresh Start. Those capitals are important. Billie’s Fresh Start would save her from her mother’s histrionics, her brother’s disapproval and her father’s cravats.

On the threshold of Barbara’s Brides, Billie finally stopped running. She was dismayed. Not the sort of girl to be easily dismayed, Billie was optimistic, resourceful, with a sincere belief in the restorative powers of the oven chip, but even she had to admit that the imaginary roll of drums she’d awarded this moment didn’t seem merited. The shop was dimmer, dirtier, and more neglected than she’d expected. And she’d expected it to be pretty dim, dirty and neglected. Great Aunty Babs’ letter, now crushed at the bottom of Billie’s chain-store interpretation of a Gucci holdall, had been frank: ‘It needs a little TLC, deer. But don’t we all?’

The building looked like Billie had felt for the past few months. A little TLC wouldn’t do it: the place needed bulldozing. The original shop front was handsome enough, with its twin bow windows curving out into the narrow street like a cantilevered Edwardian bosom. They flanked a recessed door, approached by a porch whose tiles were almost invisible under a thick overcoat of dust. The windows, unlit, presented two lopsided mannequins, like tipsy hookers in Amsterdam’s red-light district. One, headless, was naked except for a lace glove, and the other, her jaunty red wig obscuring an ineptly felt-tipped face, modelled a nylon crinoline whose Daz whiteness had long ago faded to the colour of freshly exhumed bone.

Taking all this in, as her bruised but hopeful heart descended in some slow internal lift to her feet, Billie didn’t notice the door opening.

‘You must be Billie!’ sang the girl in the doorway. So dotted with freckles she could have been a Dalmatian, the stranger had the bright eyes of a Disney character and the kind of swingy, shiny, red-gold hair promised but rarely delivered by shampoo commercials. Her smile reached her eyes and beyond, as if there wasn’t quite room on her face for it. ‘Come in, come in!’ she squealed, doing a good impersonation of somebody who’d been waiting for Billie and her tattered luggage all her life.

Stepping into the shop, its dark interior every bit as grubby and forlorn and downright Addams Family as its exterior promised, Billie suddenly felt what her Great Aunty Babs might have described as ‘queer’. It was as if she had been blessed with X-ray vision. Standing in the middle of the sticky floorboards and ignoring the beaming girl, Billie could see right through the brown paint, the woodchip, the stock flown in from the 1970s Soviet Union. She could discern the room’s elegant bones, the beauty of its panelling and the effortless perfection of its proportions.

It was unexpected, this fluttering in her chest, as if a pigeon was trapped in her Wonderbra. This was Billie’s first real excitement since she’d fled home to the family mock Tudor corner plot last August.

Maybe, Billie marvelled, as the freckled girl fussed about, hanging up Billie’s jacket and taking her bags, the fluttering was more than mere excitement. She shook herself. It couldn’t be love at first sight with a decrepit, mouldering ruin of a shop. It was absurd and Benny Hill-like, like a busty teenager lusting after a toothless pensioner.

Besides, Billie had fallen in love at first sight once before and that had caused more uproar than a kangaroo at a funeral. It was the reason she’d laced up those trainers again. ‘You must be Dot,’ she smiled at the girl, remembering her manners. ‘According to Great Aunty Babs’ letter you keep this show on the road.’

‘Oh, well,’ blushed Dot, ‘I wouldn’t say that.’

Looking around her, neither would Billie. The premises were obviously rarely troubled by Hoovers, dusters or, she suspected, customers. Dot’s own outfit was also slightly dusty, being the kind of tie-dye dress that invariably smells faintly of incense. Garnished with cheesecloth scarves and an armful of the kind of jangling metal bangles that turn skin green within thirty seconds, Great Aunty Babs’ assistant was pure hippy: cut her slender frame in half and it would say ‘Peace and love’ all the way through, like a stick of Glastonbury rock. Hippies made Billie come out in hives, but something about this sunny girl made Billie answer Dot smile for smile, customised Doc Martens notwithstanding.

Deep down, Billie rather envied girls like Dot, who wore exactly what they liked and looked comfortable in it. A slave to trends, Billie hitched a lift on every bandwagon going. She’d persevered with baseball caps even though the effect was less Posh Spice and more ASBO, and she owned so much fake fur she suspected her Top Shop bomber jacket had pupped. With an unruly bosom and unrulier hair, Billie had never cracked dressing to flatter her good points, whatever they might be.

They weren’t her legs – a touch too short, a touch too healthy – nor her hair. Kind friends might say ‘Sarah Jessica Parker’ but they were thinking ‘sci-fi candyfloss’. Her bottom didn’t qualify as a good point either: handy for keeping her warm on bus-stop benches, it brought to mind a bag of spanners when introduced to Lycra.

If pressed, Billie might admit that her eyes were the sort of sea green that could make men look twice, or that her curves erred on the right side of Rubenesque, or that her idiosyncratically wonky teeth were charming. But you had to press very hard indeed.

Dot, serene in her boho uniform, was burbling on, in a way that was clearly typical of her. ‘Babs has arrived safe and sound in Sydney. Her pen-friend picked her up at the airport.’ She flashed her eyes. ‘Terribly handsome, apparently, and ever so good for eighty-four. He’s driving her into the outback.’ Dot frowned. ‘Or should that be out to the outback . . .’

Nipping into this gap, Billie asked, ‘Do you mind me coming to look after the shop while she’s away?’ It was only polite to check. ‘After all, I’m sure you could manage on your own.’

‘I so couldn’t!’ hooted Dot, obviously tickled at the notion of ‘minding’. Her laugh was a rusty throttle, unexpected from such a waif. ‘I’m hopeless! I’m worse than Babs, and that’s saying something!’ After this frank self-appraisal for her new boss, Dot suggested, ‘Tea?’

The electric kettle was as battered as the shop. As it coughed itself to a climax, Billie followed Dot on a tour of her new fiefdom. Her elderly relative had a weakness for dark-brown gloss, and it covered everything that the woodchip didn’t. A narrow, treacherous staircase at the back of the shop led up to the chaotic stockroom, stuffed with aged white dresses, folded over like weary ghosts. Beyond these stairs, on ground level, was an unfeasibly dinky loo, possibly salvaged from a doll’s house, and an equally teeny kitchenette, home to a collection of tannin-streaked mugs given away free by stationery companies, and a tea towel that had last been rinsed when Billie was a virgin.

‘Babs is very particular about our stock,’ Dot was saying. ‘She likes to feel we have something for everyone.’

Everyone, thought Billie, with a man-made fibre fetish and a secret desire to be mistaken for a Russian prostitute. The shop floor was crowded with rails, which in turn were crowded with the ugliest selection of wedding dresses Billie had ever seen. She was no fan of weddings, but even the most dewy-eyed romantic would find little inspiration in Babs’ dingy cream puffballs and day-glo sheaths.

‘We write all the signs ourselves, to save money,’ boasted Dot happily, gesturing to a creased piece of inside-out cornflakes packet that invited the browsing punter, in thick red strokes, to ‘FINNISH OFF YOUR OUTFIT WITH A TIARAR’.

‘Very, erm, effective,’ murmured Billie, wondering which of the pair was the illiterate cheapskate. Probably, she concluded, her great-aunt: the letter in her bag ended jauntily: ‘Yours, until we meat again.’


Satin slippers, now a tide-marked grey, slumped in corners waiting for the right foot to come along. Creased veils sat in a spooky glass cabinet, watched over by a white glove on a dummy hand which seemed to be making a rude gesture out at the shop floor. ‘Don’t tell me that’s the till?’ Billie backed away dubiously from the mahogany and brass monster that dominated the counter.

‘Isn’t it marvellous?’ Dot seemed carefully programmed to miss the point. ‘Completely original. No horrid computery bits, so it’s easy to operate. Although,’ she added, ‘you do have to convert everything into pounds, shillings and pence and back again. Oh, and don’t open it!’ she warned suddenly. ‘Jenkins is asleep in there.’ She responded to Billie’s dumb look. ‘My mouse. He’s not been well.’

Billie paused. She could have said, ‘A mouse?’ or, ‘Sorry, I thought you said “my mouse” for a moment there,’ or even, ‘Goodbye. You’re mental.’ But she simply nodded. This girl was unusual, and would take some getting used to, but she was making Billie’s antennae twitch. Clambering out of the self-dug crater that Billie had lain in, shell-shocked, for the past year, she needed a friend, and some instinct was telling her that Dot might be it.

The warm tinkle of the old bell over the door announced a newcomer. Out of the dusk of Sole Bay materialised a tiny woman in a formal coat that had seen better days. White-haired head resolutely down, she negotiated the forest of disgusting dresses.

‘Annie,’ whispered Dot. ‘Our most loyal customer.’

As amazed at Annie’s existence as she would have been if a unicorn had wandered in, Billie beamed at her.

The wide smile seemed to unnerve the elderly lady who halted, flustered, beside a strapless monstrosity in peach sateen. ‘Am I intruding?’ She asked, in a high, fluting voice steeped in genteel timidity.

‘Of course not, Annie,’ said Dot. ‘This is Billie. She’s Babs’ great-niece, and my new manageress. Tea?’

‘Oh goodness, no.’ Annie responded as if bestiality had been mooted. ‘Just the usual, please, my dear.’ She held out a small notebook.

Taking it from her, Dot removed a fiver from between its pages, scribbled in it, signed it, and handed the notebook back. ‘See you next week.’

‘Goodbye,’ said Annie, carefully, as if she’d just learned the word. The shop bell jangled again as she left.

‘One day,’ mused Dot, ‘she’ll accept a cup of tea from me.’

‘What was all that about?’ asked Billie.

‘Annie’s saving up for a wedding dress. She’s been bringing in a few pounds every now and then for quite some time.’

‘Is the dress for her?’ Billie was intrigued, even if Dot seemed to find this perfectly normal. She was touched, too. The woman had seemed vulnerable, despite her dated, formal demeanour. ‘She’s a bit . . .’ There really was no other word for it. ‘Old, to be buying a wedding dress.’

‘I suppose she is,’ admitted Dot, incuriously, as she tweaked a faded frock. ‘Have you noticed our anti-shoplifting technology?’

Billie had. Pinned to one of the two changing cubicles was a Polaroid of Dot, assuming an unconvincing cross expression, above a sign that read ‘MAKE SURE YOU PEY FOR THAT YOU NAUGHTY OLD THING!’

‘And, of course,’ said Dot, swelling with pride, ‘there’s our Gallery of Happiness.’

A pinboard over the baroque register was studded with yellowing wedding-day photographs. Fat, thin and in-between ladies in white grinned down at them, gripping bouquets and sprays and single stems, accompanied by posses of bridesmaids and flower girls and pages and best men and matrons of honour and, of course, the occasional groom whose face seemed to be sending out mute cries for help, like a hostage in a strangely ornate and well-dressed kidnapping. Billie could almost smell the hairspray. ‘Mugs,’ she whispered, sadly.

‘Sorry?’ Dot evidently thought she’d misheard.

‘Nothing.’ Billie felt ashamed. Now was not the time to lay her personal history on this friendly girl. Longer than Ben Hur, and rather less interesting, The Story could wait. ‘Dot, enough about the shop. Tell me about you.’

‘Oh. Ah.’ Dot seemed wrong-footed, as if she was unaccustomed to talking about herself. ‘I work here. But you know that. I love animals. I believe in reincarnation, you see, so that worm you tread on could be your great-grandfather. And I like poetry.’

Billie didn’t like poetry. It scared her. She could recite snippets of her GCSE requirements, and might recognise Pam Ayres in the street, but would never willingly pick up a poetry book. ‘Music?’ she asked, hoping that she’d found somebody to share day-long Robbie Williams/Abba/Kylie fests with.

‘I love music,’ confirmed Dot. ‘Especially folk. I come from a long line of Morris dancers on my dad’s side.’

There being no answer to that, Billie said, ‘Boyfriends?’

‘Oh, boyfriend.’ Dot stressed the singularity of her beau. ‘I live with Jake.’ Inner lighting clicked on behind Dot’s eyes, and she assumed a look of such bliss that Billie took a step backwards. ‘He’s wonderful. An artist. So talented. A genius. I’m so lucky, so very lucky.’ She paused, before sighing, ‘We’re very much in love.’

It was an avalanche of romance. Billie wanted to pick the pink marshmallow out of her hair. ‘That’s nice. Getting married?’ It seemed an appropriate question to ask in their surroundings.

The inner light flickered. ‘No. But I’m sure he’ll marry me one day.’

That phrasing struck Billie as peculiar. A modern female might be expected to say ‘We’ll marry’ rather than use Dot’s passive language. ‘Wouldn’t worry about it,’ Billie smiled, with a conspiratorial wink. ‘It’s overrated, you know.’

‘Are you married?’ asked Dot.

‘Jesus, no.’ That came out very fast, very scornful. Billie hated the acid that had crept into her tone since last summer. ‘I mean, no,’ she repeated, more gently. ‘Not really my cup of vodka. I’m single. Very, very single. About as single as you can be without being a dead nun.’ She paused, before saying with the eager horror of a serial killer confessing all to the cops, ‘You might as well know from the beginning, Dot. I’m anti-weddings.’

‘Oh.’ Dot jumped, then eyed her disbelievingly. ‘All women like weddings.’

‘Not this one. I’m allergic.’ With a wicked look, Billie teased, ‘We’re a fine pair to run a wedding shop. One immune to the lure of a white dress, the other living in sin.’

‘We’ll do alright.’

Hoping that Dot’s calm confidence was contagious, Billie settled into a spindly chair, then hurriedly stood up again when it swayed dangerously. She followed Dot into the kitchenette and accepted a cup of tea from her. It was, Billie noted approvingly, a good cup of tea: this boded well. Wandering back to the shop floor, she asked, ‘Do you have bank stuff and keys and that for me?’

‘Oh yes. Of course. Babs set up an account for you.’ Dot rummaged in the curtained shelves beneath the glowering cash register, and produced a pile of bank bumph. ‘You can pay me, and yourself, out of the account.’ Looking around her, Dot added, ‘She thought you might like to make a few improvements, as well. Although I can’t see how.’ Dot shrugged her shoulders. ‘We like Barbara’s Brides the way it is, but Babs said you’re to have a free hand with it. Is there anything you’d like to change?’

Instead of baying ‘EVERYTHING!’ into that shining face, Billie marvelled at how unbusinesslike the two women were. And how much they loved this shop, and each other. ‘What’s the turnover?’ She asked, having learned the word in a book called Shopkeeping for Dummies on the train journey.

‘The . . . ?’ Dot looked bemused, like a Neanderthal faced with a microwave.

‘Customers,’ Billie simplified it. ‘How often do you sell a dress?’

‘Ah. Hmm.’ Dot pouted. ‘Let me see.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘We sold a dress in January. No. I tell a lie. It was November.’

‘A dress?’ queried Billie, grasping her mug a little harder. Maybe the ozone had clogged her ears. ‘Last November?’

‘Yes. And somebody bought a marked-down veil for a hen night the other week.’

‘I see.’ So there was no turnover. How on earth did Great Aunty Babs sustain this place?

As if she’d read her mind, Dot said comfortably, ‘Babs often laughs it’s lucky she doesn’t rely on the shop to keep her.’ She gently pulled open the till’s cash drawer to peek at Jenkins, snoring on a luncheon voucher. ‘The husbands left her well off, she says.’

Ah. The husbands. Just one of the reasons Billie’s mother regarded Great Aunty Babs as a geriatric Antichrist. Babs’ history (or ‘career’ as Nancy Baskerville termed it) of marrying wealthy gents in the twilight of their days (or ‘last legs’ if you were Nancy) had raised eyebrows at family gatherings. There had been three husbands, each older, more doddery and with more capital than the last. They died happy, and with airtight wills.

‘Do you mind me asking what you take home?’ Billie braced herself. Even an angelic being like Dot would need money for rent, food and a new handbag every now and then. The sum Dot named made Billie gasp: it would barely have kept her in tights. ‘Is that all?’

‘Oh, I’m not materialistic,’ said Dot, airily. ‘Jake has taught me to reject the false promises of capitalism.’

‘Is that so?’ Billie wasn’t strong on political theory, although you couldn’t beat her on Hollyoaks. Her voice unravelled into a yawn, and she bent to gather up her belongings. It was five thirty, closing time, and outside Sole Bay was already dark. ‘I’m ready to drop now, Dot. It’s been a lot to take in.’ She gathered up her bag and her laptop, from where they lounged by the shop door. That innocuous computer carrycase contained a ticking bomb which had plummeted, unannounced and unwelcome, into her email in-box two weeks ago. A whole fortnight of mustering her courage to read it had got her nowhere: Billie clearly had to work on her mustering skills. Glowing as if it contained kryptonite, the little computer taunted her: it knew she’d run out of excuses and that tonight, on the threshold of her Fresh Start, Billie would finally read that email. ‘Do I reach the flat through the stockroom, or is there an outside entrance?’

‘Flat?’ Dot looked perturbed. ‘What flat?’

This wasn’t in the realm of expected answers, and Billie was thrown. ‘The flat,’ she repeated stupidly. ‘Upstairs.’ Panic coughed and announced itself. ‘Great Aunty Babs’ flat. The one she said I could stay in.’

‘Oh. Oh no.’ Dot’s distress gained momentum. ‘Oh no no no no,’ she wailed. ‘Babs lives on the front, but she’s let out her house to a German family. They’ll be neat, she thought. There’s no flat upstairs, just the stockroom. Unless Babs meant you could sleep on the camp bed.’ Dot seemed unconvinced by her own theory. ‘But it’s all bent. And it’s freezing at night. And a pigeon kind of lives up there.’ She paused, before saying emotionally, ‘And he’s not been himself lately.’

‘I get the picture.’ Billie exhaled slowly. She’d misunderstood her aunt’s written ramblings. ‘Where’s the nearest hotel? The nearest cheap hotel,’ she added, aware of her purse’s shortcomings. This setback was a blow, but Billie squared her shoulders. She could do this. She could drown out the family chorus of doubt and dread, she’d find a way to make this Fresh Start work. Anything, anything, was better than another evening watching her parents rehearse their latest amateur dramatic roles in Chicago: she would rather sleep in a wheelie bin than witness her mother’s galumphing shimmy shake once more.

‘You can stay with us!’ The inspiration prompted Dot’s widest grin yet. ‘In Jake’s cottage.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t . . .’ Billie’s fight was feeble. An artist’s cottage sounded cute and comfy. And cheap. She imagined downy beds, an open fire, gentle conversation.

Practically jumping up and down in her Doc Martens, Dot insisted she could. ‘Look! Here’s Jake now!’ she sang delightedly, as the door opened to admit a tall, lean man. She took his hand. ‘He’ll persuade you. Jake, meet Billie. She’s going to stay with us for a while.’

Gangling, stooped and pale, Jake had babyish curls of translucent, somehow greenish, blond. His face was taut and guarded behind a surprising beard. Young men these days tend not to have beards. Perhaps, mused Billie, he kept budgies in it: it was certainly roomy enough.

Hooded eyes the colour of pondwater met Billie’s and a bolt of antipathy so vehement that she half expected it to be visible crackled between them. Her decision was made. ‘Honestly, it’s fine. I’ll go to a hotel. I don’t want to be any trouble.’

‘Tell her, Jakey.’ Dot was evangelical now. ‘We’d love to have her, wouldn’t we?’

Still silent, Jake regarded Billie with rude frankness, as if she was a second-hand Ford Fiesta he considered overpriced. Dressed in an eclectic assortment of second-hand garments that would guarantee a fancy-dress first prize as The Artful Dodger (or The Pretentious Tosser), he pulled his military greatcoat around him and finally said, ‘OK.’

‘Please,’ Billie tried not to beg. ‘Just point me at a hotel.’ This man smelled of cabbage and something told Billie that his cottage would have no downy beds. His beard appeared to be moving.

‘No, no, you can have the spare room,’ Dot insisted, leaning on her scarecrow-ish swain. ‘As long as you don’t mind sharing with Mrs Fluff.’

‘Mrs . . . ?’

‘Mrs Fluff. Our cat,’ Dot enlightened her. ‘Well, our baby, really.’

Next to cats, Billie’s deepest dread was of cats that were babies ‘really’. She sensed Jake’s spare room creeping nearer, and she flailed, looking for escape. Help came from a surprising quarter.

‘I know of a place you can stay.’ Jake had an impressive assortment of speech impediments, and he spoke low, so that Billie had to lean in to hear. ‘It’s beautiful. It’s free.’ He paused. ‘But you might be too narrow-minded and bourgeois to appreciate it.’

‘Try me,’ said Billie.


Two

Like Marmite and Barbra Streisand, beach huts divide people into two distinct camps. You either love them or you hate them.

Billie loathed Marmite and the way it made her breath smell of the undead; Ms Streisand’s heavy-handed way with a ballad gave her the dry heaves; but she loved beach huts. She was mad about their cheerful décor, their dinky dimensions and their unabashed kiss-me-quick vulgarity.

Mind you, she’d never considered living in one before.

‘You can’t. I won’t allow it.’ As adamant as somebody who weighs less than a toddler can be, Dot was horrified. ‘You’ll never fit all your things in there.’

Hunched in the sleet-lashed dark of the March early evening outside the chalet, Billie jiggled the bag and laptop in her arms. ‘This constitutes my things.’

‘Looks like you fled from a burning building,’ said Jake under his breath.

Glancing sideways at him, Billie wondered if he had any notion how close to the truth he was. ‘It’s so pretty,’ she murmured, taking in the jaunty blue and white stripes of the tiny hut, and the slope of its roof, and the geraniums on its abbreviated deck. ‘Herbert’s Dream II’ announced the hand-painted nameplate: not for Great Aunty Babs the banality of ‘Dun Roamin’ or the whimsy of ‘The Haven’. Who, wondered Billie, was Herbert? And what had he dreamed of, not once but twice? ‘Herbert?’ she queried, aloud.

‘Oh, some ex-husband,’ explained Dot, impatiently. ‘The last one, or the second to last. He had a racehorse called Herbert’s Dream, apparently.’

‘Hence the two.’ Billie nodded, satisfied.

‘Never mind blinking Herbert, there’s no electricity!’ Dot was yelping. ‘And no running water! You’d have to use the public loos!’ She upped the cajoling when there was no change in Billie’s smitten expression. ‘What about a telly?’ She attempted sternness, but it wasn’t her forte: Dot’s voice was calibrated for cooing at kittens. ‘I never watch it, but I think you might.’

Ignoring the worrying questions Dot’s certainty threw up about her mental resources, Billie bluffed, ‘Going without television will be refreshing. I can read, and . . .’ Actually, panicked Billie, what would she do without her Corrie chums, her Sex and the City gal pals and those irrepressible Eastenders with their cockney japes (incest, cocaine deals, gangland killings)? ‘And, erm, embroider,’ she claimed wildly, nimbly inventing a Victorian alter ego.

Scrabbling for inspiration, Dot found it close to hand. ‘The hut is practically in the sea!’

That was the wrong argument to choose. ‘Yes, it is, isn’t it?’ Billie unfurled a half smile. The line of huts sat where Sole Bay dwindled into the surf, at the foot of broad concrete steps leading down from the promenade. Only a few hundred yards of pebbly beach separated Herbert’s Dream II from the North Sea. ‘Practically in the sea,’ repeated Billie dreamily. Scared of weddings but unafraid of sleeping with her feet in salt water, she told Dot and Jake, ‘I’ve always loved the ocean,’ as a cheeky breeze unravelled her hair like knotted knitting.

With a flourish, Dot played her trump card. ‘It’s illegal to live here,’ she declared, arms folded against the insistent attentions of the wind. ‘Babs’ lease only allows daytime use. You could be arrested. And locked up.’ She warmed to her theme. ‘And you’d be in the papers. And you’d be—’

‘Burned at the stake?’ smiled Billie, whose decisiveness came in handy at times like this. ‘I’ve made up my mind. Dot, I know you’re looking out for me, but please don’t worry.’

‘But my gran’s friends with the local bobby . . .’ said Dot, miserably.

Jake spat, ‘Pig lover,’ and curled his lip.

Ignoring him, Billie slipped an arm around Dot’s shoulders. ‘This is my home for the time being. It’ll be alright. Somehow.’ She felt exhilarated, like the time she’d tried paragliding on holiday. Hopefully this venture wouldn’t end with Billie crying and covered in jellyfish, trying to find the Greek for, ‘Please remove this sea urchin from my bra.’

In lieu of the more traditional alarm clock, two gulls the size of spaniels woke Billie the next morning. Raucous as the dregs of a hen night, they swapped seabird gossip on the window sill.

Disoriented, Billie gripped the duvet as her ragged, drowsy thoughts rearranged themselves. She came to and realised that the gulls weren’t monsters, and the duvet wasn’t a duvet: it was a crochet blanket in toning shades of sludge donated the night before by Dot.

The sun bounced off the sea, in through the tiny uncurtained window to illuminate every corner of the whitewashed hut as brightly as a searchlight. Wincing in the glare, Billie made a mental note to organise curtains.

Swinging her legs out of the camp bed rescued from the stockroom, Billie found herself on her knees with the bed closing on her back, like a turtle. She made a mental note to organise a decent bed.

Ten more minutes prompted ten more mental notes. Billie’s new home needed, in no particular order, somewhere to wash, somewhere to cook, somewhere to sit, and somewhere to stand and howl when the absurdity of it all got too much for her. She imagined her parents’ reaction to her new address: the keening would be redoubled, and the prophecies of ruin and despair and dying alone without face-saving husband or mortgage would be trotted out. Unable to frown since her recent facelift, Nancy Baskerville would attempt one of those disturbing gurns that were intended to denote maternal disappointment but, thanks to Harley Street, suggested severe constipation. Shame, then, that Billie’s mobile refused to work in the hut, and spreading the word would have to wait.

Scavenging a Bounty from her bag, which could usually be relied upon to supply an overlooked chocolate bar from its innards, Billie surveyed her home. The economical white wooden space was, at most, one Nigel by two Nigels. Nigel had been her first boyfriend, a dull fifteen-year-old, bad at kissing but obligingly good at insane jealousy. He’d been exactly six foot tall (most of it spots) and, ever since, Billie had found imagining a row of prostrate Nigels to be a handy way of calculating distance.

The beach hut was calm, it was cute, and the gentle shushing of the waves was a welcome substitute for the lupine howls of her mother ‘getting into character’ as Roxie Hart. Bare and white, the room suited Billie’s state of mind. She was a clean page, waiting for life to scribble on her again. She had, Billie promised herself urgently, packed away the pain of the last few months for good. She would be sensible, careful, wise. She would not be – she recalled her family nickname – Batty Billie.

Stretching, her limbs felt looser. Perhaps it was Billie’s imagination, but she chose to believe that the sea was already working its healing magic.

‘It’s basic,’ Billie told the seagulls, as she locked the padlock of the door behind her. ‘But it’s mine.’ She threw in an, ‘All mine!’ and a throaty horror-movie chuckle for good measure.

A door two huts down banged, and Billie jumped, suddenly remembering her fugitive status. Standing on the step of a pristine hut was a tall, fair man, his features blurred in the glare of the sun, and his white-blond hair glowing like a halo.

‘He’s seen me.’ Billie tried to look nonchalant. She couldn’t do Nonchalant very well, so she tried Cocky. When that, too, fell flat she opted for Furtive and scuttled up the steps. She looked back, shading her eyes with her hand. The man had gone.

Clear, watery sunshine drenched the small town of Sole Bay as Billie walked to work. The blues and whites and pinks and creams of the houses and shops suited this mild weather perfectly. Her four-minute meander through the awakening streets contrasted pleasingly with the sweaty commute she’d endured until two days previously. Struggling to secure a sticky velour seat on the bus, Billie had started every day in her snot-coloured suburb in a foul mood.

Today, though, Billie found herself nodding a cheery, ‘Good morning!’ to the people she passed. The town affected her that way, as if she’d been rinsed in the waves overnight, and woken up not as a grubby Londoner, with bad manners and a permafrown, but as an extra in a gentle black and white comedy of English country life.

Sole Bay was a place out of time. A genteel hand stopped the clocks in the 1950s: the idyllic photogenic 50s, when kindly shopkeepers slipped gobstoppers to kiddywinks, not those other horrid 1950s when pregnant teenagers were disowned and women weren’t allowed orgasms in case it gave them fancy ideas.

No, Sole Bay was a pocket of charm and Englishness, the exact geographical equivalent of Margaret Rutherford. Its narrow streets veered off the cobbled main square at crazy, pre-town-planning angles, and Billie took a wrong turning or two before she discovered Little Row, where the shop waited for her.

Barbara’s Brides squatted dead centre in a sedate strip of genteel, prosperous businesses. To the right was a proper butcher’s, cool and dim with sawdust on the floor. A red-faced man in a striped apron, perfect casting for Kindly Butcher, winked at Billie as she glanced in. She tittered, and allowed herself a private preen, even though the butcher made her Gramps look hot. When a girl has been shrouded under dust sheets for the best part of a year, she appreciates any and all winks.

On the other side of her great-aunt’s establishment was a picture-perfect sweet shop. Home-made fudge peeked out provocatively through the Georgian-style mullioned window. Its sugary charms weren’t lost on Billie, who leered in like a lecher in a lingerie department.

‘Sweet tooth?’ asked a voice from the doorway. A chubby lady, somewhere between sixty and a thousand, stood in a floury apron sweeping her porch.

‘Not really. Kind of.’ Billie’s sweet tooth, like her tendresse for Simon Cowell, wasn’t something she readily admitted to, despite the fact she’d once had an out-of-body experience by the Pick ’n’ Mix.

‘Taste that.’ A cube of fudge was produced from the woman’s pinny pocket and held out between sugared fingers. ‘Just made it. New recipe.’ Her hair was Elvis black, although the style owed more to the Bride of Frankenstein.

Billie made an entirely new sound: vowel-less and fruity, it was impossible to translate but denoted dangerous levels of bliss.

‘You the great-niece?’ Billie’s new neighbour looked her slowly up and down, not unkindly.

‘No secrets in this town, are there?’ laughed Billie.

‘You’d be surprised.’ The woman didn’t laugh. Her round face was doughy, and her eyes were like two raisins sunk in it. Raisins don’t usually glitter, but these two certainly did. ‘Nowt like Babs, are you?’

‘Not really.’ Billie shrugged apologetically. ‘Sorry.’ She held out her hand. ‘I’m Billie.’

The woman took her hand and shook it heartily. ‘Zelda,’ she said, sucking another piece of fudge. Her sweeping resumed. The interview was evidently terminated, for Zelda had started to sing to herself, a falsetto, East Country-accented version of ‘Don’t Cha Wish Your Girlfriend Was Hot Like Me?’

The handwritten ‘Clossed’ sign was still showing on Barbara’s Brides’ door. Billie had a quick game of push-me-pull-you with the big rusty key in the old lock, before falling in and wading through the pizza delivery leaflets, invitations to take out a nought-per-cent credit card, and a pamphlet for a donkey sanctuary addressed to Dot. Righting herself, Billie switched on the lights, noting how little impact they made on the soupy gloom at the back of the shop.

Swinging her laptop up on to the counter, Billie unzipped it slowly. She’d run out of excuses. The lack of electricity in Herbert’s Dream II had given her a reprieve for the night, but it really, truly, honestly was time to confront her email.

‘Morning!’ Dot, all bangles and hemp, clattered in on rainbow-coloured clogs.

‘Morning,’ echoed Billie. Tucking away the laptop, she told herself piously that she needed privacy to read the email.

‘Your crash course in wedding-dress shoppery starts here,’ beamed Dot, as she held up one forefinger. Slowly, she pressed down on the switch of an ancient radio on a high shelf. ‘East Coast FM. Always on in the background,’ she explained, as a Beatles track tinnily filled the room.

‘Right.’ Billie nodded. She nodded again when Dot picked up the kettle and filled it sl-o-wly from the tap, as if Billie might have been new to the complex world of the cuppa. She nodded again when Dot held up a tea bag, displayed it from all angles, and then placed it in a chipped mug with all the care of a bomb disposal expert.

It was going to be a long day. Remembering to nod and say ‘Got it’ at intervals, Billie’s mind wandered as Dot pottered about, putting the change (and the mouse) in the till, primping the tired stock and waking the shop up for the day ahead. Rescuing Great Aunty Babs’ letter from under the stratum of make-up, mobile, magazines and sweet wrappers in her bag, Billie looked it over again.

The letter had arrived out of the blue. Kept apart by her mother’s disapproval, Billie and her great-aunt hadn’t met for ten years. Postcards had been exchanged, and Billie could rely on her birthday cheque for two pounds and fifty pee, but this chatty, intimate letter had been a surprise.


‘I’m being very cheeky,’ Great Aunty Babs had written in her meandering hand. ‘But if you cud take some time out of your bizy life to help me, I’d be so greatfull.’


‘Bizy.’ Huh. How Billie had snorted the first time she’d read that at her desk in the telesales office. Since last summer Billie’s bizy life had been one long round of banging her head against the wall trying to forget last summer, to a backdrop of her mother’s suggestions that she go on a diet, try Botox, buy a smart raincoat.

To earn some running-away money, Billie had taken a job so dull that a letter from an OAP counted as kicks: she flogged double-glazed conservatories over the phone, extolling their virtues from a laminated list as if they were the Taj Mahal rather than glorified lean-tos.

By contrast, her great-aunt’s life had sounded packed. ‘I long to meet an Australian gent I have been corisponding with,’ Great Aunty Babs had explained, the girlish breathlessness leaping off the page. ‘I have high hopes of Colin, so I may stey for six months,’ Great Aunty Babs’ vagueness was the stuff of Baskerville family legend. ‘Or longer. Or less. Or forever. Cud you help me out and look after the shop? I can pey you, and you’ll have a free hand with any improovments. Your the boss! If you say yes, it would be a lifeline.’ She’d underlined that last word three times.

Does a lifeline work if there’s someone pulling at both ends? Suddenly the A5 Basildon Bond had morphed into Billie’s passport to her Fresh Start.

Trapped in uncharted suburbia, wearing a telephone headset straight out of Star Trek in an air-conditioned, fluorescent-lit box with carpet tiles on the walls, Billie had yearned for beauty. And adventure. And a reason to get out of bed in the morning.

Folding the letter into its well-worn creases, Billie looked out at Little Row as Dot handed her a cup of tea. Perhaps this windswept, sun-tickled, generous little town was offering her all these things.

‘It’s time we dressed that poor bint in the window,’ said Billie decisively, taking her first step as fledgling manageress.

‘Okey-dokey.’ Dot stepped up into the window display. ‘What shall we put her in? A nice shepherdess gown?’

There’s no such thing as a nice shepherdess gown, but Billie kept her heresy to herself, and plucked a simple white nylon shift off the rails. Just carrying it across the shop floor made her hair stand on end; it could easily combust during the first dance. ‘Let’s try this.’ She clambered up beside Dot, and they began to dress the naked mannequin.

The dummy fought back. Those long hard fingers were vicious. ‘Now!’ gasped Billie, holding back the harpy for Dot to push its arm through a sleeve.

Pulling the arm off, Dot staggered backwards, ploughing into a pyramid of confetti boxes.

‘This means war!’ Billie was quite enjoying the fray, but the ting of the bell above the door stopped all the action in the window.

A heavy-hipped, middle-aged woman with a perm was grinning coyly up at them. Knowing that paying customers were rarer than guitar-playing chickens, Billie smiled back, then looked to Dot, who looked right back at her.

‘Your customer, Miss Billie,’ she said gently, a faint challenge in her blue eyes.

‘Of course, Miss Dot.’ Taking up the gauntlet, Billie clambered, heavy-footed, out of the tangle of limbs in the window. ‘How can I help?’

‘I’m getting married!’ the woman told her, unnecessarily. ‘Look.’ She waggled a diamond the size of a distant full stop at Billie. ‘Me! Imagine.’

‘Congratulations,’ said Billie. From her lips it sounded ever so slightly like ‘Condolences’: her allergies would have to be overcome if she was to make a go of Barbara’s Brides. She shot a look at Dot for support, but she was sitting in the debris of the window reading a leaflet about a hedgehog hospital. ‘When’s the big day?’ This seemed like a sensible, practical question.

‘As soon as I can get over there.’ The woman paused for effect, before saying in a determinedly casual way, ‘He’s from the States, you see.’ She paused again. ‘He’s American.’

‘Yes. I suppose he would be.’ Selling wedding dresses might not be as straightforward as Billie had hoped. ‘Any idea which style you’re after?’ she asked, hoping that the customer preferred the dated, the hideous or the downright Barbara Cartland, as that was all the shop had to offer. When her question provoked a blank, almost scared, response, Billie suggested helpfully, ‘What kind of dress does your fiancé like to see you in?’

‘Oh, he’s never seen me.’

‘But . . .’ Billie flashed a look at Dot: engrossed in her leaflet, she seemed to be crying. ‘Then, how . . .’

‘We met on the internet.’ Eager to chat, the woman leaned her elbows on the counter. ‘I knew immediately he was the one. I’ve written to other men on Death Row but none were as sensitive, as thoughtful, as interested in Emmerdale as him.’

‘Death . . .’ Billie had lost the knack of ending her sentences.

‘Yes. Maybe you’ve heard of him?’ Animated with pride, the bride-to-be said encouragingly, ‘The Mississippi Mutilator? I just call him Len.’ She looked wistfully into the middle distance for a moment. ‘My Len.’

After a surreal half-hour, the bride-to-be bounced off in her stretch denims carrying a magnolia terylene drop waist that fitted her like a (rather nasty) glove and needed no alteration, and a surprisingly pretty diamanté headdress.

As the door clanged shut, Billie punched the air. She’d made her first sale. And to a serial killer’s fiancée. She swivelled round to Dot. ‘Have you ever heard anything like it?’ she gasped. ‘I could hardly believe it.’

‘Me neither,’ sniffled Dot, dabbing at her eyes. She held up a picture of a hedgehog with a plaster on its snout. ‘All the suffering in this crazy old world of ours.’

Billie frowned at Dot. For quite a long time. Perhaps there was something in the Sole Bay water supply. Perhaps soon Billie would date mass murderers, and sob over pictures of under-the-weather woodland creatures.

Perhaps she’d even learn to love weddings.

Nah.


Three

It was an anniversary of sorts. A whole week had passed since Billie had jumped feet first into the world of weddings. A celebratory pasty had been bought from Mr Dyke the butcher to mark the occasion in the best possible way.

‘He makes a mean pasty, that Mr Dyke,’ mumbled Billie through greasy lips.

Watching her sorrowfully, her vegeterian assistant – who apologised to quark before eating it – said, ‘There’s been a Dyke in Sole Bay for generations. This town is built on Dykes.’ If she was aware of her pile-up of double entendres, she didn’t show it. ‘You can trust a Dyke.’

‘Indeed,’ giggled Billie, whose tastes in food and humour were similarly lowbrow.

‘Although,’ began Dot, in an undertone, lips pursed, ‘he is a bit of a one.’

‘A one?’

‘A one,’ said Dot, suggestively. ‘Kept a few beds warm over the years, according to my gran.’

‘The butcher?’ Billie was incredulous. ‘But he’s got ruddy cheeks and a round tummy and a handlebar moustache.’

‘He’s a beast,’ whispered Dot, emphatically.

‘He’s a cute old fella.’

‘He’s a hound. Had everyone. Everyone.’

‘But . . .’ Billie wasn’t sure she wanted to hear this about her cosy new town. ‘He’s married.’

‘Poor Zelda had—’ Dot peered out of the door and lowered her voice when she realised that Zelda was outside, washing her shop windows and warbling ‘Smack My Bitch Up’. ‘Poor Zelda had her heart broken by him years ago. Nobody knows exactly what happened, but people say that’s why she’s the way she is.’ Dot shook her head sadly. ‘She’s been driven wild with sexual jealousy.’

Billie had to protest. ‘Zelda? She wears surgical stockings!’

‘Evidently, they are no barrier to passion,’ said Dot, sagely.

‘I don’t know if I can look his meat in the face again,’ sighed Billie.

And there the double entendres ended for the time being, as Billie’s mobile chirped at her from across the room.

Temperamental as a coked-up supermodel, and similarly picky about where it deigned to work, Billie’s phone didn’t like the reception in Herbert’s Dream II, in the front of the shop, the back of the shop, the yard, the stockroom or the street. Apparently it did like the reception where it sat, balanced on a pile of 1980s bridal magazines.

‘Oh. You.’ Ashamed at her own disloyalty, Billie was reluctant to pick up when she read her caller ID. Blood is thicker than pasty, however, so she pressed a button and said a cheery, ‘Hi, big bro.’ It was advisable to sound cheery around Sly: he homed in on misery like a cruising vulture and liked to pick it apart. At length.

‘Sis,’ cooed her brother in the silky, would-I-lie-to-you tone he’d cultivated since setting himself up as a motivational guru. ‘I’m worried about you.’

This was a standard opener. Sly claimed to worry about everybody, from his nearest and dearest to bus conductors. Billie had long ago rumbled his global concern as an expert way of opening people up. Opening people up was a vital part of Sly’s trade. ‘Why?’ she asked, dripping innocence. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Mum and Dad are worried, too.’

That meant that Mum was worried – very vocally – and that Dad had nodded over the top of his newspaper. ‘I called her last night and told her everything was great.’ Billie’s teeth were starting to grit of their own accord.

‘She tells me you’re living in a shed?’ Sly sounded baffled, like a Daily Mail subscriber encountering a Goth. ‘You can understand why we’re worried.’ Billie could almost hear him cocking his head to one side, a considerate, yet wise, Labrador. ‘Are things really that bad?’


No, Billie longed to yell. They’re that good! ‘It’s not a shed, it’s a beach hut, er, house, kind of thing.’ She could have told her brother that she felt liberated and feather-light, that she was sleeping well for the first time in a long time, that feeling was returning to various numb parts of her. Billie didn’t tell him any of these things, because she couldn’t find words he would accept. Perhaps they weren’t minted yet. She contented herself with, ‘I’m enjoying myself, honest.’

‘So you’re going ahead with this whole shop stunt?’

Stiffening, Billie launched into what she could remember of her yoga breathing. (She’d only gone to one lesson, scared off by the sight of so many leotards.) She threw back her shoulders: conversations with Sly left her hunched like a Grimms’ fairy-tale witch. ‘Yup.’ Years of deference to her older brother, the Goldenballs of the Baskervilles, meant she could never defend herself properly. Why, she longed to ask, was it a stunt? Why the contemptuous language?

‘Are you sure it’s healthy?’ Healthy was one of Sly’s professional buzzwords, along with ‘nourishing’, ‘positive’, and ‘major credit cards accepted’. ‘With your unfortunate history?’

‘Yup.’

‘Mum tells me the shop is a mouldy old dump off the beaten track.’

Unable to argue with that, Billie simply said, ‘Well, I like it.’ Then she surprised herself by saying, ‘It feels like home.’ She glanced across at Dot, who was up a ladder rearranging garters on a high shelf. Dot wrinkled her nose down at her.

‘I’m coming up to the back of beyond to see for myself,’ announced Sly. He announced everything, like a newsreader.

‘It’s not the back of beyond,’ protested Billie. ‘It’s got a Tesco Metro.’

‘Hey! Does your shop have a workforce?’ asked Sly, as if inspiration had struck.

‘It’s got a Dot, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Tip top. We’ll hold an Inner Winner (trademark applied for) seminar!’

‘Noooo!’ Billie reacted as if her brother had offered her a nice cup of sick.

‘It’s on the house, don’t worry,’ said Sly, magnanimously. ‘My seminars are proven to improve productivity one thousand per cent.’

One thousand per cent of almost nowt is still pretty small, but Billie managed a weak, ‘Thank you,’ because she was that kind of girl.

‘No need to thank me. What are families for?’

Billie braced herself. One of Sly’s aphorisms was galloping towards her.

‘They’re forever.’ Sly made sure his smile was audible. ‘(Copyright applied for.) Bye.’

Stepping daintily down from the ladder with dust in her fringe, Dot said in a gentle voice, ‘You look ever so churned up. Shall I make you a cup of chamomile tea? Or perhaps you’d like to cuddle Jenkins for a while?’

‘Not really.’ Billie had sneaked a good look at Dot’s mouse: he only had one ear and his tail was frayed. ‘Thanks, though,’ she added hastily, busying herself with tidying the dog-eared magazines as she slowly came off the boil.

Families in books or on television ‘supported’ each other. They ‘were there’ for each other, they were ‘what life is all about’. Why, then, did any contact with Billie’s kin make her feel as clenched as a handknit emerging from a boil wash? It had been impossible to express herself to Sly, as if somebody had nipped in and neatly gagged her while she was on the phone.

The anger Billie felt was ugly, and unwelcome, and had to find an outlet more appropriate than slamming out-of-date magazines on top of one another. A killing spree in Sole Bay would only annoy her new neighbours, so instead she reverted to the yoga breathing, which led to a protracted coughing fit. Dot slapped her heartily on the back, which was far more uncomfortable than the coughing fit, but as the dowdy shop swam back into focus, a new determination sharpened up as well.

Billie would show them. She’d make a go of this. More than a go of it, she’d make a success of Barbara’s Brides. Her mother and her father and her brother would have to admit that, for once, Billie had done them proud. In her mind’s eye, as she stood sipping the water Dot forced anxiously on her, Billie was starring in a miniseries about the struggle of one dynamic, beautiful woman to build an empire of groundbreaking wedding-dress shops: her wardrobe was by Stella McCartney and her face was borrowed from Sienna Miller.

More realistically, a lower-key plan was crystallising: its midwife was Sly’s disapproval. Too nervous to share her schemes with Dot just yet, Billie finished her water and stared out of the window.

Immediately, she wished she hadn’t. Staring right back at her was a tall man, his legs superlong in black jeans and his hands stuck in the pockets of his leather jacket.

Hastily transferring her gaze to a damaged thong reduced to sixteen pence (and still overpriced), Billie shivered. He was the guy who’d spotted her that very first morning, who’d ensured that she now nipped up and down the steps to Herbert’s Dream II like a lumpen cat burglar. She dared a glance out of the window.

He’d gone. But the fear he’d provoked lingered. That tall, blond man had the power to have her evicted from her niche. His eyes, she couldn’t help noticing, had been blue. Very blue. Beautifully blue, some might say, if they weren’t scared shitless by them.

Two more pounds were dropped into the tin allocated for Annie’s fund. Once again she politely refused tea, and seemed terribly embarrassed by Billie’s attempts to chat about the improving weather, looking this way and that as if searching for an escape.

After she left, in her dignified shabby coat and clutching one of those massive handbags elderly ladies wield like shields, Billie said approvingly, ‘What a nice old girl.’

‘Huh!’ Zelda’s sour honk from the corner startled Billie. She hadn’t seen her neighbour come in, nor heard the shop bell. ‘Why do old people have to be nice? Nobody expects youngsters to be nice,’ she cawed, one false fingernail toying with a lock of unlikely black hair. ‘I was never nice, and I don’t intend to take it up now.’

Smiling indulgently, Dot insisted, ‘Oh you are nice, Zelda. You’re lovely.’

Who, Billie wondered, would be considered less than lovely in Dot’s universe? Jack the Ripper? Vlad the Impaler? Or would Dot argue that they were misunderstood and needed a cuddle? ‘We like you just the way you are, Zelda,’ she laughed. Zelda was omnipresent, like God and Lulu, as much a part of the fixtures and fittings of Barbara’s Brides as the flammable dresses.

‘How’s that Jake treating you, darlin’?’ Zelda asked Dot.

‘You know Jake,’ answered Dot dreamily.

‘That’s why I’m asking,’ growled Zelda. ‘If he doesn’t do right by you . . .’ She left her sentence unfinished, but managed to induce visions of mediaeval martyrs being boiled alive in oil in Billie’s mind. Zelda’s attention was diverted, suddenly, like a cat being distracted by a sweet wrapper dangling on a piece of string. ‘Hey! You!’ she shouted, darting into the street. ‘MANEATER!’ she howled, at the slowly disappearing back of an anorak on a shaky mobility vehicle.

The door shuddered shut behind Zelda, and Billie looked over at Dot, who, as usual, had light to shed.

‘A love rival,’ she explained. ‘Mrs Davis has been linked with Mr Dyke in the past.’

‘A love rival on a mobility vehicle . . .’ Billie turned the notion this way and that.

‘It’s NFSB,’ said Dot. She paused, before elucidating. ‘Normal for Sole Bay.’

Surprising herself, Billie shadowed Dot, greedily hoovering up every detail of running Barbara’s Brides. Such motivation was new to Billie. Back at the telesales office she’d always been the last back from lunch, Quavers shards down her front, and the first to sprint through the door on the stroke of five.

She knew why she was so keen. The reason was the only thing that had ever motivated Billie: love. Billie was in love with this neglected old treasure and had stopped trying to talk herself out of it. Her feeling for the shop was the rocket fuel for her new plans, plans she still hadn’t shared with Dot.

Billie’s fears that nobody ever crossed the threshold were unfounded. Locals popped in all the time. They chatted, they drank tea, they doled out home-made biscuits, they sat on and creased the stock, they drew moustaches on the brides in the magazines. Almost the only activity they didn’t indulge in was buying.

Dot trotted through the rudiments of bookkeeping, which involved handwriting receipts, skewering them on a spike and then losing the spike. Filing was confusing. ‘Why,’ asked Billie, ‘are the water rates under T?’

‘T for taps,’ explained Dot, kindly, as if dealing with a simpleton.

‘Of course.’

The last stocktake had been in 1999. Filed under D for Dresses, it made chilling reading. Only forty gowns had been sold in the intervening years.

The two plump ladies who did the alterations dropped in with some undercooked flapjacks, to tell Billie how much they disapproved of Great Aunty Babs’ practice of holding a sizable stock of ready-to-wear dresses for the last-minute or impatient bride, an idea which struck Billie as unusually sensible.

She was less impressed with the ‘fibbing tape’, a special tape measure for the larger customer, which took two inches off all vital statistics. ‘That’s treating women like silly girlies,’ protested Billie.

‘We’re protecting them,’ corrected Dot, placidly.

‘Who says they need protecting? If they ate the cakes they can face up to the inches. Why does everybody assume that women’s brains dribble out of their ears the moment a wedding is mentioned?’ Billie harrumphed, pushing the fibbing tape to the back of a drawer. ‘Perfect weddings are just another stress, another impossible ideal that we can’t live up to.’

‘Well, I love weddings,’ said Dot, happily.

The half smile told Billie that Dot couldn’t quite believe her, as if deep down anybody with half an ovary felt the tug of the aisle. ‘I loathe them,’ she said, emphatically. ‘Weddings are an evil scam, designed to shackle you forever to some git you met at a nightclub.’ She sped up, warming to her theme, perhaps goaded by Dot’s look of horror. ‘I mean, why should we change our surnames? Don’t women’s surnames matter? Why do we agree to lose a third of our body weight and truss ourselves up in white lace? Why do we put ourselves into debt so that uncles we’ve never met can cruise the buffet in a stripey marquee? When did love become big business? What’s so bloody special about a white dress anyway?’

‘Right. OK.’ Dot cowered, busying herself with a partner-less, elbow-length glove. She seemed at a loss for what to say. ‘So you really don’t like weddings, then?’ she said, eventually.

‘No.’ Billie, ashamed for dumping such vitriol at Dot’s clogs, apologised. ‘Sorry, Dot. That rant sounded very bitter. Ignore me.’

‘I reckon you’ll give in and get married,’ persevered Dot. She was, Billie had come to realise, a persevering perseverer. ‘One day. Bet you.’

‘I promise that if I ever get married I will hand you a million pounds.’ Billie knew her future earnings were safe. ‘In cash.’

‘Ooooh!’ beamed Dot, as gleeful as if the money was already in the bank. ‘I’ll open a badger sanctuary!’

Marvelling at the differing ways to blow a million – Billie’s own dream scenario involved a sports car, a mews house and a forthright offer for a few hours of George Clooney’s down time – Billie began to listlessly rearrange a rail of squeaky man-made fabric dresses. One stood out as a real Babs special. It was a nightmare of ruffles and bows and flounces and frills. Billie had never used the word ‘furbelows’ before, but she suspected there might be one on this dress. ‘Look at the state of this,’ she laughed, holding it against her for Dot to see.

Usually reliable for a giggle, Dot was straight-faced. ‘Can you honestly say,’ asked Dot, gazing penetratingly at her boss, ‘that you’ve never even fantasised about what you’d wear at your own wedding?’

‘Well . . .’ Billie shoved the hanger back on the rail. Perhaps it was time for Billie to tell Dot her story. The Story. The one that defined her these days, much as she kicked against that fact. ‘I didn’t just fantasise.’

‘You had a wedding!’ Dot squawked, straightening up. ‘But you said . . .’

‘I said I’m single.’ Billie straightened the pleats on an obnoxious number in off-white velveteen.

‘So . . .’ Dot trod carefully, a pained look on her face as she groped her way along the facts, reminding Billie of her grandmother watching CSI. ‘So, you’re divorced?’

‘Nope. The Story’s better than that.’ Billie conjured up a pallid smile. ‘Pin back your ears. This is a classic,’ she said ruefully. ‘My wedding day went like clockwork, Dot.’

Dot gasped. She really was an excellent audience.

‘The twenty-third of August last year. A Thursday. James’s parents’ anniversary. A soppy touch. Very James. There was a bit of moaning from the guests about having to take a day off work. Our local church was garlanded with lilac and white flowers. The wedding had a theme, see. Lilac and white.’ Billie shook her head, amazed that she was capable of having not only a wedding, but one with a theme. ‘It looked stunning. My mother’s new facelift hadn’t quite settled down – she still looked mildly startled at all times – but she looked stunning, too. And, somehow, so did I,’ said Billie wonderingly, remembering her reflection in the long mirror of her five-star hotel suite. ‘God knows how, but the make-up artist had somehow given me new skin. I’d lost pounds to get into a vicious brocade monster of a dress that laced up the back and cut off my breathing, but took years of sitting on my bum off my bum.’

Billie sank into the rickety chair. ‘My dad’s speech had been edited down to forty minutes, and we’d persuaded him to ditch the slide show and most of the Venn diagrams. The bridesmaids were overexcited. My brother was ushering for all he was worth. Only one detail fell short of the required perfection.’ She turned a grubby veil over and over in her hands. ‘No groom.’

‘He jilted you!’ Dot put a hand to her mouth, as if she was watching a horror film. ‘At the altar?’

‘Not quite. It doesn’t even qualify as your archetypal jilt.’ Billie attempted a laugh, but it came out as more of a Jenkins-style squeak. ‘There was a note, just before we were due to leave for the church. Cold feet, all the way up to the neck. No real reasons, just excuses. And a few accusations. None of them founded on anything. But there was a desire to run, to be free, between every line. All of a sudden it was as if we’d never been in love at all.’ Billie’s brightened expression wouldn’t fool a cat, let alone a sensitive soul like Dot. ‘All for the best really. I mean, if a person can do that to you, they’re not really marriage material, are they?’

Dot wasn’t reflecting the change in tone. The poor girl looked fresh from a screening of Bambi. ‘Now I get it,’ she said softly.

‘Weddings are just a con, a charade, an excuse to part gullible lovebirds from their money.’ Billie tossed the veil into the air for punctuation, and it spiralled slowly to the brown floorboards as Dot had the last word.

‘If you really believed that,’ she said carefully, as if exploring a patch of Sole Bay studded with landmines, ‘you wouldn’t love this place as much as you do.’

Shutting up shop, Billie gingerly shooed Zelda’s cat from her porch. A malignant black bathmat, the grumpy feline boasted a catalogue of ailments that included ticks, scurvy, rickets and the odd phantom pregnancy, which was rare in a tomcat. Dot referred to him as ‘courageous’, or ‘an old trooper’, but Billie preferred ‘smelly’ as a catch-all description.

Raven, who didn’t take kindly to being shooed, glared up at Billie with glowing orange eyes, and stayed where he was.

‘OFF!’ shouted Billie, refusing to be bested by what looked like an abandoned hat. Eventually, she stepped over him, glowering down. ‘Who do you think you are?’ she hissed at him.

The look that Raven gave her suggested that he knew exactly who he was, thank you, and what’s more, he knew all about her. Billie couldn’t quell the foolish thought that Raven knew what a coward she was. Somehow, the flat-faced cat knew that once again, she had carefully put away her laptop without reading James’s email.


Four

Like a bemused victim of Trinny and Susannah, Herbert’s Dream II had been made over. A fortnight had transformed him from a drab bachelor to a jaunty hut-about-town.

The entire innards had been painted with a job lot of brilliant white. A blitz on Sole Bay’s charity shops has furnished it with change from a twenty-pound note. Arranging a mishmash of striped and flowery cushions on her new, narrow but comfortable, wrought-iron bed, Billie thanked God for the out-of-touch matrons who ran charity shops: they had never heard of shabby chic and priced accordingly.

The challenge was to shoehorn in mod cons without obliterating Herbert’s seaside-y charms. A ‘rescued’ deckchair was recovered in chintz. A second-hand camp table, fresh from a career of facilitating OAP picnics in lay-bys, supported a camp stove. Beneath the table sat a washing-up bowl and a washing-Billie bowl, their bright colours contrasting cheerily with the gingham curtains Dot had run up.

Billie’s scant collection of clothes hung around the walls on hooks, Shaker style. Or can’t-afford-a-wardrobe style. Her jeans were spreadeagled by the door, and a smock dangled over the deckchair.

A water container squatted alongside the table. Filling it from the communal tap was a chore that Billie had come to dread. Hobbling back over the pebbles, the container banging against her shins, she imagined bystanders doing double takes and hissing, Sherlock Holmes-like, ‘Hold hard! Isn’t that a mighty large receptacle for an individual permitted to use the premises for recreational purposes only?’ That container was a pitiless tyrant, and the fraught, bruising forays to the standpipe punctuated Billie’s schedule the way reality shows once had.

Battery-operated lanterns slung from the beams cast a forgiving amber light over Billie as she read herself to sleep each night, from her new library of second-hand books. Fear of encountering a bogey on each page couldn’t spoil the contrasting delights of Jane Austen and Jackie Collins.

Now that she had a modicum of comfort (cross-legged midnight scampers to the public loos aside), Billie relished returning to her kooky little haven after a day of toil at the Barbara’s Brides coalface. Two weeks into her Fresh Start, she was still comparing her journey home through Sole Bay with the assault-course commute back at her parents’. She had swapped a dark walk home along deserted streets, looking over her shoulder and imagining burly ne’er-do-wells in the bushes, for a trot past candy-coloured house fronts, guided by the swishing petticoats of the sea. Lights came on in the houses as she passed them, painting small square patches of pavement, as the lighthouse further down the coast swept its paternal gaze over them all every few seconds.

Reaching the broad steps that led down to the darkness of the beach, Billie looked left and right, studiously casual and screamingly obvious. With scant acting skills inherited from her mother, Billie minced down the first two steps as if she didn’t have a care in the world, then broke into a gallop on the second two.

After a brief tussle with the padlock, Billie was in, and soon the kettle was whistling unselfconsciously, unaware of its criminal status. Observing all her homecoming rituals, she switched on the lanterns, turned on East Coast FM and clambered into her pyjamas. The evening phone-in about a recent report that caravans cause cancer swirled about the hut unheard as Billie lay back on her charity cushions with a soothing mint tea to contemplate her bedtime reading.

No Regency coyness or bonkbuster knicker-ripping tonight. Billie had sought out Sole Bay’s library earlier in the day and, after making Annie jump out of her zip-up tartan boots with a whispered ‘Hello!’ in the romance section, had used the facilities to print out James’s email.

Even the most dedicated coward has to give in and face the music sometime. Billie was a noted coward, her craft honed through long years forging notes for the PE teacher (her periods were eligible for the Guinness Book of World Records), telling boyfriends it wasn’t them it was her (even though it was definitely them), reassuring her mother she didn’t look too old at fifty-eight to play Sandy in Grease, and avoiding her rear view in those cruelly comprehensive movable mirrors shops see fit to install in their changing rooms these days. But that was the old Billie.

The new, businesslike model faced up to things. Folded in her hand, the printed-out email looked innocuous. It could have been a shopping list, or a note to say, ‘GONE TO BINGO. YOUR DINNER’S IN THE DOG.’

Opening it, she winced. The title in the subject box was ‘Sorry’. Just a short word, but it towered over Billie like Ayers Rock. A ‘sorry’ email usually arrived when somebody had to cancel lunch, or they’d lost the tattered Marian Keyes she’d lent them: it couldn’t begin to cover what had gone on between Billie and James.

Billie was nonplussed, and she much preferred being plussed. With a tiny mew she dipped her toe in the freezing water.


Hi there. How’s tricks? Long time no see!



Billie reread that first line. James was addressing her as if they’d once attended an Esperanto evening class together. She swallowed. The ‘sorry’ of the title turned out to be punily anticlimactic:


Sorry I haven’t been in touch!



‘Eh?’ thought Billie, dumbly. Of course he hadn’t been ‘in touch’. The break-up had been bloodier than The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. Those exclamation marks made her pout. James loathed them, yet here he was scattering them willy-nilly. Billie read on, the suspicion dawning that her ex-fiancé had swapped his sober, accountant’s personality with a surfer dude.


I’ve joined a gym! Yes, me! I pump iron and feel the pain and generally make a tit of myself on all the scary expensive equipment. Afterwards I go for a curry and down a few beers – that’s what you’re meant to do, isn’t it?!



Here the slew of exclamation marks abruptly stopped. Perhaps there was a hole in the bottom of James’s exclamation-mark bag.
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