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Chapter One

 

The morning sun slanted through the windows of Annie's Diner, casting warm stripes across the booth where I sat with my usual cup of coffee. Black, two sugars. Some things never change.

Pippa was curled up on the seat beside me, her oversized ears at attention, watching the door with the intensity of a tiny sentinel. She knew Jamie would be arriving any minute, and Jamie always brought treats.

"You spoil that dog," Annie said, refilling my cup without being asked. "Between me and that girl, Pippa's going to need her own personal trainer."

"She walks two miles a day with me. She can afford a few treats."

Annie snorted. "Two miles. At your age. You're something else, Miss Dora Lee."

I smiled and said nothing. Let people think what they wanted about my age.

The bell over the door chimed, and Pippa's tail went into overdrive. Jamie Patton walked in, her red hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, a canvas bag slung over one shoulder. She was wearing one of my pieces, a structured blazer in deep plum that we had made together last month. It looked beautiful on her.

"Morning, Miss Dora Lee." She slid into the booth across from me and pulled a small paper bag from her pocket. "Morning, Miss Pippa."

Pippa accepted her treat with great dignity, then immediately begged for another.

"One," I said firmly. "We talked about this."

Jamie grinned and tucked the bag away. "She's very persuasive."

"She's shameless. There's a difference."

Annie appeared with a coffee for Jamie without being asked. That was the thing about regulars. After a while, Annie just knew.

"You two are in early," Annie observed. "Big day at the shop?"

"Fittings this afternoon," Jamie said. "Mrs. Whitmore is coming in for her gala dress."

"The opera gala?"

"The Met gala," I corrected. "Opera was last month."

Annie shook her head. "I can't keep track of all these galas. How many fancy parties does this city need?"

"As many as they can fit on the calendar, apparently."

Martin Holloway grunted from two booths down. He was reading his newspaper, same as every morning, his coffee growing cold beside him. That grunt was his version of a contribution to the conversation.

"Morning, Martin," I said.

Another grunt. He turned a page.

"He's in a chatty mood," Jamie whispered.

"Relatively speaking."

We finished our breakfast and said our goodbyes to Annie, promising to return tomorrow. Same time, same booth. The rhythm of it was comforting in a way I had come to appreciate more as the years went by.

Outside, the neighborhood was waking up. Mrs. Novak was unlocking the dry cleaners. The bookstore owner was arranging a display in his window. A delivery truck rumbled past, and somewhere a dog barked, which made Pippa's ears swivel like satellite dishes.

"Beautiful morning," Jamie said.

"It is."

We walked the two blocks to the shop in comfortable silence. Pippa trotted between us, her little legs working double time to keep up.

The shop looked good. I had to admit that. In the few months since the comeback show, business had picked up considerably. Not overwhelming, but steady. Enough to keep Jamie employed and keep the lights on and keep me from thinking too seriously about retirement.

It was a far cry from what this place had been just two years ago. Dusty bolts of fabric lining the walls, more for show than for sale. Days passing without a single customer walking through the door. I had told myself I was content, puttering along, keeping my hands busy with the occasional alteration or small commission. But the truth was, I had been fading. Slowly disappearing into the background of an industry that had moved on without me.

The Kemper case had changed that. Or rather, solving it had. Suddenly my name was in the papers again, not as a footnote from the eighties but as something current, relevant. The comeback show had sealed it. Now the phone rang with inquiries. Young designers stopped by to ask for advice. Fashion students made pilgrimages to see the quilted coat that had launched my career, still displayed in the corner like a relic from another age.

I was not foolish enough to think it would last forever. Fame in this industry was fleeting, especially for women of a certain age. But for now, I would enjoy it.

Jamie unlocked the door and held it open for me and Pippa. The familiar smell of fabric and thread and possibility wrapped around us as we stepped inside.

"I'll get the coffee started," Jamie said, heading for the small kitchen in back.

"Bless you."

I settled into my workstation and pulled out the Whitmore dress. It was nearly finished, just some final adjustments to the hem. The fabric was a gorgeous midnight blue silk that caught the light beautifully. Mrs. Whitmore would look stunning in it.

Pippa hopped into her bed by the front window, circled twice, and flopped down with a contented sigh. Her morning duties were complete. Now it was nap time.

The bell over the door chimed, and I looked up to see Elise walking in with a cardboard tray of coffees and a white paper bag.

"I know you just had breakfast," she said, setting everything on the counter, "but I passed that new bakery on Fifth and I couldn't resist. They had croissants."

Elise smiled. She looked good. Healthy. The haunted look she had worn during the Scarlett business had faded, replaced by something calmer. Steadier. She was still modeling, doing well by all accounts, but she had found something else too. Balance, maybe. Or just peace.

"How's the fitting schedule today?" she asked, perching on the edge of the counter.

"Mrs. Whitmore at two. That's the big one. A few smaller alterations this morning."

"Need any help?"

"Don't you have somewhere to be?"

She shrugged. "Not until four. I thought I'd hang out, if that's okay. Keep you company."

"You're always welcome. You know that."

Jamie emerged with fresh coffee, spotted the bakery bag, and made a small sound of delight. "Croissants. Elise, you're my favorite person."

"I thought I was your favorite person," I said.

"You're my favorite boss. There's a hierarchy."

"I see how it is."

We sat together, the three of us, sharing croissants and coffee and easy conversation. Pippa woke from her nap long enough to accept a small piece of pastry, then went immediately back to sleep.

This was my life now. It was different from what it had been a year ago, before Ethan Kemper's murder turned everything upside down. Different from a few months ago, when I was neck deep in preparation for the comeback show and another body had complicated everything.

Different, but good. I had my work. I had my dog. I had these two young women who had somehow become part of my daily routine, my found family, whether I had planned for it or not.

I had not known I was lonely before them. I had thought I was content, and maybe I had been. But now I could not imagine my life without them in it. There would be a hole where they belonged, and I was not sure I could fill it again.

The morning passed quickly. Alterations came and went. Jamie handled most of the customer interactions while I focused on the detail work. Elise stayed, as promised, helping where she could and keeping us entertained with stories from her latest photo shoots.

Around noon, the mail arrived.

Jamie brought in the stack and started sorting through it. "Bill, bill, junk, junk..." She paused. "Oh, this is fancy." She held up a cream colored envelope, thick and heavy, with elegant calligraphy spelling out my name. "Miss Dora Lee, something special for you."

The return address was the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

I set down my needle and took the envelope. My name looked almost strange in that formal script. Miss Dora Lee Griffen.

I slid my finger under the flap and pulled out the card inside.

It was an invitation. Heavy card stock, embossed lettering, the works.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art cordially invites you to the opening gala for "Fashion Forward: The Bold Designers of the 1980s," a retrospective exhibition celebrating the visionaries who defined an era.

Below that, in smaller text: As a featured designer in this exhibition, your presence is requested for the opening night celebration.

I read it twice. Then a third time.

"Miss Dora Lee?" Jamie was watching me. "What is it?"

"I'm being honored," I said slowly. "At the Met. They're doing a retrospective of 1980s fashion, and apparently my work is being featured."

Elise's eyes went wide. "That's incredible!"

"The Met," Jamie breathed. "That's huge."

It was huge. The Metropolitan Museum of Art didn't do things small. A retrospective like this would bring together the biggest names from the era, would attract press from around the world, would cement legacies in the historical record.

My work, displayed at the Met. My designs, preserved for future generations.

"When is it?" Jamie asked.

I checked the invitation again. "Three weeks from Saturday. Black tie gala opening night."

"We need to figure out what you're wearing," Elise said immediately. "Something spectacular. Something that shows everyone you're not just history, you're still here, still creating."

"I was thinking of wearing something from my closet."

"No." Jamie and Elise said it together, in perfect unison, with identical expressions of horror.

I laughed. I couldn't help it.

"Fine. We'll make something new."

"Something amazing," Elise said.

"Something unforgettable," Jamie added.

"Tell us about it," Elise said, settling more comfortably on her perch. "The 1980s. What was it like?"

I set the invitation down on my worktable, smoothing the heavy card stock with my fingers. "It was chaos. Wonderful, terrifying chaos. Everything was bigger back then. The shoulders, the colors, the egos. We were all trying to make our mark, and there was room for it. The fashion industry was hungry for new voices."

"Who else will be there?" Jamie asked. "At the gala, I mean. Other designers from that era?"

"Viola Lansing, almost certainly. We came up together, showed our first collections the same year." I paused, thinking about Vi. About the complicated tangle of our friendship. "She went in a completely different direction than I did. Menswear. Started out making clothes for her four sons, if you can believe it. She got tired of the options available and decided to make her own."

"That's how she started?" Elise looked surprised. "I had no idea."

"It's a good origin story, isn't it? A mother sewing for her boys. But Vi being Vi, she turned it into an empire. First it was children's clothes, then young men, then she became the name in menswear. Every man who wanted to look sharp and modern wore Viola Lansing."

"But not women's fashion?" Jamie asked.

"Never. She tried a few times, but it never took. Meanwhile, I was dressing women exclusively. The press loved to pit us against each other, even though we weren't really competing for the same customers." I smiled, though the memories were not all pleasant. "That's how it was back then. The industry was smaller. Everyone knew everyone. Your rival one season might be your greatest champion the next."

"That sounds exhausting," Elise said.

"It was. But it was also exhilarating. You never knew what was coming next."

Jamie had pulled out her phone and was typing something. "I'm looking up the exhibition. It says they're featuring work from twelve designers. You, Viola Lansing, Mel Tanner, Carolina Herrera, Norma Kamali..." She scrolled. "Bianca Rossi. Do you know her?"

The name pulled at something in my memory. "Bianca. Yes, I remember her. We showed around the same time. She had talent, real talent. Bold use of color, architectural shapes." I frowned, trying to recall what had happened to her. "She faded, though. By the early nineties, I don't think she was showing anymore."

"That's sad," Jamie said.

"It happened to a lot of people. The industry is brutal. You're hot one moment, forgotten the next." I picked up the invitation again. "That's why something like this matters. Being included in a retrospective at the Met, having your work preserved and displayed. It means you mattered. That what you created had value beyond the moment."

Elise was quiet for a moment. "Is that why you're nervous? About the gala?"

"I'm not nervous."

She raised an eyebrow.

"Fine. Maybe a little nervous." I set the invitation down again. "It's been a long time since I was part of that world. The runway shows, the press, the parties. I stepped away from all of it years ago. Focused on the shop, on my clients, on the work itself. And now they're pulling me back in."

"You don't have to go," Jamie said. "If you don't want to."

"No, I want to go. I do." And I meant it. Despite the nerves, despite the memories, I wanted to see my work hanging in the Met again. "I just need to figure out what to wear."

"Something that reminds everyone who you are," Elise said. "Not who you were. Who you are now."

"Exactly." Jamie nodded vigorously. "What about updating something? Taking a classic Dora Lee piece and giving it a modern twist?"

I considered this. "That's not a bad idea. I have pieces in my closet that I made decades ago. Things I've kept because I couldn't bear to part with them."

"Could we see them?" Elise asked. "Maybe something will spark an idea."

"After the Whitmore fitting, perhaps. We'll go up to my apartment and dig through the archives." I smiled at their enthusiasm. "Fair warning, there's a lot of emerald green. I went through a phase."

Jamie laughed. "I can work with emerald green."

"What about Viola?" Elise asked. "What do you think she'll wear?"

"Something silver, probably. Or white. She always did love to make an entrance. Stand out from the crowd." I thought about Vi's aesthetic, the way she commanded attention without seeming to try. "She'll look stunning. She always does."

"You sound like you admire her."

"I do admire her. I also don't entirely trust her." The words came out before I could stop them. Jamie and Elise both looked at me with curiosity, but I waved my hand. "Old history. Nothing worth getting into. Vi and I have been circling each other for forty years. We know where we stand."

"Which is where?" Jamie pressed.

I thought about how to answer that. The truth was, I wasn't entirely sure where Vi and I stood anymore. We had lunch occasionally, exchanged pleasantries at industry events, kept up the appearance of friendship. But underneath all of it, there was something else. Something I had never quite been able to name.

"We're friends," I said finally. "Old friends who have seen each other at our best and our worst. That's a complicated thing to be."

The bell over the door chimed, and our first customer of the afternoon walked in. The conversation shifted to business, to fabrics and alterations and the practical matters of running a shop. But the invitation sat on my worktable all afternoon, its embossed lettering catching the light every time I walked past.

The Met. A retrospective. My work, displayed alongside the giants of American fashion.

Three weeks to prepare. Three weeks to figure out what I was going to wear, what I was going to say, how I was going to face a past I had spent years trying to leave behind.

Pippa lifted her head, looked at all of us, and went back to sleep. Clearly, she was unimpressed by museum galas.

But I was not unimpressed. I was, if I was being honest with myself, thrilled. And nervous. And maybe a little scared.

The 1980s had been my era. My heyday. I had worked alongside giants, had been considered one myself for a time. But that was forty years ago. A lot had changed since then. A lot had been forgotten.

Now the Met was digging it all back up. Putting it under lights and behind glass. Inviting the world to look and judge and remember.

I wondered who else would be there. Viola, certainly. We had come up together, had been rivals and friends and everything in between for more than four decades. Mel Tanner, undoubtedly. He'd mentioned the retrospective on our last call, practically glowing about it. Whether he'd manage a civil conversation without slipping in a dig or two was the real question. And others, names I had not thought about in years, faces I had not seen in decades.

The past was coming back to visit.

I just hoped it would be a friendly reunion.


Chapter Two

 

The dress had been hanging in my closet for thirty years.

I had made it in 1994 for an awards ceremony I no longer remembered. Emerald silk, floor length, with a dramatic neckline and a subtle train. Classic. Timeless. And, I had decided, in need of an update.

Over the past three weeks, I had added hand-sewn beading along the bodice, thousands of tiny crystals that caught the light and scattered it like stars. I had reworked the train, shortening it slightly for practicality while adding layers of delicate gold embroidery along the hem. The bones of the dress were old, but the details were new. Something old made new again.

Classic Dora Lee style, if I did say so myself.

I smoothed the fabric one last time and reached for my earrings. Gold drops with small emeralds to match the dress. My mother had given them to me when I showed my first collection. She had been gone for twenty years now, but every time I wore them, I felt her with me.

The doorbell rang, and a moment later I heard Jamie's voice in the living room.

"Miss Dora Lee? The car will be here in twenty minutes."

"Come in, dear. I'm almost ready."

She appeared in the bedroom doorway and stopped. Her hand flew to her mouth.

"Oh," she said softly. "Miss Dora Lee."

"Is that a good 'oh' or a bad 'oh'?"

"It's a you-look-like-a-queen 'oh.'" She stepped closer, her eyes taking in every detail. The beading, the embroidery, the way the silk moved. "The crystals catch the light perfectly. And the gold thread along the hem, it's like sunrise on water."

"Thirty years old, this dress. I made it when you were in diapers."

"It doesn't look thirty years old. It looks timeless."

I turned from the mirror to look at her and felt my breath catch.

She was wearing the dress we had made together. Deep burgundy velvet with structured shoulders and a flowing skirt that swayed with every step, the fabric heavy enough to drape beautifully but light enough to move. We had spent two weeks on it, arguing over every seam, and the result was spectacular.

"Look at you," I said. "You're going to turn every head in that museum."

Jamie blushed. "I'm just there to carry your purse."

"You are there as my guest. And as a representative of what my brand can do today, not just forty years ago." I crossed to her and adjusted the neckline slightly. "Perfect. You look perfect."

"Miss Dora Lee..."

"Don't get emotional. You'll ruin your makeup."

She laughed and blinked rapidly. "Right. Yes. Okay."

Pippa watched us from her spot on the bed, her head tilted in that way she had.

"You're sure you'll be okay?" I asked her. "Georgie will check on you later."

Pippa yawned elaborately.

"I'll take that as a yes."

The car arrived at seven. A sleek black sedan, courtesy of the museum, sent to collect the honored guests. Jamie and I climbed in carefully, arranging our skirts, and then we were off into the Manhattan evening.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art glowed against the darkening sky. Searchlights swept back and forth. A red carpet stretched up the famous steps, lined with photographers and press. Town cars and limousines pulled up one after another, disgorging elegantly dressed guests.

"Oh my God," Jamie breathed. "This is really happening."

"Breathe," I said. "It's just a party."

"It's the Met."

"A party at the Met. Still just a party."

Our car pulled to the curb. A young man in a tuxedo opened the door and offered his hand. I took it and stepped out onto the red carpet, and the flashbulbs exploded.

"Miss Griffen! Over here!"

"Dora Lee! This way!"

I smiled and posed, one hand on my hip, the way I had learned to do a lifetime ago. Beside me, Jamie fell into her old instincts, shoulders back, chin lifted, giving the photographers good angles. The modeling training never really left you.

We made our way up the steps and into the museum. The Great Hall had been transformed. Enormous banners hung from the ceiling, featuring blown-up photographs of iconic 1980s designs. Waiters circulated with champagne. A string quartet played somewhere in the distance. And everywhere, everywhere, there were people I had not seen in decades.

"Dora Lee!"

I turned to find Viola Lansing gliding toward me in a stunning silver gown that made her look like a column of moonlight. Her platinum blonde hair was swept up in an elegant twist, and her smile was as warm as ever.

"Vi." I embraced her carefully, mindful of our dresses. "You look beautiful."

"So do you. Jamie!" She embraced Jamie warmly. "Look at you. You've come so far since we first met. And wearing Dora Lee's designs, I see. Very smart. Let everyone see what she can still do." She winked at me. "Playing the long game, as always."

"I don't know what you mean."

"Of course you don't." She linked her arm through mine. "Come. Let me introduce you to some people. The museum director has been dying to meet you."

The next hour was a blur of handshakes and air kisses and small talk. I met curators, donors, fashion editors, and socialites. Jamie stayed close, taking it all in with wide eyes. I could see her filing everything away, learning, growing. She would be running her own empire someday. I was sure of it.

"Dora Lee Griffen. As I live and breathe."

I turned at the familiar voice and felt my face break into a genuine smile.

Bruno Marchetti stood before me, silver-haired and weathered but unmistakable. He had aged well, the way some men do, his face more distinguished now than handsome. But his eyes were the same. Warm, intelligent, seeing everything.

"Bruno." I took his hands in mine. "It has been too long."

"Twenty years, at least. Maybe more." He squeezed my fingers. "You look magnificent. Exactly like I remember, except somehow better."

"Flatterer."

"Honest observer. There's a difference." He glanced at Jamie. "And this must be your protégé. I've heard good things."

"Jamie Patton," I said. "Jamie, this is Bruno Marchetti. He photographed some of my earliest collections. Best eye in the business."

"Was," Bruno said. "I'm mostly retired now. Consulting, teaching. Letting the young people take over."

"You're being modest."

"I'm being realistic." Something flickered across his face. Something darker. "The industry isn't always kind to those of us who've been around too long. You know that better than anyone."

Before I could respond, another voice cut in.

"Bruno! I thought that was you."

A woman approached, champagne glass in hand. She was perhaps my age, perhaps a bit younger, with dark hair going gray at the temples and a dress that I recognized immediately. It was vintage, from the late 1980s, a striking color blocked design with architectural shoulders in shades of teal and black.

I knew that style. I had seen its sister piece on a runway forty years ago.

"Bianca," Bruno said, and something in his tone made me pay attention. "It's good to see you."

Bianca Rossi. The name clicked into place. We had been rivals once, briefly, in those early years when everyone was fighting for the same magazine covers and the same department store contracts. She had been talented. Innovative. And then she had simply... faded.

"Dora Lee Griffen," she said, turning to me. Her smile was tight. "I wasn't sure you'd remember me."

"Of course I remember you. That's from your 1987 collection, isn't it? The Geometric series."

Something shifted in her eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or gratitude.

"You remember the collection."

"It was memorable work."

"Was it?" The bitterness in her voice was faint but unmistakable. "Apparently not memorable enough to rate more than a footnote in Regina Thornwood's book."

"Regina Thornwood?"

"The fashion historian. She's been working on some definitive tome about 1980s designers." Bianca gestured vaguely toward the crowd. "Everyone's been interviewed. Everyone's been assessed. And some of us have been found wanting."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"Are you?" She tilted her head. "You probably got a whole chapter. The great Dora Lee Griffen, pioneer of American fashion. Meanwhile, I get two paragraphs calling me derivative."

I did not know what to say to that. The resentment in her voice was thick, bitter, the kind that had been fermenting for years.

"Bianca," Bruno said gently. "This isn't the place."

"You're right. Of course you're right." She finished her champagne in one swallow. "Enjoy your evening, Dora Lee. I'm sure it will be everything you deserve."

She walked away, disappearing into the crowd.

"I'm sorry about that," Bruno said quietly. "She's been struggling lately. This book has been hard on several of us."

"What book? What was she talking about?"

"Regina Thornwood. She's a historian, as Bianca said. She's been writing what she calls the definitive account of 1980s fashion. Who mattered, who didn't, who deserves to be remembered." He paused. "Not everyone is happy with her conclusions."

"Including you?"

He hesitated. "Regina and I have history. Old history. It's complicated." He glanced over my shoulder and something in his expression shifted. "Ah, there's Marcus. I need to speak with him about a project. Forgive me, Dora Lee. We'll catch up properly soon, yes?"

"Of course."

He squeezed my hand once more and slipped away into the crowd.

Jamie touched my arm. "Miss Dora Lee? There's a woman over there who keeps staring at us. She asked the waiter who you were."

I followed Jamie's gaze and spotted her immediately. A woman in her mid-fifties, elegantly dressed, with sharp features and sharper eyes. She was holding a small notebook and watching the crowd with the intensity of a hawk.

"That must be Regina Thornwood," I said.

"Should we talk to her?"

"She's writing about my era. I suppose we should."

We made our way across the room. Regina watched us approach with an expression I could not quite read. Interest, certainly. Perhaps a hint of anticipation.

"Miss Griffen," she said before I could introduce myself. "I was hoping we'd meet tonight. I'm Regina Thornwood."

"So I gathered. This is my guest, Jamie Patton."

Regina barely glanced at Jamie. Her focus was entirely on me.

"I've been wanting to interview you for months," she said. "I tried going through Viola Lansing, since you two are so close. But she kept telling me you weren't doing interviews. That you valued your privacy."

I blinked. Viola had never mentioned any of this to me.

"I'm not that hard to find," I said carefully. "My shop is open six days a week. You could have stopped by anytime."

Something flickered in Regina's eyes. Surprise, perhaps, that I was pushing back. "I was told you preferred to be left alone."

"Viola doesn't keep my schedule. If you wanted to talk to me, all you had to do was ask me directly."

"I see." Regina's smile thinned slightly. "Well, my book goes to print in two weeks. It would have been nice to include more of your perspective, but we work with what we have."

"What perspective do you have currently?"

"Oh, don't worry. You come off very well. Revolutionary techniques, ahead of your time, one of the defining designers of American fashion." She waved her hand dismissively. "All the usual accolades."

"That's kind of you."

"It's accurate. You were genuinely talented. Still are, from what I understand." Her gaze dropped to Jamie's dress. Without asking permission, she reached out and fingered the velvet, rubbing it between her thumb and forefinger. Then she took Jamie's arm and turned her slightly, examining the seam work along the shoulder. Jamie stiffened but said nothing.

"Excellent construction," Regina murmured, more to herself than to us. She leaned closer, squinting at the stitching. "Hand-finished. Interesting choice for the bodice lining." She released Jamie's arm and stepped back, making a note in her book. "Your work?"

"A collaboration," I said, keeping my voice neutral. Jamie was not a mannequin to be handled without so much as a please or thank you.

"Hmm." Regina tucked her notebook away. "The question I've been wrestling with is legacy. Who gets remembered and why. Some designers burn bright and then fade. Others keep reinventing themselves. And a very few manage to do what you've done. Disappear for decades and then come roaring back like you never left."

"Is that a compliment?"

"It's an observation. I'm a historian. I observe." She was already scanning the crowd for her next target. "Enjoy your evening, Miss Griffen. If you ever want to give that interview, you know how to reach me."
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