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To Audrey, the dark-haired heroine in my life.
You are boundless. I hope you always believe this.




Prologue


PARIS, 12 FEBRUARY 1947


In a grand townhouse at 30 Avenue Montaigne, Margaux Jourdan is helped into an ivory silk shantung jacket with a padded and flared peplum, and a pleated black wool skirt. The skirt falls, shockingly, all the way to mid-calf – such an excess of fabric for a post-ration world. A strand of pearls is placed around her neck, and she is finished off with a wide-brimmed hat and black gloves. Even after the desecration of war, a woman’s hands are still too startling to be left unclothed.


Madame Raymonde spins Margaux around as if she were a ballerina in a music box and allows her chin to fall just once into a satisfied nod. She indicates with her arm that Margaux should step through the doorway of the cabine and into the salon.


Thus, the legendary Dior Bar Suit is conveyed via Margaux’s body to an unsuspecting world.


In the grand salon, a crowd of elegant Parisians – Jean Cocteau, Michel de Brunhoff from Vogue and Marie-Louise Bousquet from Harper’s Bazaar – sit shoulder to shoulder with barely any room between them for breath. Some people are standing against the wall, and others line the staircase – such has been the demand for tickets to this show, which canny profiteers have sold to the clamorous for more than it costs to buy black-market butter.


The salon wears its muted palette of pearl grey and white as subtly as a concealed zipper. The Louis XVI medallion chairs, the gilt picture frames topped with fontanges bows and the Belle Epoque chandeliers all seem to declare that time has stopped and it would be best to pay attention. Unfurled fans rustle like premature applause, and the air is scented with perfume and Gauloises and anticipation. Everywhere, skins are atingle.


As Margaux glides along she hears gasps, sees heads lean forward and hands twitch as if they wish to skim the en huit curves of her suit. She completes her circuit and passes through the grey satin curtain, behind which stands Christian Dior – the man who stitches seams with magic, whose gowns transcend fashion. Eighty years hence, should one be asked to name a couturier, his will be the first name spoken. But that is all still to come.


Christian gifts Margaux a smile. The show continues. Nobody needs to declare that it is spectacular; it is a fact known without words.


The finale is, naturally, a wedding gown. Margaux stands perfectly still while she is dressed. Then she steps back into the salon and the collective intake of breath is so violent it almost depletes the room of oxygen. For Margaux appears to be wearing a full-blown white rose plucked at its moment of true perfection. Or at least that is the illusion she purveys in her voluminous skirt: a lavishness – no, a prodigality – of silk billowing like optimism around her before funnelling in at the waist to a span of just twenty inches – a requirement for any Christian Dior model.


Of course, none of the spectators know that Margaux only possesses such a waist because of years of deprivation; that it is a legacy of a time when such a gown would have been as shocking as the sun appearing in the midnight sky. But it does no one any good to recall what can never be undone, so Margaux concentrates on her feet, walking slowly enough for the crowd to apprehend that what they are seeing is extraordinary, but also fast enough that she is gone too soon, leaving yearning cast behind her like a shadow.


There is hardly enough space amongst all the people for the gown’s stupendous skirt and it brushes against one of the tall, white columned ashtrays. Nobody except Margaux notices the ash spill to the floor. Nobody notices either that it is minus fourteen degrees outside and that Paris has been shivering through a winter of post-war electricity rations and coal shortages. Christian’s dress has the power of erasure.


As she exits the salon, the applause is so thunderous it could rouse the dead. But Margaux knows nothing will ever rouse her dead.


The mannequins return to the salon and stand in a line. Christian – or Tian as he is known to Margaux and a few select others – bows and accepts his congratulations.


He singles out Margaux, still wearing the wedding dress despite the fact that she will never be a bride, raises her hand to his lips and kisses it. ‘Magnifique,’ he says.


Christian’s sister, Catherine Dior, kisses Margaux’s cheeks. ‘You were magnifique, chérie.’


Carmel Snow from American Harper’s Bazaar steps forward. Her fingertips whisper rapturously against the silk of Margaux’s skirt. ‘Dear Christian,’ she says, ‘your dresses have such a new look.’


And Margaux knows, as if she were suddenly able to divine the future, that this is how Christian’s collection will be spoken of from now on. A New Look, for a new world. A world in which death and loss and heartbreak will hereafter become muted emotions rather than a rawness tearing always at one’s skin. They will not be a way of life, as they have been throughout these last years of war. The New Look will be the perfect amnesiac for a generation that has survived the war and does not wish to recall anything of it.


Margaux is the only one who remembers. Skye and Liberty and Nicholas and O’Farrell are all gone now, in different ways. She will never say their names again, not to anyone. Nobody wishes to hear the names of the victims. Just as nobody wishes to understand that Margaux’s waist is tiny because she is a victim too.


Catherine slips her arm into Margaux’s. ‘Here, chérie. Let us raise a glass of champagne to . . .’ She hesitates. ‘The future?’


That word will always have a question mark after it. So Margaux does not drink to the future. Instead she lifts her glass to all of them – herself, Catherine, Skye, Liberty, Nicholas and O’Farrell. As she does so, she feels the spirits crowding around her, pleading with her, as they do every night in her dreams. But just as there was nothing she could do the last time she saw each of them, there is nothing she can do for them now. Except drink champagne, smile and step forward with her New Look into this terrible new world that she cannot comprehend.




PART ONE


Skye


. . . in a solitary life, there are rare moments when another soul dips near yours, as stars once a year brush the earth. Such a constellation was he to me.
– Madeline Miller, Circe




One


CORNWALL, AUGUST 1928


‘I can see your underwear.’


Skye Penrose knew that the ordinary response of a ten-year-old girl to such a statement would be to stop cartwheeling along Porthleven pier like a gambolling star and restore her skirt to its proper position. Instead she paused to change direction, then turned two perfect cartwheels towards the boy who’d spoken. In the rush of her upward trajectory, she lunged at him and gave his trousers a swift tug, dislodging them from his waist and popping at least one button in the process.


‘Now I can see yours,’ she said, giggling. She’d meant to run away immediately to escape his likely anger, but his face was so astonished – eyes wide, his mouth a well-rounded ‘O’, just the right size for throwing in a toffee if only she had one – that she grinned and said, ‘I’m Skye.’


He reinstated his trousers, stuttering, ‘I’m Nicholas Crawford. Pleased to meet you.’ He spoke oddly: his words sharp-angled rather than round, emphasis falling on different vowels so that the familiar became strange.


‘I thought it only fair, if we’re going to be friends, that neither of us should know more about the other,’ Skye said. ‘So I had to see your underwear too.’


Nicholas Crawford nodded as if that made perfect sense. He was taller than Skye, with near-black hair and striking blue-grey eyes, like the sea on an uncertain day. His clothes were clean and pressed, not grubby with play like Skye’s.


‘Friends,’ he repeated.


‘As long as you can keep my secrets.’


Curiosity shimmered aquamarine in his eyes. ‘What sort of secrets are they?’


‘The best ones. Come on, I’ll show you.’


She grabbed his hand and took off. He didn’t hesitate, didn’t protest that he ought to tell his mother where he was going, didn’t say he couldn’t be friends with someone who’d robbed his trousers of a button or two. He ran with her, keeping pace, even though, given his accent and demeanour, he must be from somewhere far from Cornwall – a place where, most likely, one didn’t often run free. Together, they turned right in front of the town hall and raced along the sand until an apparently impenetrable rock wall blocked the way.


‘Through here,’ Skye said, showing him a gap just big enough to crawl through.


On the other side of the wall, his mouth opened again, and she knew he was wonderstruck, just as she’d hoped he would be.


‘You’re the first person I’ve brought here,’ she said.


‘Why me?’


She considered how to say it: I’ve never met anyone so wide-eyed. It wouldn’t sound right. ‘I thought you’d like it,’ she said.


They both turned full circle to take in the white-laced sea hurling itself against the cliff face to the left of them, the curve of the bay where the waves simmered in the dropped wind, the cave behind them, which was craggy and dark and promised feats of great derring-do.


‘It’s all mine,’ Skye said proudly. ‘See that house up there.’ She pointed to the clifftop, where a weather-thrashed cottage sank its toes into the ground, holding on, just. ‘That’s where I live with my mother. And my sister. The only way you can get to this cove is through the gap in the rock wall or the path that leads down from the house. So it’s mine. And now yours too.’


Nicholas furrowed his brow. His hand moved to his pocket and he pulled out a watch. ‘If you’re going to share your cove with me, then I’ll share this with you.’ He handed it to her. ‘It was my father’s. And his father’s too.’


Skye ran a finger over the engraved gold of the case before opening the cover. Inside, she found dignified Roman numerals and a strangely misshapen half-moon.


‘Where’s your father?’ she asked.


‘Up there.’ Nicholas pointed to the sky.


‘You don’t need to share this.’ She passed the pocket watch back to him, understanding it was the most important thing he possessed.


‘I want to. You can have it one day every week.’


His tone was firm. This well-dressed boy who didn’t seem to have ever set foot on a Cornish beach had strength of will. And he could run. And he liked her cove.


‘That means you’ll have to come back tomorrow to get it,’ she said.


He nodded.


‘Do you want to see inside the cave?’


He nodded again.
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Skye stood on the clifftop, Nicholas’s pocket watch tucked safely inside a handkerchief, and watched her new friend squeeze through the gap in the rocks and trudge along the sand below. Just before he turned towards town, he looked back and waved. Skye performed a rapid series of cartwheels that she thought might make him smile. Then she went in to dinner.


Her sister, Liberty, who was younger than Skye by one year, pounced on her the moment she entered the cottage.


‘Where were you?’ Liberty whined.


‘At the beach,’ Skye said.


Liberty screwed up her face. ‘You’re always at the beach.’


‘Then you could easily have found me.’


‘I’m hungry.’


Before she could remind her sister that the kitchen, not Skye, was the source of food, she saw, over Liberty’s shoulder, the Snakes and Ladders board set out on the table. Gold and green snakes wriggled towards illustrations of naughty children and Skye realised, her stomach twisting like the snakes, that she should be the subject of one of those drawings. She’d promised Liberty a game of Snakes and Ladders that afternoon. But she’d forgotten about it in the thrill of finding someone who loved the cove as much as she did – unlike her sister.


Liberty followed Skye’s eyes to the game. She flounced over and thrust it off the table. The dice clattered to the floor, momentarily obscuring the gentle hum of voices from the room next door where their mother was busy with one of her clients.


‘I’ll make you a cup of tea,’ Skye said. ‘And then we can play.’


Liberty didn’t reply and Skye thought she might march upstairs and sulk in her room as she was wont to do. But then she nodded and peace was momentarily restored. They sipped their tea as they played and Skye said nothing when Liberty, in order to ascend a ladder, miscounted the number of squares she was supposed to move. She said nothing either when Liberty protested that Skye had miscounted and needed to slide down a snake. Liberty won.
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The following morning, Skye was up at dawn and in her swimsuit, waiting impatiently for Nicholas, his pocket watch held tight and safe in her hand. She sat in the window seat in the parlour, staring at her beloved ocean, willing him to ignore propriety and come now, although it was too early even for breakfast. When Liberty appeared downstairs an hour later, she scowled at Skye’s swimsuit and let fly with a spiteful foot, which Skye – who’d had plenty of practice – dodged. Then there was a knock at the door and Skye beamed. He too must prefer her cove to breakfast.


‘See who it is, darling,’ her mother called from the kitchen where she was standing at the chipped blue Royal Windsor stove, stirring a pot of porridge. ‘I’m not expecting anyone until ten.’


Skye was already sprinting down the hallway and throwing open the door. Nicholas stood there, alongside a woman with a possessive hand clamped on his shoulder. Skye’s smile faltered.


‘Is this the girl?’ the woman asked.


‘This is Skye,’ Nicholas replied.


‘I would like to see your mother,’ the woman told Skye.


‘Come in,’ Skye said politely. As she held the door wide, the cottage’s coloured glass oil lamps – they were too far out of town for electricity – flickered with the ill wind the woman had brought with her.


In the kitchen, which smelled as always of woodsmoke, French cigarettes and coffee, Vanessa Penrose turned to greet the visitors. She was resplendent in her long and gloriously ruffled black silk embroidered nightgown, which had draped sleeves and a low neckline. The woman beside Nicholas stared as if Skye’s mother were cartwheeling through the house with her knickers showing.


‘Have you come for breakfast?’ Vanessa said, which made the woman wrench her eyes away from the nightgown. ‘You must be Nicholas,’ Vanessa continued. ‘Skye told me all about you. I’m Vanessa, or Mrs Penrose, whichever you prefer. Do you like porridge?’


Nicholas smiled at last. ‘I do.’


‘He does not,’ said the woman.


‘I do and I’m hungry,’ Nicholas said with the same quiet determination Skye had heard in his voice when he’d said at the door, This is Skye.


‘Skye has hollow legs,’ Vanessa said to Nicholas, ‘which means she’s unable to stand up until she’s eaten. You’ll simply have to join us.’


Skye giggled and Nicholas sat down.


‘I am Finella Crawford and your daughter owes my nephew an apology.’ Nicholas’s aunt had a voice like a fish hook: sharp and designed to hurt. It was accented like Nicholas’s, but from her mouth it sounded abrasive rather than interesting.


‘She ruined a perfectly good pair of trousers and stole a very valuable item,’ his aunt continued.


Skye reached under the table and pressed Nicholas’s pocket watch into his hand, hoping it would help.


‘Thanks,’ he whispered.


Vanessa took an orange from the bowl, cut it in half and juiced it. She poured the juice into a glass and passed it to Nicholas. ‘Skye told me about the trousers. I can mend the buttons. But Skye doesn’t steal.’


‘You’re wrong. She stole my nephew’s pocket watch, left to him by his dear father, my brother.’ Nicholas’s aunt dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief but Skye rather thought she was enjoying her performance.


‘I have the watch,’ Nicholas said, holding it up.


‘Mystery solved.’ Vanessa made quick work of three more oranges before sitting down.


‘I’m sorry for making a button fall off your trousers,’ Skye said to Nicholas, using her best manners.


‘Buttons and Skye go together like the sea air and smooth hair,’ her mother said, glancing at Finella’s wind-ruffled coiffure.


Nicholas’s aunt changed direction. ‘I was told that you divine the future.’


‘I do,’ Vanessa replied.


‘My sister-in-law would like a reading.’ The words squeezed from Finella’s mouth as if the idea were as repugnant as animal droppings. ‘She has suffered a great loss – the death of her husband, Nicholas’s father. I’ve brought her from New York to the country of her birth under the instructions of my doctor; she requires sea air and repose. Given what she’s suffered, I’m prepared to allow her to indulge this whim.’


Skye’s mother poured honey onto Nicholas’s porridge. Liberty’s eyes widened at the quantity and she opened her mouth to protest, but Skye shook her head furiously at her sister. That honey offered a solidarity that could not be spoken of, yet. Like Nicholas, Skye and Liberty did not have a father.


‘I will take your sister-in-law on for readings provided you let Nicholas continue to play with Skye,’ Vanessa said. ‘I think they’ll be good for one another.’


Nicholas’s aunt acquiesced with a nod, then turned to leave, forgetting her nephew, but Skye solved that problem by calling out, ‘Nicholas will be home in time for dinner.’
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Over the next month, Skye introduced Nicholas, who was a year older than her – eleven, rather than ten – and who came from a faraway city of skyscrapers, to her world. The world of fossicking in rock pools for hermit crabs and hairy crabs and seeing whose would scuttle away the fastest once put down on the sand. The world of scraping mussels and limpets from rocks, working alongside the red-billed oystercatchers. Of searching for cowrie shells, the fairy-sized, peach-coloured slivers that were so easy to miss and therefore all the more precious, to add to Skye’s collection.


Initially, Liberty joined them, trailing behind as they skidded down the path to the cove, bargaining with Skye. ‘I promise I won’t kick you if you stay home and play with me.’


‘Come and play out here instead,’ Skye said, knowing she could usually avoid her sister’s feet anyway and that summer wasn’t a time to sit inside.


But rock pools and shells weren’t to Liberty’s taste. She sat on the sand, back turned towards her sister, glaring at Nicholas when he tried to give her the biggest and fastest crab to race. Eventually, Skye forgot that her sister was there and, hours later, realised Liberty had gone back up to the house to talk to her collection of dolls, who all preferred tea parties to limpets.


One morning, Liberty was particularly annoying on the way down to the beach. ‘Don’t leave me alone,’ she whined, over and over.


‘If you come with us, you won’t be alone,’ Skye reasoned.


So Liberty did, but once on the sand, she shoved a crab down the back of Skye’s bathing suit. It nipped Skye in fright.


‘You’re a beast!’ Skye shouted at her sister.


Liberty threw a fistful of sand in Skye’s face and burst into tears.


Skye watched Liberty run home. The sand scratched her eyes in the same way the words she’d yelled at her sister scraped her conscience. She would play two games of Snakes and Ladders with Liberty that night, she promised herself.


‘Let’s go in the cave,’ she said to Nicholas.


He nodded and followed her in.


They lay on their backs in the darkest, deepest part, where nothing could be seen. They were silent for only a moment before they began to tell stories that couldn’t be told out in the light. Nicholas’s story was about his father, who had died from ‘an excess of emotion’, whatever that meant. His mother had then suffered an excess of emotion of a different kind, but hers had sent her first to bed and then back to England – where she had lived before her marriage – rather than up into the sky to join her husband.


‘So my aunt looks after me now. My mother doesn’t go anywhere, except to see your mother for readings,’ Nicholas finished, and Skye heard in his voice that he hated it: the loss of his father, the vanishing of his mother, and being subject to the custody of his aunt.


The Penroses would care for him, she vowed. But first she needed to tell him who the Penroses were.


‘None of the children in town will play with me. Or with Liberty,’ she said. ‘It’s because my mother tells fortunes.’ A gust of wind screeched into the cave, forcing more of the truth from Skye’s mouth. ‘And because Liberty and I don’t have a father. Not in the way that you don’t have a father. We’ve never had one. My mother has never been married. But you’re meant to be married if you have a baby.’


All her life Skye had been told by sneering adults and jeering children that it was a sin to lose one’s father in the way that hers and Liberty’s had become lost. To die was heroic; to be merely absent was ungodly.


Nicholas said, ‘I like that your mother tells fortunes. I like your mother. And you’re my friend.’
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Not long after, Skye was able to show Nicholas the best thing of all. Early one morning, Vanessa drove them to a grassy paddock that served as an airfield and pointed to a de Havilland Gipsy Moth.


‘It’s a beautiful day for flying,’ she said.


‘Flying,’ Nicholas repeated, eyes fixed to the canvas biplane before them.


‘You can go first,’ Skye told him.


‘Don’t leave me here by myself,’ Liberty sulked but Skye had no intention of sitting in the car with a sister who hated flying. Instead she ran beside the Moth as it bounced and then leapt into the sky. Nicholas, helmeted and scarfed and jacketed to withstand the chill, waved down at her from the front seat of the open cockpit, and her mother sat at the controls behind.


Then it was Skye’s turn. Once the Moth ascended, Skye took over; her mother had started teaching her to fly six months ago. Vanessa’s voice gave directions through the Gosport tube that connected front passenger to back, although Skye hardly needed them any more.


She handled the turn, and then did what she’d seen her mother do hundreds of times before: she flew into the wind, giving the Moth full throttle, then climbed vertically until the plane inclined onto its back and she felt the stomach-roiling thrill of looping the loop.


She heard Vanessa say in a bemused voice, ‘Let me know if you get into trouble.’ But the Moth anticipated Skye’s every move. At the right moment, she eased off the throttle and adjusted the ailerons to keep herself vertical. The plane arced downwards like a gentle dove to complete a perfect circle.


Skye wanted to cartwheel along the wing, looping her own loop, but she’d pushed against her mother’s equilibrium enough already. She let Vanessa take the rear controls to land.


As soon as the plane had come to a halt, her mother lifted her out, saying, ‘I don’t know whether to shout at you or to laugh.’


‘I prefer laughing,’ Skye said. Then she called to Nicholas, ‘Did you see me?’


‘That was you?’ he said admiringly.


‘That was most definitely my daughter,’ Vanessa said. ‘Trying to show me she’s more than ready to handle a take-off and a landing. Perhaps next year we’ll have you looping the loop too, Nicholas.’


Nicholas placed both hands on the canvas wing of the plane. ‘Do you really think I could do that?’ he asked.


‘I’ll teach you,’ said Skye’s mother. ‘I think you have the right temperament for flying – level-headedness is actually more important than daring, no matter what Skye thinks. I’m sure you could teach her a thing or two.’


‘I don’t think anybody could teach Skye anything,’ Nicholas said, whereupon Vanessa laughed, ruffled his hair and said, ‘Unfortunately I think you might be right.’
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All too soon summer was over and school interfered with their days at the beach and their flying lessons, but even school was tolerable now that Skye had Nicholas as her friend. That fact was confirmed at the end of the very first day when they were walking out of the school gates together and Skye heard a gaggle of children hiss their usual taunts: ‘Witch’s daughter! She-devil!’


Skye drew her sister closer as the biggest boy, the butcher’s son, knowing that Liberty was the weaker mark, picked up a rock and flung it at her. Skye deflected it with her arm, refusing to wince at the sting and the blood. Liberty started to cry.


Skye was unsurprised when Nicholas turned away from them and towards the taunters. She’d expected that once he saw how despised she was, he would make other friends; those whose lives weren’t besmirched by illegitimacy and sorcery.


Nicholas stood in front of the butcher’s son and said, politely, ‘Legend has it that every time you say the word “she-devil” in the presence of one, your teeth will turn grey and then fall out.’


The butcher’s son put his hand up to his mouth to cover the gap of a missing tooth on one side and a greying tooth on the other.


After that, it was accepted that Skye and Nicholas were inseparable friends. And because Nicholas was the smartest kid at school, nobody wanted to risk disbelieving what he’d said.


In the afternoons, they would walk together to Skye’s house, where Nicholas would do more schoolwork in the kitchen. The first time, Skye had questioned him about it, telling him she never even bothered to look over her spelling words.


‘But don’t you want to escape?’ he’d asked, then shook his head. ‘You don’t need to. But I need to know I can go anywhere I want to when I’m old enough.’


Escape. Skye had dropped into a chair, understanding hitting her forcefully as she realised how much he hated being trapped with an aunt who spared him no love, waiting for his mother to recover. After that, she not only sat beside him and did her spelling words but tackled some mathematics too.


In that way, the year passed quickly by and summer came again. Days were once more spent at the cove, or the airfield with both Skye and Nicholas taking lessons from Vanessa, or exploring the downs and moors behind the house. Occasionally, Skye’s mother held weekend house parties and fabulous people descended upon Porthleven, some staying at the house, others cramming into any available room in town. Skye didn’t know most of the people, but that didn’t matter. The parties were a spectacle, like a sudden summer storm: electric, skin-tingling, alive.


Vanessa would talk Nicholas’s aunt into letting him stay the weekend and Skye, Nicholas and Liberty would camp in the garden, having surrendered their rooms to the guests. They’d bathe and dress in the best clothes they owned, and Skye would actually brush her tangled knot of dark brown hair. Then she and Nicholas would slip into the window seat from where they could see everything.


Liberty, who adored the parties, would circle the room, studying the women’s clothes, eavesdropping on conversations, staring at people with pleading eyes until they beckoned her over. She would beam and chat – and nobody would ever guess that she was disposed to slipping crabs down people’s backs – until the adults bored of her and returned to their grown-up circles. After those parties, Skye would hear her sister reenacting the evening with her dolls; the dark-haired doll called Liberty would always be given the starring role at the centre of everyone’s devoted attention.


At one such party, a year after Skye first met Nicholas, Vanessa Penrose entered the room later than most of her guests, looking like someone Skye had never met: a woman with curled and shining near-black hair, and the reddest of red lips. She wore her ‘French dress’, as she called it: a cream silk bodice with a deep V-neckline, and a skirt made entirely of ostrich feathers dyed in various shades of cream and gold. The exposed skin of her décolletage was supposed to be partially concealed with a matching scarf but Vanessa never bothered with the scarf. The combined effect of her lustrous hair, glossy lips and the unexpected gold feathers was that Vanessa Penrose spent the whole night dancing.


There was one man who came to every party and who was always allocated more than his fair share of dances with Skye’s mother. Skye watched Vanessa smile at him – a smile unlike that which she bestowed upon her daughters or any of her other guests. They danced beautifully, like movie stars, and even Liberty sat quietly, entranced by their magnificent mother.


The man’s lips whispered against Vanessa’s ear. Skye didn’t want to watch any more. Liberty had leaned her head against the wall and her eyelids drooped so Skye tucked a blanket over her legs. Then she led Nicholas outside, sighing.


‘I wish I could dance like that,’ she said.


‘I can show you.’


‘You can dance?’


He shrugged. ‘My parents made me learn. They said all gentlemen danced.’


Skye laughed. ‘If you’re a gentleman, you’ll need a lady to dance with. We both know that, according to the town of Porthleven, the Penrose women aren’t ladies.’


‘I think you are.’


He bowed to her with a flourish and a grin, which made her feel less awkward. He didn’t tease her for her clumsiness but moved them both through the flawless full-moon night, showing her what to do. In accompaniment, silver ribbons of light waltzed across the sea below them.


‘We’ll have to do this again when we’re older,’ Skye said, once she had the basics under control. ‘The clifftop deserves a more splendid dress.’ She indicated her white dress, which was simple and clean but lacked the panache of gold ostrich feathers.


‘What if we’re not friends by then?’ Nicholas asked, stopping suddenly.


Skye just missed squashing his foot. ‘Why wouldn’t we be?’ She stood beside him, both of them facing out to the ocean.


‘My aunt says that we’ll go back to New York soon. I have to go to school there, the same school my father went to. We’ll leave as soon as my mother’s better.’


‘Will she get better?’ Skye asked. She only saw Nicholas’s mother when she came to the house for Vanessa’s prophecies and she always seemed wraith-like; a creature who might simply slip into the sparkling waves and disappear.


‘I don’t know,’ Nicholas said.


It was the first time Skye had ever seen him hesitate. She took his hand and squeezed it. ‘You’ll stay here forever,’ she said. After all, she had a mother who told the future so she could claim some authority on this.


‘I hope so.’




Two


The following weekend they explored the moors rather than going down to the cove as the wind had blown up into a tempest, threatening to pick up slightly built Skye and carry her away. The moors stretched on uninterrupted for almost half a mile behind Skye’s house and she and Nicholas tramped for longer than they normally would, discovering a broken wall at the far boundary of Vanessa Penrose’s land.


Skye scaled the wall and stood atop it, reciting lines from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, a play they’d studied at school. As she was declaiming Hermia’s angst at Lysander’s apparent betrayal – O me! you juggler! you canker-blossom! / You thief of love! What, have you come by night / And stolen my love’s heart from him? – and revelling in the sound of the canker-blossom insult, resolving to use it with Liberty the next time they argued, she fell off the wall and over the other side.


Luckily she landed in a thicket of overgrown bushes but was still badly winded.


Nicholas’s face appeared at the top of the wall and he started laughing. ‘That’s the first time I’ve ever seen you speechless.’


She managed a smile and rasped, ‘Are you coming over?’


He lowered himself down to land beside her.


As Skye sat up, she realised that before them stood a lost garden; a place that time and overgrowth had hidden from the world. If there was a house to which the garden belonged, it was out of sight, which meant there was no chance of them being discovered.


A statue of a giant-sized woman lay on the ground in front of them, but she hadn’t fallen there; she’d been designed in repose, one hand resting beside her sleeping face. Moss and leaves clothed her body, and her hair was a tangle of ferns. She was possibly the most beautiful thing Skye had ever seen.


‘She looks like you when you sleep,’ Nicholas said unexpectedly.


Skye shook her head. Nicholas had seen her asleep when they shared the tent with Liberty on the night of the party but the very inelegant Skye was nothing like this bewitching stone maid lost forever in a lovely dream.


Then her attention was caught by something beyond the statue: a lake, almost oceanic in size, over which stretched a rope bridge. The water was sheltered by a drapery of branches that looked to be fishing for gold.


Skye raced over and placed her foot onto the bridge. The rope creaked; it obviously hadn’t been used for some time. ‘What do you think is at the other end?’ she asked, avoiding the obvious question: Is it safe?


‘The other side of the sky,’ Nicholas answered, and Skye smiled.


They’d found a hidden world atop their own; a world without sick mothers and kicking sisters and whispering townsfolk and a school in New York, beckoning.


They were halfway across the bridge when it happened.


Skye heard a tearing sound and whipped around to see the rope beneath Nicholas’s feet cleave apart. He plunged down, one hand grasping the rope as he fell. Skye did the same as the entire floor of the bridge disintegrated.


Luckily the sides of the bridge remained intact, giving them something to cling onto. Their legs were in the water, their torsos and heads above it.


‘We’ll have to jump in,’ Skye said prosaically, as if her heart weren’t thudding faster than the Moth’s propeller at take-off. ‘We’ll just pretend it’s the sea, rather than slime.’ She cast her eyes over the thick layer of green muck that hid who knew what horrors beneath.


Nicholas’s face was pale, his knuckles whiter than bone. And then he said it. ‘I can’t swim.’


Her insides sank into the water. ‘Of course you can. I’ve seen you.’


Only then did she realise that no, she hadn’t ever seen Nicholas swim. Even though they spent so much time at the cove, he was always engrossed in the rock pools when she dived out into the waves. She’d seen him in the water up to his knees, but never any further than that.


‘I’m going to fall in,’ he said.


Skye heard fear in his voice for the first time ever. So she did the only thing possible. She let go, dropping into the water, keeping her mouth firmly closed.


‘You can go hand over hand along the side ropes until you can stand,’ she said firmly, as if she were certain it would work. ‘It’ll hurt and you’ll get blisters, but it’s the only way. I’ll swim beside you.’


She didn’t mention the unmistakable dangers.


Nicholas began to move as if he were swinging himself across the climbing frame in the school playground. He was good at that, so he’d be good at this too, Skye reasoned. She swam beside him just as she’d promised, her eyes fastened to his, brown locked with blue, wanting him to know that he could do it. His gaze assured her that he believed her.


They were still a way from the shore when he began to wince; the rope was tearing away the skin on his palms. Skye stretched down with one leg but couldn’t feel the bottom.


‘Not much further,’ she said, and he kept going, hand over hand, not stopping to catch his breath even though he must have been exhausted and in agony.


Of all the people Skye knew, Nicholas was the one who could do this. Liberty wouldn’t; and nobody from school had the stomach for it. Perhaps not even Skye herself. But Nicholas woke up each day in a house without love and, despite that, was the best friend Skye had ever had. If he could endure that kind of pain, he might just make it to shallow water before he reached his limits.


Soon Skye realised that the sandy bottom wasn’t far from her feet. ‘You can let go now,’ she said with relief. ‘Then bounce along like you’re on a pogo stick. It’ll keep your mouth above water.’


He dropped the instant she spoke. Being taller than her, he only had to bounce a few times before he could walk. Soon they were out of the lake, where they fell panting onto the bank.


‘I don’t know why I’m out of breath,’ Skye said at last, turning her head to look at Nicholas. ‘How are your hands?’ He held them up and she grimaced. ‘We’re going to be in so much trouble.’


But Nicholas just smiled. ‘At least now I can ask you the thing I’ve been wanting to ask since last summer. Can you teach me to swim?’


‘Lessons start tomorrow,’ Skye said decisively. ‘Whoever heard of a person who can dance but not swim?’


‘In New York one dances,’ he said, putting on a posh voice so she relaxed into a smile. ‘In Cornwall, we swim. I’m glad I’m in Cornwall.’


‘Me too,’ she said. Then, ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


He inspected the chafing on his palms. ‘I thought you’d think I was an idiot.’


‘An idiot would have been so scared they’d have fallen in and drowned. I never thought you’d do that.’


His mouth turned up and Skye felt her heart glow in the sunshine of his rare and exceptional smile.


She stood up. ‘We’d better get my mum to dress your hands. We’ll swim tomorrow.’


Fortunately, Vanessa Penrose could be relied upon not to tell her daughter off as long as she was honest. All she said was, ‘You can’t teach Nicholas to swim, Skye. I’ll take him to the beach each morning for half an hour. You can stay at the house and mind your sister. I’ll also tell Nicholas’s aunt that he scraped his hands while chivalrously chopping logs for me, rather than by rescuing himself from a lake in a place where you probably shouldn’t have been. I know it’s futile asking you both not to go back there, but I will ask you not to return until I’m satisfied Nicholas can swim well enough to tackle the lake, should he chance to find himself in it again.’


They spent the rest of that afternoon inside, resting Nicholas’s hands, listening through the wall to Vanessa with her clients.


The last client of the day was Nicholas’s mother and, when she arrived with his aunt, Nicholas jumped up. ‘Let’s go for a walk,’ he said.


‘Don’t you want to know your mother’s future?’ Skye asked.


He shook his head.


Skye frowned. If they stayed to listen, then all might be revealed about his mother’s recovery. Skye hoped, on the one hand, that she would never recover because then Nicholas wouldn’t go to New York. On the other hand, she hoped Mrs Crawford would recover this very day because his mother was the only thing Nicholas never talked about. Skye knew, in her own childish way, that behind that reticence lay a deep hurt.


So she went for a walk with him down to the cove until his aunt appeared at the top of the cliff, hands on her hips, glaring at him and his bandaged hands and saying, ‘I did not agree to being your nurse.’


Skye watched Nicholas leave with the two women, his mother walking alongside but saying nothing, not defending her son from his aunt’s tongue, just smiling beatifically as if she’d been blessed.


‘Will you tell me my future? And Nicholas his?’ Skye asked her mother when she returned to the house.


Vanessa shivered. ‘Not ever, Skye. So you needn’t ask me again.’


‘But why?’


‘I can’t tell you anything you don’t already have inside you. The future isn’t a promise yet to be kept. It’s an act waiting to begin. Perhaps it’s already begun.’


Skye shivered too. It had never before frightened her, this gift her mother supposedly had for looking into what hadn’t yet happened and placing it before those who asked, like a fingernail-sized cowrie shell, its pearly lips whispering its secrets.
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Another year passed. Skye turned fourteen and began to bleed every month. Her legs lengthened, her chest and hips curved, and the only places she felt at home were in the sea, swimming, or in the sky, flying.


She swam with Nicholas all the time now. And she began to take the Moth up on her own. Soon Nicholas did too. More parties were held, and Skye’s mother continued to dance with the man who whispered in her ear.


Liberty’s kicks became more accurate and bruising until she began to spend less time with Skye and Nicholas, rarely asking Skye not to leave her alone any more. She only tagged along when they visited the lost garden. Even there, she mostly left them to themselves, preferring to sit and stare at the stone maid, entranced, wearing the same dreamy look in her eyes as when she watched Vanessa dance.


Once, Skye asked her what she was thinking. Liberty shrugged and said, ‘Life,’ as if it were obvious.


Rather than risk stirring Liberty’s temper by saying what she thought – life’s in the garden or in the cove, not in a statue – Skye shrugged too and joined Nicholas by the lake.


By now, Nicholas was fifteen and had been Skye’s friend for four years but she felt as if she’d known him forever. She couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been the most fundamental thing in her life; her ocean and sky.


‘Whenever I think of you, I think of the colour blue,’ he said to her in a peculiar voice as they walked back to her house after the last day of school, ready for another long summer. ‘Water and air.’


She smiled, accepting it as a compliment of the best kind. Then she saw his face and she stopped still.


‘I’m going to New York tomorrow,’ he said miserably. ‘My aunt told me at breakfast. It’s only for six weeks though. I have to sit a test for school.’


Six weeks. It might as well be a year. All the things she’d imagined they’d do together over summer vanished, like gulls taking off for a long migration.


Skye kicked at the ground, scraping the black from her shoe. The sun vanished, making manifest the dark shadow already cast by tomorrow.


‘Come back,’ she said, suddenly afraid.


‘I promise,’ he told her.


Skye watched him go, like she had the day she’d met him, and, just like that day, he turned back to wave before he moved out of sight. Even though she was far too old for any such thing, Skye flipped into a cartwheel as if to say: this doesn’t change anything.


She tried to fly every day of the next month; she’d never been in a plane with Nicholas, so she didn’t feel his absence so acutely in the sky. But as her mother couldn’t take her to the airfield every day, she bought Skye a bicycle, and Skye cycled there instead. Even though she could fly almost as well as her mother, neither of them were sure what the other pilots would say if they found out that Vanessa had let her fly alone at age fourteen, although there were no rules to prevent her. So Skye, as tall as her mother now, wore Vanessa’s helmet and goggles and pretended to be her; and Vanessa, as always, trusted Skye to stay within her limits.


But it was a wet and foggy summer, as if the sky were crying for the temporarily severed friendship, and Skye couldn’t fly when visibility was poor. She spent many a day curled up on the window seat, scowling at the weather.


Liberty wanted Skye to sit with her on the floor, ear pressed to the wall, and eavesdrop on the futures of Vanessa’s clients. Skye refused. What right did anyone else have to a future when all Skye had was this rainy, hazy present? Liberty, predictably, tried to pinch her sister in retaliation but then changed tactics and gazed unblinking at Skye, which was much more irritating than physical violence.


‘Liberty, can you fill the wood basket,’ Vanessa said, after catching her in the act.


‘Why do I have to do it?’ Liberty complained.


‘Skye filled it yesterday.’


Liberty dispatched, Vanessa made Skye a cup of sweet, milky tea.


‘Nicholas’s father was a very wealthy man,’ she said as she measured tea leaves into the pot. ‘Nicholas will inherit his business when he is of age, and I think he’ll soon be groomed to take it over.’


‘What?’ Skye said, attention absolutely caught.


‘His mother’s condition has, at last, been declared untreatable and his aunt feels it’s time to focus on Nicholas. She wants him to be properly schooled, and to re-establish herself in New York. With Nicholas’s mother so ill, his aunt becomes, in effect, his mother. He must do as she says.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’


Her mother smiled. ‘I was trying to put off the future. But of course it’s the destiny Nicholas has always had in him. He’s fifteen now. An age when birthright and tradition matter.’


Skye felt her eyes tear up. At the same moment, Liberty returned with the wood. She gaped at Skye, dropped the basket on the floor and said, ‘I won’t stare at you again. I promise.’


Skye swiped her eyes. ‘I’m not crying because of you.’


Liberty scuttled over and sat beside her in the window seat, and Skye felt a wave of affection for her sister who, despite having tempests to rival those of a Cornish winter, could occasionally show such kindness too.


‘He said he’d come back,’ Skye told her mother.


‘I don’t know that he will, Skye.’


‘Nicholas never lies.’


Her mother sat at the table then, an unrecognisable expression altering the familiar features of her face.


Skye clutched Liberty’s hand. Liberty’s fingers closed over hers.


Their mother’s mouth twitched strangely when she saw their joined hands. ‘I thought to send you to France, to stay with your aunt for six months or so,’ she said suddenly. ‘You could go to school there. Learn all the things I’m not very good at teaching, but which she excels at.’ Vanessa leaned over and fingered Skye’s unkempt hair. ‘I’ve never cared about things like hairdos and wealthy families, but now, looking at your face, I think that perhaps I do.’


‘I don’t want to go to France,’ Skye said.


Liberty cuddled in closer.


They’d only met their ‘aunt’ twice before, when they’d been to France as children. But as Vanessa had never actually married Skye and Liberty’s father, this woman in France wasn’t really bound to them. Skye shook her head.


‘And,’ Vanessa continued, ‘I’m tired of seeing everyone’s future and doing nothing about my own – one of the few futures, like yours, I will never foretell. I’d like to do what Amy Johnson did and fly to Australia. Just take off and go. I want to see if I have anything more to me. Do you understand?’


‘I’ll go with you,’ Skye said.


‘I want you to look after Liberty for me. If you stay here in Cornwall without Nicholas, you’ll only miss him all the more.’


‘But why fly to Australia?’ Skye demanded.


‘I need to know that I can. I once knew Amy. I was a better flyer than her. But she’s just claimed a record to Moscow, and to Cape Town. What have I claimed?’


Skye felt it then: pain of a kind she’d never known as she understood that her mother’s life in Cornwall, with its occasional parties and two daughters, had its own shadow – a restlessness, a void, an unfilled space.


‘But . . .’ Skye couldn’t articulate what she wanted to say. ‘I thought it would be like this forever,’ she managed eventually.


‘You can’t look for cowrie shells forever, Skye.’
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Six weeks after Nicholas had left, Skye was surprised one morning to see a man picking his way down the path to her cove. Only when the man reached the sand did Skye realise it was Nicholas.


How had six weeks wreaked such change? He was taller, broader, and his face had hardened, all traces of the boy vanished. She stood still, the water taunting her ankles, and folded her arms across her chest.


‘Let’s sit in the cave,’ she said when he was close enough to hear her.


He nodded and followed her to the cave, where she lay on her back in the darkness and he did the same beside her.


‘I start school in New York next week,’ he said, his voice deeper now, masculine. ‘My aunt was going to have someone pack up the house here, but I threw a Liberty-sized tantrum and convinced her to come back for our things.’


‘Well, if you copied Liberty, I’m not surprised you won,’ Skye said, keeping a smile on her face so it would show in her voice.


The sounds of their shared childhood filled the cave: the ceaseless roll of the ocean towards the sand, the violent unfurling of water, the crash as it spilled. The wind blew in a squall of protest: this couldn’t be happening. Salt water dripped silently over Skye’s cheeks, so many tears it was a wonder she didn’t drown in them.


For a time, neither spoke. They lay on their backs, side by side, hands so close she could feel the electricity of his body buzz from his fingers and into hers. She withdrew her hand from the sand and made a circle with her thumb and forefinger, closing one eye so she could focus through the makeshift ring.


‘When I did that cartwheel on the pier in front of you it was just one tiny moment. But now . . .’ She faltered, then flung her arms apart, as wide as they could go. ‘This moment is too big. It’s so big that I can’t see all of it and I don’t want to feel any of it. It’s too big,’ she repeated.


She heard a soft thud, as if a cartwheeling girl had toppled to the sand right beside them. Their heads moved in unison towards the sound, but there was nothing there except a memory.


‘I don’t want to go,’ Nicholas said quietly.


Skye sat up, leaned over and gave Nicholas a hug that was ferocious and quite possibly painful. His arms closed around her too, and she felt that his cheeks were wet, like hers. Then she scrambled to her feet and ran away, feeling something rip against her chest, imagining that in her tear-blindness she must have scraped against one of the walls of the cave.


She ran fast, feet beating against the sand, up to the house and then over the moor beyond. Finally, at the top of the hill, she stopped and sank to the ground. From up here she could see everything, but she couldn’t see Nicholas and that was how it would be from now on.


She touched her chest but found no graze from the rocks, yet it still hurt more than anything ever had.
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Aunt Sophie was as vivacious as Vanessa, but more effusive in her affections: hugs and kisses ended her sentences, rather than fullstops. She was the most elegant creature Skye had ever seen, always dressed in Schiaparelli or Poiret. Liberty watched her with delighted eyes and even Skye, sitting in her bedroom at the apartment in Passy – the sixteenth arrondissement near the Bois de Boulogne – couldn’t help but try to discipline her hair so it more closely approximated the lustrous upsweep of her aunt’s chestnut coiffure. But that was a minor transformation compared to everything else that happened in Paris.


Liberty was the first thing to change. She forgot to kick Skye. She smiled. She woke up in the morning eager to go to school. Rather than staying inside all weekend, Liberty went to visit her new friends and ate ice-cream with them while strolling through the Jardin du Ranelagh. She became a cool, elegant Parisienne, not unlike their Aunt Sophie.


Skye observed this metamorphosis with open-mouthed astonishment.


The second thing to change was Nicholas. Skye wrote to him almost every day. He never replied.


She’d been wrong when she’d thought, atop the cliff on the last day she’d seen him, that her chest couldn’t hurt more than it did in that moment. That pain had been a mere twinge. What she felt now, each day when she searched through the mail and found nothing, was a skewering – deep and raw.


Skye was the one who stayed inside now, lonely.


And then one terrible letter arrived, addressed to her. It came during the All Saints Holiday when their aunt had taken Liberty and Skye on the train to Deauville in the hopes that being near the sea might cheer Skye up.


As soon as Skye stepped onto the beach, the clouds devoured the sun. The air gathered itself into such a furious wind that waves crested like phantoms, driving away the beachgoers until Skye was the only one left there, shivering, her aunt and Liberty urging her to come away.


She didn’t know what was wrong, just that something was. The letter waiting for them on the hall stand when they returned confirmed Skye’s premonition. Cloud, the kind that blanketed the sky and swallowed planes, had taken Vanessa Penrose. She was never coming back.


Every night thereafter, when Skye closed her eyes, she saw her mother plunging downwards into brutal absence. She crawled into Liberty’s bed, where they lay on their backs with their eyes wide open until sleep dragged them away into nightmares. They would wake crying, Skye hiding her tears in order to console her sister.


That all changed the day Skye resumed her flying lessons. Up in the air, she felt her mother all around her, even heard Vanessa’s voice whispering through the Gosport tube: I love you, Skye.


Skye climbed into her sister’s bed that night impatient to tell her what had happened, eager to persuade Liberty to come flying with her so that Liberty could hear it too. Liberty shoved Skye off the mattress and onto the floor.


‘What was that for?’ Skye demanded, rubbing the spot where her head had cracked against the wood.


‘You can’t come in here again until you give up flying,’ Liberty snapped.


‘I’m not giving up flying,’ Skye said emphatically. ‘Let me show you—’


‘Then get out.’


Of everything Liberty had ever done to Skye – the kicks and pinches and stares and moans – those words hurt the most. She got up off the floor, stormed out of the room and went to sleep in her own bed.


After that, they returned to spending most of their time apart, Skye at the flying club and Liberty with friends who preferred gossip to aeroplanes. The year Skye turned eighteen, she told Liberty she was leaving Paris and returning to Cornwall.


Liberty turned into a demon.


‘This is our home, Skye,’ Liberty screamed, face red, fists clenched.


‘This is an apartment in Paris. Not home,’ Skye said quietly, trying to keep calm, expecting Liberty would have her tantrum and then settle down.


Instead Liberty flew down the hall, threw open their aunt’s bedroom door and began to bellow at the top of her voice, demanding that Sophie force Skye to stay in Paris, that she fulfil her promise to Vanessa Penrose to look after Skye and Liberty. Liberty raged all night, relentless, hurling accusations and loathing at Skye in equal measure until, soon before dawn, sick to her stomach with fear that she might actually have sent her sister mad, Skye relented and said, ‘I won’t go.’


Liberty didn’t say thank you, just returned to her room, fell into bed, and slept.


Skye lay on her own bed and cried until her eyes were so swollen she could no longer see, until the collar of her dress was so damp with tears she could wring her heartache out of it. The one thing she most wanted – to return to the cove in Cornwall – had just been taken from her.


She didn’t get out of bed until the following day. Liberty spoke not a word to her. That night, when Skye returned to her room, her bed was soaking, as if someone had poured a jug of water onto it. She slept on the sofa.


The next day, the tyres of Skye’s bike were punctured so she couldn’t cycle to the airfield. Liberty smiled at her over breakfast.


The following week, the two assignments Skye had completed for university – where she was studying history and languages – went missing before she could submit them and she had to stay up all night redoing them. Liberty invited a friend over and they laughed and talked so loudly in the room next door to Skye’s that she could hardly concentrate.


One month later, after Skye had fixed the punctures in her bicycle tyres, she found them slashed through with a knife.


‘Oh dear. Not again,’ Liberty said when Skye pointed out the damage.


They had reverted back to their nine- and ten-year-old selves, except the crabs down the backs of bathing suits had become something crueller.


The day Liberty turned eighteen, Skye wrote a note to her aunt and, while Liberty was out, she collected her things in a suitcase, walked to the train station, and left for England.




PART TWO


Kat




Three


CORNWALL, JUNE 2012


Kat’s rental car bumped along a track that looked as if it had never welcomed a motor vehicle in its life, her destination her grandmother’s uninhabited cottage. It sat atop the cliff, proudly unloved, wind, sea spray and gulls its only friends: banished to the very edge of the world. The downs behind concealed any neighbouring properties which were, in any case, at least half a mile away.


The track deteriorated further so Kat parked, stepped out and stumbled as the wind grasped her, pushing her back; for a moment she thought she heard it hiss that she shouldn’t be there. She rubbed her arms, regretting both her journey and the very Australian summer dress she’d chosen.


She hurried onto the porch, where the boards complained beneath her feet. She inserted the key in the lock and jiggled the door until it gave way. The smell of decades of neglect hurtled towards her, winding her. What had she just unfettered?


Don’t be silly, she chided herself, first in her head and then aloud, hoping to make the unsettled history retreat and the present reassert itself.


Kat pressed on into the kitchen, which looked out across a magnificent expanse of wild sea. The window seat in the sitting room beckoned, and she thought she might sit there, despite the dust, and have a cup of tea. But she discovered that the kettle was the old-fashioned sort that needed to be heated on the stovetop, and the stove was ancient and fuelled only by wood. Better to get on with what Margaux, her grandmother, had rather unexpectedly asked of her.


Kat travelled to Europe from Sydney a couple of times a year to meet with fashion conservation colleagues at the Victoria and Albert Museum, and to deliver papers at conferences and symposiums – just as she had done this past week – but she had never made a trip to Cornwall to look in on this house. Because she hadn’t known it existed until three days ago.


Margaux had called her in London and told her that the caretaker in nearby Porthleven, who apparently checked the house regularly, had grown too old and ill to do anything for months. Would Kat mind taking a look?


Kat had been so dumbfounded at the idea of her grandmother owning a Cornish cottage that she had spluttered inarticulate and half-started sentences into the phone, extracting very little information beyond the fact it had been purchased decades ago, and the location of the key. Now, she felt that same dumbfoundedness fix her in place in the parlour as she realised the house was fully furnished and fitted out – but like a museum.


Everything around her was from the 1920s and early 1930s, as if the occupants had gone out for the day, intending to come back, but had somewhere been lost forever. An art deco red celluloid haircomb sparkling with rhinestones; a fantastic enamel clothes brush in sea-green; paste rings tumbling out of a case; sheet music on the piano waiting to be played. Kat stroked the horn of the gramophone affectionately; marvelled at the delicacy of a cloisonné pendant on a crimped brass chain; blew a flurry of dust off a lovely collection of glass kerosene finger lamps in various shades of green. Everything laid out, ready for a moment in history that had, perhaps, mattered to someone.


She briefly imagined lighting the lamps, placing a recording on the gramophone, securing the pendant around her neck and returning to a time long ago when she hadn’t made any mistakes and could re-live the past few years with the benefit of wisdom. Something made her shiver, as if just thinking of enkindling the items around her had made the ghosts stir. Why had those ghosts run away, she wondered? And why had Margaux bought this place that was more mausoleum than home?


Kat made herself move into the next room, opening and shutting cupboards and checking inside drawers. She found no evidence of animal habitation and only a few spiders, most long dead, and was soon drawn back into a vortex of questions. Why keep a cottage that was never used? Had her grandmother ever visited? Certainly not in the thirty-nine years Kat had been alive. She should, Kat reasoned, persuade her grandmother to sell it.


She was thinking about real estate agents and international removals when she reached the very last bedroom, empty of everything except a couple of wardrobes. She opened the door of one and a blaze of bright red caught her eye, followed by a shimmer of pink, a beam of sunflower-yellow. Slowly, she reached in. Her hand touched fabric. Expensive fabric: a froth of tulle, a glittering of sequins, the purr of velvet.


She lifted down one of the hangers and what unravelled before her was, quite simply, astonishing. A long red dress – no, a gown – strapless, the bodice shaped to fit perfectly over the swell of one’s breasts, the waist nipped in, an homage to the New Look. Tumbling down from the narrow waistline was a skirt that had a life of its own; a skirt that wanted to dance, to spin around and around in a wild and romantic rush of red. Her right hand stroked the silk, as soft as newly born skin beneath her fingers.


Impulse made Kat hold the dress up against her body as if she were contemplating buying it from a store. She turned to face the mirror and was stunned. Even though she hadn’t yet stepped inside the dress, she was no longer Kat. She was the woman she had always meant to be, the woman she’d forgotten to become beneath the demands of working full-time and having two children and divorcing one husband.


Then she glimpsed the tag inside: Printemps-Été 2012 Christian Dior Paris and a series of numbers. Kat was holding an haute couture gown, which was what she’d suspected when she first saw it. But why – and how – did her grandmother have a Dior couture gown hidden in the wardrobe of a house Kat had never known she owned?


Kat pulled out more hangers. Each bore something almost as remarkable as the red gown. A dress made from silk rainbows – Kat knew it was called Hellebore – from Galliano’s 1995 collection for Dior. A fabulously fun pink dress, strapless like the red, but with a mass of fabric at the back shaped into a flower-like bustle.


Kat stopped taking garments out of the wardrobes and instead flicked through them. They were mostly dresses, but also some suits, skirts and jackets, moving from the easily recognisable 1950s’ fit-and-flare silhouette to the shorter skirts of the sixties, the fluidity of the seventies, the just-reined-in garishness of the eighties, the glitz of the nineties, and then on to the classically modern styles like the red gown she had first held. Every piece had a numbered Christian Dior label stitched into its back.


There was one more gown that had her stretching up to the rack, to bring it down and hold it against her body. She had never seen anything like it. A dress of brilliant azure blue, as close to the colour of the sea outside as anything man-made could ever be, and with the same prismatic quality, as if the sun sparkled on the rippling skirt even inside this dark room. It was made from an exuberance of silk and tulle, the lavishness of both fabric and colour declaring that this dress was epoch-making, one of a kind – a gown her grandmother could never afford and would never have the occasion to wear. It was almost too magnificent for a princess.


Kat sat down on the bed, shut her eyes, then opened them slowly. The dresses were still there. She reached into her pocket, withdrew her phone and dialled Margaux’s number. The call rang on and on, unanswered. She tried again. Nothing.


So she stood up, laid each dress on the bed one by one – sixty-five in total – and photographed them like the impartial and rational fashion conservator she was.


It was late when she finished. She locked the house, returned to her car, expelled a long breath and was unable to banish the questions any longer. Why were the dresses there? And had her grandmother intended for Kat to find them?




PART THREE


Skye


They knew, if they stopped to think about it, that they were operating at the very limit of what society could tolerate even in war. But they weren’t much interested in society either, or . . . their place in it, and they were so used to being unusual that anything else would have been . . . soul-destroyingly dull.
– Giles Whittell, Spitfire Women of World War II




Four


PARIS, SEPTEMBER 1939


Lunch in Paris with a melange of British and French pilots turned into dinner in Paris, as well as too much champagne.


‘We’ll have to stay the night,’ Skye said, as the sun hid itself away and the sky became too dark to fly through.


‘We will,’ Rose agreed, clinking her glass against Skye’s and then against the glasses of the others at the table.


Valentin, a Parisian, offered a toast: ‘To peace. And may Monsieur Adolf give himself a deadly apoplexy from too much vigorous Nazi saluting.’


Everyone laughed and drank to it so enthusiastically that Rose gestured to the waiter for yet more champagne. And so they drank their fears about Hitler’s ruthless and bloodless purloining of Europe into submission, and Valentin draped his arm over Skye’s shoulders as she entertained them all with stories of the acts she performed in the flying circus in England each summer, acts that helped pay her bills.


‘The anticipation of a dreadful accident is what brings people to the circus,’ she told them. ‘I can feel them holding their breath every time I turn the plane over. They want a sensational story to share at the pub: that they were there when the sky let go of the plane and it fell to the ground’ – she let her hands fly up into the air, mimicking an explosion – ‘and the lady inside died a tragic death.’ She smote her hand dramatically across her forehead. ‘I never oblige them, of course.’


Laughter and glasses were raised once more, toasting the crowds Skye had disappointed by living through her aerobatics.


‘I hear you can wing-walk,’ Valentin said.


‘She made a jolly good display of it at last year’s Magyar Pilots’ Picnic,’ Rose said, referring to the annual gathering of pilots just outside Budapest which she and Skye regularly attended for more uproarious lunches.


‘I couldn’t go to that one,’ Valentin said regretfully. ‘I was doing my military service. You must need extraordinary balance for such a thing.’


‘And damn-fool pluck,’ Rose added.


‘Or an “incurable reckless streak” and “a lack of concern for keeping her head attached to her neck”. That last one’s my favourite,’ Skye said, accepting the cigarette Valentin passed her. ‘The blue bloods at the Civil Air Guard wrote all that and more into a report about my suitability to instruct for them. Luckily there are so few qualified instructors in England, and pilots are needed so desperately to bolster the RAF in case of war, that they employed me anyway in spite of my careless attitude towards my body parts.’


‘To Skye’s head,’ Valentin said, raising his glass. ‘Long may it be attached to her neck.’


Skye laughed and joined in the new toast.


For it didn’t matter a bit to anyone at the table that Skye was the least wealthy flyer there and possibly in England too. Her pilot friends were a group of the very early flyers who flew for love rather than because it had lately become an exclusive and voguish pursuit. They were too raffishly bohemian to ever mention money and were more than happy to pay for the champagne at this impromptu lunch that Rose had organised just yesterday. Skye was lucky to have inherited her plane from her mother and could thus fly all over Europe with these people, to Cairo too, and even South Africa once. So long as she took up the opportunities that presented themselves to earn money during the flying circus season in England, or instructing for the Civil Air Guard, which she would do again on Monday after she’d slept off her Parisian all-nighter, she’d been able to keep her little plane airworthy and herself fed and clothed.


Midnight approached and some of the party began to drift away.


‘My apartment is nearby,’ Valentin whispered to Skye.


She considered his invitation, but she hadn’t drunk so much champagne that she believed indulging in a meaningless physical encounter with a charming Parisian would be a balm against the threat of war. So she refused, and Rose refused a similar invitation from the man at her side, but they both offered the consolation prize of dancing to the music of Django Reinhardt at a jazz club off Rue Pigalle. There, Skye twined her arms around Valentin’s neck and he wrapped his around her waist and she let him kiss her, because sometimes it was nice to have the kind of casual intimacy that came without the prospect of heartache.


The night turned into a perfect Parisian dawn, where rain cascaded like velvet from the sky but the sun shone through too, arcing a double rainbow over the Sacré-Coeur. Surely it was a promise of a future without warfare – except that Valentin pointed to the morning newspaper and its headline that read: Hitler Invades Poland. The rainbow fell from the sky.
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