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‘Natasha Lester braids espionage, fashion, and a broken-but-unbowed heroine together into one fascinating tale’ KATE QUINN
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‘A brilliant, fascinating and multi-layered heroine whose dangerous past as a spy in World War II comes to threaten her future in glamorous post-war Paris. Lester’s masterful storytelling held me enthralled’ CHRISTINE WELLS
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For every woman who’s ever had a man make her into someone less than she truly is.
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And to the Lesters, especially Dick Lester, who did hire a chateau in the Loire Valley for his enormous family to celebrate his eightieth birthday. I promise nobody in the fictional family in this book is based on anyone I’m related to. You are all, thankfully, much too equable and undramatic to be characters in this book – and I mean that with love and gratitude.














Astrid Bricard wasn’t just a model. Nor was she just a designer, or just a celebrity. It’s impossible to say what she was, just that – if a person could ever be said to represent an era, Astrid Bricard was the 1970s. She was a muse and a myth, and now she’s the biggest fashion mystery of all time. What happened to Astrid Bricard? It’s a question almost as famous as that silver dress Hawk Jones made for her.


– Vogue, ‘Fashion Legends’ issue, 2010












Prologue




PALACE OF VERSAILLES, FRANCE, 28 NOVEMBER 1973





In the same way that the Electric Circus nightclub in Manhattan is all about sensual overwhelm, so too is the Hall of Mirrors at the Palace of Versailles, Hawk thinks as he strides into the gallery beside four other men. The club’s excess comes from bands like Velvet Underground playing so loudly the music feels like a secondary heartbeat, from the fire-eaters swallowing flames like candy, and from the light show flashing over canvas-draped walls that make you believe the room is leaning inwards and, a minute later, that you’re the one who’s on a slant. But the extravagance here is of a different order, manifested in so many mirrors there’s nowhere to hide. Hawk can see himself caught from all sides and reflected a thousand times beneath cathedral-like painted ceilings – the kind that make you feel guilty even when you’ve done nothing wrong.


For one disquieting second, Hawk wonders if this is what it will come down to – a belief that this kind of history makes French couture supreme, versus six American designers trying to show that a dress meant to writhe to the Rolling Stones is what fashion is now. He wants Astrid to saunter in right now and prove that very fact. But where is she?


He glances over at Bill Blass, dressed as always in tweed and tobacco. Beside him is Oscar de la Renta in dignified black, Stephen Burrows in naiveté, and Halston in self-admiration. Hawk knows better than to ask any of them if they’ve seen Astrid.


‘Allons-y!’ their French chaperone calls disdainfully, as if he’d rather be accompanying Yves Saint Laurent and the rest of the French team, who everyone believes will whip the Americans so completely that not just their clothes, but their skins will be left in ribbons.


To tell the truth, some days Hawk thinks that too.


As if to bolster Hawk’s fears, Hubert de Givenchy – a man Hawk couldn’t have named six years ago but who he’s now chatted to several times – enters. He’s elegant in suit and tie, so intrinsically the French couturier that even the lines on his face look to have been pleated with a seamstress’s precision. Hawk almost tugs at the sleeves of his favourite grey sweater but he remembers that he’s twenty-eight years old and has earned the right to be there – which maybe only proves how thin on the ground designers are in America.


He looks around again for Astrid before the Hall of Mirrors exposes his agitation. Against all odds, the Americans have to win tonight. Otherwise Hawk and Astrid will never be together – and that’s not a thought he wants to even contemplate, let alone have reflected to the whole goddamn room.


Get it together.


He rubs his hand over the stubble on his jaw and reminds himself that Hawk Jones is the man Life called the premier fashion designer in all America.


‘Bonjour.’ Givenchy greets them with a handshake, always a gentleman. ‘Good luck for this evening.’


Halston, who’d as soon be called a gentleman as Hawk would be called conservative, mutters, ‘Smug asshole,’ and Hawk sees relief cross Blass’s and de la Renta’s faces that Halston’s expletive wasn’t, for once, completely offensive.


And then the mirrors show Hawk some more sober reality. A team of American designers who are really a set of squabbling egos thrown together for a show that everyone from Princess Grace of Monaco to the Duchess of Windsor, as well as every newspaper and magazine across America and Europe, is attending. There they are at the Palace of Versailles about to do battle for their country’s honour to be crowned fashion capital of the world, and the five of them are barely on speaking terms and it’s seen as a win when Halston doesn’t outright tell someone to fuck off.


And the whole of Hawk’s happiness is riding on this.


The mirrors shift again. Now they reflect not just his terrified face, but a bundle on the floor near one of the statues. The bundle becomes, with a sudden, sharp twist of his heart, the delectable white column dress he’d seen Astrid making yesterday, a dress he’d believed would make everyone applaud her and acclaim her at last with the recognition she deserves.


Why the hell is the centrepiece of Astrid’s collection lying sprawled on the floor of the Hall of Mirrors?


Hawk’s feet move him forward. He’s halfway across the vast glittering hall before anyone else notices the bundle.


He’s three-quarters of the way across when he sees that a crimson sash of savage red now stains the silk.


His feet halt. His head turns away. But all around him, the mirrors double, triple and quadruple the violence of that dress and he swears now, loudly, the sound reverberating as if it might shatter every damn mirror before his fist does.


Because if the red staining Astrid’s gown is blood, then he knows that means Astrid is dead or gone – and so too is he.









ACT ONE


The Legend Begins …









One


Astrid Bricard & Hawk Jones




NEW YORK CITY, JANUARY 1970





Astrid Bricard stands in front of a vitrine, face almost pressed to the glass, mouth, cheeks – even her freckles – curving into a smile that’s been waiting to be freed her entire life. She might be twenty-four years old but real life has just started, and hugging the vitrine in the archives of the fashion school at Parsons School of Design would be the best way to celebrate. She leans in closer, bumping her nose against the pane that separates her from the dress.


Most people would see a 1950s dress designed by Claire McCardell. But Astrid sees a genius of fibres. The genesis of every piece of clothing is one single fibre. Not even thread – not yet. But fibres – cleaned and carded and combed, then wound and beamed and woven. A magic whose spells cast out cloths of damask and tweed, of crepon and lush velvet.


‘You look like you’re planning to put the devil into hell with that dress.’


Astrid yelps. There’s a man on the other side of the display with a smile on his lips as if he thinks he’s delivered a not-half-bad pick-up line. He has the kind of effortless good looks that make her think he was probably homecoming king once upon a time.


‘I’m at least planning to put the originality into Manhattan with it, which that line never will,’ she retorts.


He laughs and he finally looks at the dress, rather than her. And she’s oddly pleased when he focuses on the single most perfect element of its construction – the sash that crosses over one breast, loops around the back of the neck and then travels down the chest to tie at the side.


‘I was thinking about wearing it,’ she says, her eyes fixed on the knotted sash. ‘If you tugged the bow just once, the whole thing would tumble to the floor. Maybe that would feel …’ She pauses. The bow is both the dress’s truss – the only thing holding it together – and its undoing. ‘It would feel powerful,’ she concludes.


This man couldn’t possibly imagine how good that would feel for a woman – to truly be powerful. But it’s what Astrid dreams of, and the smile that settles onto her face as she walks away is both her stay and her strength – but not her undoing.
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‘What are you wearing?’ a tall girl made taller still by the height of her afro demands of Astrid at the end of class that day.


Astrid looks down. ‘A blazer my dad was throwing out.’


The girl snorts. ‘A man’s blazer. Just a man’s blazer. Nothing else.’


‘Well, I have underwear on but you’ll have to take my word for that.’ Astrid grins and the girl cackles.


‘I’m Velvet. Let’s go eat. But first … Graham!’ she hollers, and a man lopes over. ‘I found us another friend. This is—’


‘Astrid,’ she says as they exit onto East 54th Street.


‘Velvet and I met at night school a couple of years ago,’ Graham tells her. ‘Two people who hadn’t finished high school and whose parents didn’t want us to go to fashion school.’ He grins but Astrid knows that behind those words, there’s a whole lot that isn’t funny.


‘My parents don’t want me to be here either,’ she says as they turn into a diner.


‘See? I knew she was one of us,’ Velvet says. ‘Outcasts unite.’


The waitress comes over to take their order. Astrid and Graham give theirs but before Velvet can say anything, the woman turns away.


‘I want the burger and fries too,’ Graham calls out. ‘And another soda.’


‘Thanks,’ Velvet says to Graham, smaller and less magnificent than she had been five seconds ago – before the waitress ignored her and then refused to look her in the face as she added the food to their tab.


Velvet lights a cigarette and exhales smoke. ‘You better get used to that or you should hang out with someone whiter,’ she tells Astrid.


And Astrid knows that even though she – a white girl from Long Island – sometimes feels like an outcast, she’s braided into life whereas Velvet’s holding onto its most frayed threads. But Velvet’s stare makes it clear that if Astrid tries to apologise for something that, let’s face it, she’ll never be able to truly understand, Velvet will leave.


So Astrid nudges Graham. ‘I already am. He’s as white as my confirmation dress.’


‘You mean you didn’t wear a blazer for that?’ Velvet says, a smile easing back onto her face.


The food arrives and Graham asks, ‘Why don’t your parents want you to go to fashion school?’


Between mouthfuls of mac and cheese, Astrid explains. ‘My dad’s a lawyer and he wants me to marry one of his junior partners.’


Velvet and Graham grimace.


‘Exactly. But …’ She gestures at the blazer, at the sleek blonde hair that sits in a bob just below her chin in opposition to the long locks that are everywhere right now, a style that’s entirely and idiosyncratically her own. ‘I frighten lawyers. Being a fashion designer is the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do.’


Her words are almost tripping over themselves to be told. She’s not used to it – the junior partners her father invited for dinner were always the ones with the words. They’d take her for a drive after dinner and she’d direct them to the main street in spite of their urging to go somewhere quiet. She always jumped out at the traffic lights and went to a bar, which earned her a reputation. Never mind the junior partners who wanted to drive a girl to a quiet place to give their tongues an alternative exercise to talking – their reputations were unsullied. But Astrid of the odd clothes, late-evening bar habits and disinterest in lawyers was the one they gossiped about.


‘It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do too,’ Velvet says, nodding fiercely.


‘She should come and live with us,’ Graham says to Velvet, who laughs.


‘She probably doesn’t want a mattress on the floor of a tiny place in Chelsea.’


‘A mattress on the floor is about all I can afford,’ Astrid says almost pleadingly. ‘I can’t keep commuting from my parents’ place on Long Island. I need them to believe that wanting to be a fashion designer isn’t something I’ll grow out of, like when I was a kid who ate peanut butter on her hot dogs.’


‘Ewww!’ Velvet shrieks.


Astrid grins. It’s taken her twenty-four years of cajoling, culminating in a promise to her father to take a ladylike liberal arts degree at Hofstra first. He hoped university would bore her into choosing marriage. Instead, she finished her degree. Which meant he had to stick to his side of the deal – that she could go to Parsons if she paid for herself. She’s spent the last six months working on a portfolio that won her a coveted scholarship and allowed her to start a year and a half into the course. And now she has two friends and a place to live.


Life is totally disco.
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Hawk drops his rucksack by the door of the Park Avenue apartment, saunters into the kitchen and kisses his mother on the cheek.


She ruffles his hair.


‘Hey,’ he mock-complains, taking a soda out of the fridge, still thinking about the girl from Parsons. He’d gone to the archives for inspiration – he needs to make something new for his shop, but everything he draws is less than he wants it to be. And he’d found her, wearing only a slim-fitting blazer and staring at a dress, lids half-closed, the curves of her body defined in a way that’s now passé – the only girl in New York City who hasn’t thrown away her bra. His hand had been suddenly desperate to draw a dress onto her body that made it look like she’d had her 1960s undergarments ravished off her.


He blinks, startled by the force of the memory. ‘I met a girl today,’ he says.


‘So what’s new, HJ?’ his mother quips, then lifts an eyebrow. ‘Ah. She got the better of you. Or,’ she smiles wistfully, ‘you’ve just experienced a coup de foudre.’


‘What if it’s both?’ he asks, serious in a way he’s never been about his mother’s badly pronounced French phrases and notions of love at first sight.


Meredith Jones sits on a stool, takes out a cigarette and says, ‘Coup de foudre also means lightning bolt. One flash of brilliance and then all you have is a dull grey sky. Maybe if you saw her again, that’s all she’d be and you’d wonder what trick of the light made you think she was more.’


But he doesn’t want to imagine that a girl who thinks being unravelled from a dress gives her power could dull to grey upon a second meeting.


‘I’ll take Dad his dinner,’ he says.


He finds his dad in bed, a Babe Ruth biography propped in front of him. Hawk sets down the tray and picks up the baseball from the bedside table, throwing it laconically at the wall, which bears the marks of him having done this same thing for months now – catching the ball, tossing it back.


‘Good?’ he asks, gesturing at the book, the thud of the ball drowning out the slurping sound his father makes when he eats, a sound that embarrasses the hell out of him. Hence the ball, a trick Hawk had landed on by accident, and that had almost made him cry when his father had said, at the end of that first meal accompanied by the ball’s percussion, ‘Thanks, son.’


Hawk had had to run from the room because his father didn’t need him crying over that coup de foudre of a different kind – a lightning bolt of a stroke that had hit nine months before, leaving a brain ruined by the tempest. Matthias’s face drooped, his words were slurred, and he had to make a tremendous effort to hold anything in his right hand. The idea of him returning to being a lawyer who could command a bag of gold just by answering the phone seemed as remote to Hawk as his mother ever falling out of love with Matthias and taking up with a man who wasn’t twenty years older and semi-infirm.


‘Babe Ruth wasn’t really an orphan,’ his father says carefully so that his tongue doesn’t render the words incoherent. ‘He went to an industrial school for orphans, but only because he was so much trouble.’


Hawk laughs. ‘Don’t get any ideas.’


‘You’re twenty-four, kid. You’ll be moving out and leaving us before too long.’


There’s an empty space above his shop. It would be the perfect place to live. But if he did that, then his mom would be the only one left here to care for his dad.


Hawk puts the ball down, needing to get out of there – away from the shitty future he can foresee for the two people he loves most in the world. ‘Night, Dad.’


In the kitchen, he catches his mother in an unguarded moment. Her hands are pressed to the countertop, a Tom Collins sweating in a glass between them. She’s staring at the wedding ring on her left hand, maybe remembering the way she used to dance with her husband every night, in love in a way Hawk wants to be one day – but worries he’ll never be good enough for.


‘I’ll stay in tonight,’ he says, even though he wants music and whiskey and to figure out, now he’s graduated college and opened a shop, how to achieve what he wants his own life to be – a span of years that will never be disrupted by lightning.


‘No.’ His mother is firm. ‘I need to have a little cry, and I want to do it alone.’


Fuck. He wraps his mother in his arms, kisses the top of her head and she pushes him away with the kind of smile that could break your heart.
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At the end of the week, everyone in Astrid’s class has to make a short presentation about someone from fashion history who wasn’t a designer, but who influenced fashion. Velvet begins, gliding to the front as if the room is her runway. She holds up a magazine, back cover facing the class.


‘This is Vogue,’ she says. She flips the magazine to the front. On the cover is a black model.


‘British Vogue,’ Velvet clarifies. ‘Meet Donyale Luna. She’s American, but American Vogue has never put a black girl on the cover. Needless to say, Donyale lives in London now. She’s the first black woman ever to grace the cover of Vogue. If that’s not influencing fashion, I don’t know what is. But will Vogue here ever be influenced by her?’


It’s like Velvet’s put a grenade in the middle of the room. Everyone’s frozen, waiting for it to explode. People don’t talk about these things so accusingly.


Astrid sticks her fingers in her mouth and whistles. ‘Go Donyale!’


The class startles into polite applause. Velvet takes her seat next to Astrid and says, ‘I bet she’s the only person we see today who isn’t white.’


The next presentation by Candace Winters supports that theory. But that’s not why Astrid feels sick when she sees the photocopied picture Candace holds.


‘Christian Dior is the one designer who influenced fashion more than any other,’ Candace begins. ‘This is his muse, Mizza Bricard.’


All of Astrid’s joy curls up inside her like heated silk. She ought to have known someone would choose Mizza. Which means Astrid has to say it – everyone will find out soon enough. Even at conservative Hofstra it happened, although they weren’t fashion people and didn’t quite understand the implications. But here at fashion school, there won’t be a single person who doesn’t, and if Astrid reveals the fact rather than waits for it to be discovered, she might be able to control the fallout rather than looking like she has something to hide.


‘Nobody knows where she came from,’ Candace continues. ‘She was either a dancer in a nude revue or a prostitute. She lived at the Ritz, never wore panties, but always wore fur coats – and not much else.’


Astrid stands, cutting off the applause, and Candace glares. ‘Can I go next?’ she asks the tutor.


He nods. ‘Let’s hear from our Claire McCardell scholarship winner.’


Great. Now more than a few students who maybe didn’t get the scholarship are eyeing her.


Astrid tells herself to run at it like tequila minus the sunrise. ‘I’m Astrid Bricard,’ she says. ‘I’m adopted. My birth mother was …’ It won’t come out, those two words that have defined her life and will continue to define her unless she does something about it.


‘My birth mother was Mizza Bricard,’ she says way too loudly.


The rustle sweeping around the room is one part shocked, and one part suspicious.


‘You’re the daughter of Christian Dior’s muse?’ Candace says, eyes narrowed, as if she thinks that’s the only reason Astrid’s standing there as the scholarship winner.


One of them, they were told yesterday, will leave Parsons and become a name designer. Five will serve name designers. The rest will be doing something else in five years. But of course Mizza Bricard’s daughter can just stroll into the House of Dior and get herself a job in couture – she doesn’t have to work at it.


But Astrid does. Harder than anyone. Because Mizza was just a stimulus. Astrid is determined to be the response.


‘This,’ Candace taps her finger on the photocopied page, ‘is your mother.’


Astrid knows what Candace is doing. She’s not clarifying the situation. She’s making everyone look at the photo. While Mizza’s been photographed by everyone from Avedon to Beaton, this is the image that encapsulates the famous muse. Mizza’s wearing a fur coat, body leaning towards the camera. A long strand of pearls dives into her cleavage and the coat has slipped down her arm, baring the top of her breasts to the rim of her areola. She has a smile on her face that is most definitely come-hither.


Say the word muse and everyone thinks scarlet woman. Show a muse in fur, jewels and bared skin and everyone thinks whore. Or worse. Muses are the kind of women who don’t even get paid for all the sex they put out there. Instead, they crave it.


Before Dior died, Mizza came to New York each year with him and she’d travel to Long Island to visit Astrid. Because Dior was more famous than the Statue of Liberty and nobody could miss a woman who dressed like Mizza, her mother’s friends would pop in on the same day Mizza appeared in a leopard-print coat and more jewels than a Tiffany window, utterly out of place in green-lawned suburbia where everyone wore white gloves and hats, and one modest strand of pearls that never made acquaintance with one’s cleavage. There, as in much of America, Bill Blass’s style was the only style – Women should look terribly clean and healthy and fresh, he’s fond of saying.


Nobody would put clean and Mizza in the same sentence.


It’s Astrid’s mission to make sure her name and Mizza’s are never used in the same sentence either.


At the end of class, Candace catches up to her. ‘So that’s how you got the scholarship.’


A group gathers behind Candace. Be it high school, Hofstra or Sunday school, one girl, whose power is derived from her cruelty – a girl who makes it her business to discover everyone’s most vulnerable places so she can prod them often and publicly – makes Mizza into Astrid’s scandal.


‘The muse’s daughter,’ Candace continues, each word tattooing the label deeper into Astrid’s skin.


But Candace isn’t the first, nor will she be the last, to say that. ‘Or the whore’s daughter,’ Astrid says nonchalantly. She makes herself continue, even though maybe now she’s being as mean as Candace. ‘I’m sorry you didn’t get the scholarship.’


The intake of breath is audible. And Astrid knows from the look on Candace’s face that she was right. Astrid has something Candace wanted. And Candace will be nipping at her heels for the next eighteen months. Which means Astrid can’t allow herself to be harassed at the one place she’s fought so hard to get to.


‘Being Mizza Bricard’s daughter isn’t like being the daughter of an astrophysicist,’ Astrid continues mildly. ‘At most, I inherited strong cheekbones. If that’s my sole fortune, I’ll have spent it in a couple of years. Luckily I don’t rely on Mizza for anything and I make my own fortune.’


She’d meant it to come out like bland fact. Spoken aloud, it sounds like a challenge. On one side, Astrid: Mizza Bricard’s daughter, possessor of great cheekbones and – Astrid hopes – a hell of a lot more. On the other side: everyone who wants to make Astrid into the daughter of a seductress, aligned with Candace – most likely nobody’s daughter, possessor of a more ruthless ambition than Astrid’s own.


‘We’ll see about that,’ Candace says, as if yes, this is a challenge and it’s one she intends to win.


But so does Astrid. There’ll come a day when nobody will be able to call Astrid the muse’s daughter ever again.
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She’s surprised when she hears Velvet yell, ‘Wait up!’, and even more surprised when she turns to see both Velvet and Graham hurrying after her.


‘So we really are the outcasts then,’ Velvet says as she links her arm through Astrid’s.


For the first time that day, Astrid laughs. Because it seems as if, despite everything and unlike back on Long Island, she has two friends.


‘We should go to a party,’ Graham says. ‘Let off some steam.’


Which is how Astrid finds herself in a huge loft space on Broadway, the home of a friend of a friend of Graham’s.


‘You gotta pay two bucks,’ Graham tells her as they approach. ‘It’s a rent party.’


It takes a few moments for Astrid to figure out that a rent party means Graham’s friend’s friend opens up his loft for parties to help offset the rent. ‘Is there anything you can’t sell in Manhattan?’ she says.


‘Just your morals.’ Graham winks. ‘You give those away for free.’ And he throws himself into the Dionysian beat of the dance floor.


Through a sound system the likes of which Astrid has never seen, the host is playing an eclectic but danceable selection of jazz and classical, soul and funk. Coloured balloons bump against her arms and Velvet’s as they groove, Astrid’s floppy felt wide-brim hat long gone, white singlet clinging to her skin from sweat. Eventually, Velvet beckons to her and, breathless from the dancing and the smoke that makes it impossible to see past her fingers, they move to the outer edges of the room. They each grab a banana and a drink from the table that holds none of the usual stimulants, only fruit, nuts and juice – it’s BYO highs and lows, Graham explained earlier – and collapse into a beanbag.


‘That was just what I needed,’ Astrid says.


Velvet laughs. ‘The bananas or the balloons?’


Astrid laughs too, then elbows Velvet in the ribs. ‘Thanks.’


‘Anytime I can provide bananas to compensate for the bitches, just lemme know.’


Astrid remembers the challenge in Candace’s eyes and her laughter dies. She fights against the tears that are competing with the grass haze to blur the room, trying to think of something other than herself right now because, as far as acts of generosity go, Velvet’s compassion ought to earn her a halo.


‘A girl who grew up as a lawyer’s daughter on Long Island and who got to finish high school and a liberal arts degree probably doesn’t have much to complain about to you,’ she says.


Velvet shrugs. ‘When you told Candace that you were going to make your own fortune, I wanted to applaud. Because it’s not fair but it’s fact – just like you don’t want to be anything like your mother, I don’t want to be like mine. I have seven siblings and my mom did her best, but by age fifteen, I was sitting at the dining table doing alterations so we could make rent, rather than going to school. I’d look at her across the table and I’d want to say, “Make him use a fucking condom”. Feeding only three or even four kids might have meant I could stay at school. I hated that she was so passive that I paid for my dad’s aversion to rubbers.’


Astrid sips her juice, wishing it was a joint, which might ease the tension in her jaw. Her words grind out. ‘And I hate that, as a muse, my birth mother existed only to make a man great – that she had no greatness of her own. Here we are with Betty Friedan saying the world depends on women’s passive dependence and that femininity makes us a target and a victim of the sexual sell, and I see that photo of Mizza in my head, all sex and dependence, and I want to scream. Then there’s my adoptive mom, who’s exactly the woman in the kitchen Friedan’s railing against.’


Her fingers curl around her cup. ‘So I have both the mother who’s the embodiment of the feminine mystique and the mother who uses her cleavage to inspire a man. And Betty also says that if we excise our femininity, we’ll finally be powerful. I don’t believe that.’


She gestures at her white singlet, underneath which she isn’t wearing a bra, like half the girls in the room. ‘Show your cleavage if you want. Stand naked at the front of a room wearing a temptress’s smile. Screw around. But do it for yourself because it makes you feel good. Don’t do it to make a man great. So it’s not just that I don’t want to be Mizza. It’s that I want to take women’s fashion, which is the epitome of this supposedly terrible thing called femininity, and I want to make clothes that are both beautiful and give women back their power – clothes that damn well never make them feel like their only job is to make a man more powerful.’


The music shifts from effortless groove to something more anthemic, matching the urgency inside Astrid in this strange place where LSD blotters pass from hand to mouth as unabashedly as the private and ineloquent wishes that have just pulsed out of her like blood.


She tugs Velvet up and spins them both around to the crescendo of music and limbs and darkness. She tips her head back and feels it all on her face – the rhythm of the future.


‘I’m not the muse’s daughter,’ she says to Velvet. ‘And you’re not the girl who wasn’t allowed to finish high school. Let’s both believe that, and we’ll do all the rest too.’


They spin and they spin until they’re higher on belief and dreams than any of the day-trippers dropping acid in the corner.









Two


Blythe Bricard




PARIS, DECEMBER 2012





The taxi speeds into Paris from the airport, en route to taking Blythe and her kids to … their doom, she thinks wryly. When she’d received the invitation from her ex-husband Jake’s parents to their fiftieth wedding anniversary celebration, her eyebrows had arched so high they’d just about waxed themselves. On the back, Jake’s brother Ed had written, Mom has cancer – late stage. This is the last chance we have to get everyone together. It’s just three weeks – and in a French chateau. I’ll make sure Jake isn’t a total dick while we’re there. Mom and Dad want to spend some time with Sebby and Eva. And they want to see you too.


It was blackmail, but of course she’d agreed. What kind of person says no to the request of a dying woman she had once loved?


‘One night in Paris and three weeks in a castle!’ seven-year-old Eva says, bouncing up and down. ‘Will it have a moat?’


Blythe’s laugh turns into a frown as Sebby coughs beside her. ‘Are you okay? I’ll give you some more ventolin at the hotel.’ She’s already given him a healthy dose but her five-year-old’s asthma is violent and unpredictable.


Then Eva squeals. ‘Look, Mommy! Isn’t that Great-Grandma Mizza?’


Blythe’s body tenses. They’re outside the House of Dior. She’d read that Mizza Bricard was the inspiration for the latest collection and there she is, in leopard print, jewels and plunging necklines, all over the windows, an inscrutable little smile on her lips that suggests more than naked flesh ever could. Dior’s designer said in an interview in Vogue last month that Mizza never wore any underwear, salacious gossip that’s put the whole Bricard saga back in the headlines, which Blythe could do without.


‘Yep, that’s my granny,’ she says facetiously.


The taxi moves forward and Blythe relaxes.


The Hôtel Grand Powers blends so perfectly into the white stone and wrought-iron façades of the street – which is why Blythe likes it – that Eva stares, puzzled, having missed the unobtrusive black awning.


‘This way, darling,’ Blythe says, taking Eva’s and Sebby’s hands as they slide out of the taxi.


‘Blythe Bricard. Checking in for one night,’ she says to the receptionist, who stares for a second too long and Blythe knows she knows who she is.


Her suspicions are confirmed when the receptionist steps away to get the room key and whispers to another woman, who then levels a set of eyeballs Blythe’s way.


Blythe sighs, pushes her sunglasses onto her head and shoves her hands in the pockets of the admittedly fabulous gold lamé Hawk Jones jumpsuit she’d worn in case the paps who haunt the airports were having a slow news day. And then she sees, open on the counter, a copy of Paris Match. There’s Blythe at the premiere of Atelier last week, a film she’d designed the costumes for and which, along with the dress she’d worn that night, have reignited the buzz that follows her around like an earworm. Six months ago, while her name often came before her, it would have been fifty-fifty that she could pass through a hotel unnoticed. This month, it’s more like a certainty she won’t. She hustles the kids to the elevator before anyone points a phone her way.


Once in their room, Blythe tries not to think how much this one night is costing. Her kids deserve a night in a gorgeous Parisian hotel after everything they’ve been through the last couple of years. She’s been saving every spare penny for months and, looking at Eva and Sebby’s faces as they step onto the balcony and stare at the Eiffel Tower, she knows it’s been worth it.


‘Mommy, it’s so pretty,’ Eva enthuses.


Yes it is, Blythe thinks, staring at black iron threaded onto a silvery sky that’s threatening storms – except you don’t have to be a weather forecaster to know the next couple of weeks will be nothing but tempestuous. Staying in a chateau with Jake, who she hasn’t even spoken to in six months. Seeing his mom unwell. And the meeting Blythe is due at in just one hour.


Enjoy the moment, she tells herself. Her. The kids. Paris. That’s a damn good trifecta.


She bobs down, wrapping her arms around them. Eva’s fingers slip into her hair and Sebby takes out the old camera Blythe gave him and snaps a photo. He checks the screen and says, ‘It’s a really good one.’


Blythe blinks at the way their bodies are huddled together in the kind of closeness that makes your heart hurt. Their smiles outdo the tower behind them. She kisses his cheek. ‘It’s the best.’


But it’s December and in the mid-thirties outside. Sebby’s lungs are rebelling at the cold. She gives him another six puffs of Ventolin and says, ‘The babysitter will be here in half an hour. I won’t be gone more than two hours.’


Neither Eva nor Sebby slept well on the plane last night and they’re both eyeing the big bed the same way they ordinarily gape at candy bars. So she tucks them in, turns on the TV, and touches up her makeup. When the sitter arrives, Blythe checks to make sure Seb’s okay and asks the sitter to call if he gets worse. Then she leaves for the offices of Champlain Holdings, which are only a few doors down – a red-carpet length from the House of Dior and the photos of Blythe’s grandmother. Across the road is LVMH, the group’s main competitor in the fashion and luxury goods market besides Jake’s business, which charged out of near bankruptcy more than a year ago and is now performing spectacularly well.


As she walks, she texts her friend Remy. Remind me why you convinced me to say yes to this meeting?


A reply pings instantly.


This is your moment, Blythe. Rather than being hot just because you’re Astrid and Hawk’s love child, you’re hot right now because of your work. I know it’s not exactly the kind of work you’ve always wanted to do but seize the day anyway. xx PS – It mightn’t sound like it but I love you. PPS – Have you told Jake?


Right then, the sun drifts out, a sequin of gold softened by gauzy clouds. What if she just tilted her head up, let the sun fall on her face the way it’s falling on the six stories of cream stone beside her and walked into this meeting like it might be something good, rather than expecting it to be another intrusion on a life already well trespassed? Remy’s right. Costume designer isn’t her first choice of occupation but if anyone else had their damn face in Paris Match they’d be toasting the gods of fortune.


You’re right, she texts Remy. I was being a spoiled brat but now I’m an optimistic bubble of champagne. PS – Have I told Jake I’m having a meeting with his biggest competitor? Mmmm, no, I haven’t broached that subject yet.
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‘You must get told this all the time, but you’re somehow the exact replica of both Astrid and Hawk,’ is Nathaniel Champlain’s greeting to Blythe. ‘And that is a great outfit,’ he adds, eyeing her jumpsuit over which she’s thrown a coat refashioned from an ankle-length seventies leather trench.


She’d loved the wide lapels, but wanted it to hit at mid-thigh so she’d attacked it with scissors and sewing machine. It’s what she does when she’s not making costumes for movies – resurrecting and refashioning damaged clothes from decades ago and turning them into something new and wearable. It barely pays the bills, and right now Blythe has the enviable problem of being overrun with orders she doesn’t have time to make. But nor does she have the money to decline them, nor the money to turn her cottage industry into a business, which is what she most wants – what she’s always wanted, in fact.


‘Is it one of Hawk’s?’ he asks.


She nods, smiling as if she doesn’t wear jumpsuits designed by her dad in order to quash the stories about her and Hawk never speaking. ‘The jacket’s mine,’ she says.


She follows him to a boardroom with a magnificent view of ballgown-shaped Belle Époque domes. Nathaniel sits and turns a remote control over in his fingers. ‘I have a spectacular presentation,’ he says. ‘But I’m sure, now I’ve met you, that it won’t work.’


‘What is it about me that says I don’t like spectacular presentations?’


‘It was a compliment.’


He walks over to the window, leans against the sill, and it’s just him and the Eiffel Tower filling her vision. He’s good-looking, nearly ten years older than her, a tinge of grey feathering the edges of his brown hair, his jaw more square than Jake’s and also more clean-shaven.


Without preamble he says, ‘I want Champlain Holdings to resurrect MIZZA. And I want you to be its creative director.’


There’s nothing he could have said that would have stunned her more. Nobody is resurrecting MIZZA, her mother Astrid’s infamous clothing label.


‘I get that you’re reluctant—’


She cuts him off. ‘Reluctant is a massive understatement.’


‘Hear me out,’ he says. ‘Then you can congratulate yourself on having reached the decision logically rather than emotionally.’


Patronising sonofa—


Blythe gathers herself. She’s faced off worse attacks than this. Being the granddaughter of Christian Dior’s famous muse and the daughter of Hawthorne Jones and his legendary muse, Astrid, means she’s nothing if not battle-hardened. But what the hell has she done to offend the gods so hugely that they’re about to trap her in a chateau with her ex-husband for three weeks, and now they’re forcing her to think about Astrid in front of a man she doesn’t know?


She gives a wryly amused smile. ‘Fine. Dazzle me with your logic.’ She can’t storm off. Women like her who don’t play nice are savaged in headlines, chewed over on social media and spat out stripped of flesh.


‘You’re one hell of a talented designer, Blythe. The piece you made for Cate Blanchett to wear to the Oscars last year has just been bought from her by the Met for half a million dollars.’ He pushes over a magazine that’s sitting in the middle of the table. ‘Vogue’s “Fashion Who’s Who” was published today. Take a look.’


Her eyes follow his finger to the page.




Bricard, Mizza: widely considered to be the world’s first fashion muse. Prior to inspiring Dior to greatness, Mizza was rumoured to have been a courtesan, whose lovers furnished her with a spectacular jewellery collection. She had a fondness for leopard print, a passion that inspired at least one of the House of Dior’s codes.


Bricard, Astrid: muse Mizza’s daughter. Also a fashion muse, but to Hawk Jones and, notoriously, his lover for a time. Created her own label, MIZZA, in the 1970s, which is much sought after today by vintage fashionistas. Disappeared during the Battle of Versailles in 1973, presumed by some to have been murdered over a drug deal gone wrong, by others to have vanished after an altercation with Hawk’s new inspiration, former college mate Candace Winters, whose blood was found mixed with Astrid’s on the white silk dress Astrid left behind.


Bricard, Blythe: Hawk and Astrid’s love child – daughter and granddaughter of a muse. Despite belonging to a fashionably fabled clan and showing flashes of brilliance in costume design and dressing celebrities, she hasn’t lived up to expectations, although her sartorial style is much admired.





Below that are the three most famous photographs of the three women. First, the Louise Dahl-Wolfe shot of Mizza that’s hanging in the Dior windows. Second, Astrid dancing on a podium at the Cheetah nightclub in 1970, wearing a minuscule silver lamé dress. Last is Blythe, hiding behind sunglasses, giving the finger to the press.


She hasn’t absorbed the article’s stinging assessment of her when Nathaniel flips through a few pages and points to another name.




Jones, Hawk (Hawthorne): Hugely successful creator of the Hawk Jones label, which is as modish today as when he launched the brand in the seventies. There are few designers who can lay claim to having presided over a fashion empire for decades the way he has. Even the loss of his muse, Astrid Bricard, couldn’t stop him from ruling the sartorial world.





Blythe is tempted to toss the magazine at Nathaniel. Before she can, he says, ‘I heard that you’ve wanted to have your own label, recycling and remaking vintage pieces, ever since you left FIT. When was that?’


He keeps going, answering his own question. ‘Eleven years ago. I also heard that you and Jake Black had a deal after you finished grad school. He’d start up his business first, and then it’d be your turn to do the same. What happened to your turn? You make sensational costumes for movies – but only if they’re shooting in New York, because you have to look after your kids. You spend your time between those flashes of brilliance making one-offs for suburban moms and minor celebrities to wear to charity balls. I don’t believe it satisfies you at all.’


There’s a shocking prickle of tears in the corners of Blythe’s eyes. Please don’t let me cry. Not here, not now. Not over this legacy she’ll never be rid of. She wants to accuse Nathaniel of misogyny – how many women have time to be satisfied? But she knows it isn’t just time she lacks. Just like she knows that being creative director of MIZZA and resurrecting the legend of her mother won’t make her happy.


What will?


‘For two years in the seventies, MIZZA was everything,’ Nathaniel continues, relentless. ‘It’s a cult brand, even though not a single thing has been made under that name for forty years. Hate it and fear it, if that’s how you want to get through life. Or you could reign over it instead. With complete creative freedom, a hell of a lot of money and the backing of my company behind you.’


He shrugs. ‘That’s my pitch. When you want more details, give me a call.’


He thinks surprising her with his idea and lecturing her about her life is a pitch? Everyone wants to tell Blythe how to live her life. Be more like Astrid. Don’t be like Astrid. Be like Hawk. Or Mizza. Or all goddamn three.


When a photograph of your mother dancing in the shortest possible silver dress with half her ass showing has become a metonym for an entire decade – to publish an article or write a book about the 1970s and not include that shot of Astrid and Hawk is like trying to separate Neil Armstrong from the moon – then you grow up to be a certain kind of person. Everyone thinks your preferences must also be for nudity and exhibitionism and, of course, sex. It’s a hell of a thing to have to grapple with as a child, as a teenager, as a woman, and now, as a mother. And if she’d thought it before, being Eva and Seb’s mom has made her learn the truth of it – Blythe’s only purpose in life is to be nothing and nobody. That’s what she decided the first time four-year-old Eva came home from school in tears because one of the older kids told her she was descended from sluts, so she must be a slut too. Eva hadn’t even known what a slut was, just that it was bad, and that dancing on a table while someone groped your ass made you one.


The only way to make everyone forget is to be unmemorable. Except Blythe’s just designed the costumes for a movie everyone’s raving about, and she stood on a red carpet in a gorgeous dress and let herself not just be photographed, but feel good about what she’d made. And now she regrets it for the damage it might do to her life’s goal – that Eva won’t spend the whole of high school, the whole of her life, trying to avoid boys and men and a voracious media who just want her to dance on a table minus her underwear.


She stands. ‘That wasn’t a pitch. I know what you stand to get out of this. Money. Another brand in your stable. A publicity storm. But what do I get besides a title? Call me when you’re ready to tell me exactly what you’re offering.’


He might go to the media and call her a bitch. That’s what women who refuse to just roll over are usually called. But Blythe Bricard has never lain down and been the woman everyone wants her to be.
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Blythe strides down to the Seine, needing to expunge the anger before she returns to her kids. She jams her earbuds in her ears, drenches her mind with Fleetwood Mac – an addiction to seventies music something that lives in her genes and one she can’t renounce no matter how hard she tries. She’s thinking about dresses – silk jersey and V-necklines, cashmere that moulds to the skin like a lover’s body. All the things she could make with a company like Champlain Holdings behind her. All the things she’s been wanting to make since she had, as Nathaniel reminded her, left grad school and made a deal with Jake that neither of them had upheld.


She pulls out her earbuds and sets off for the hotel. She, Sebby and Eva have found an easy equilibrium these last few months, almost two years on from Blythe’s divorce from Jake. She was the one who walked out back then, unsettling everything about their lives. Now she’s her kids’ only fixed point and they don’t deserve for her to throw a MIZZA and Astrid bombshell into their peace and disrupt everything again.


As soon as she steps into the room, she can hear Sebby’s lungs wheezing. ‘I told you to call me if he got worse,’ she snaps at the babysitter, who looks up from her phone as if she’s only just remembered why she’s there.


Blythe checks her watch. She can’t give him another dose of steroids yet. She pumps more ventolin into him, waits a few minutes and knows they won’t be spending tonight in this plush bed. ‘Eva, darling, can you get your water bottle and some books? Grab my iPad too.’


‘Are we going to the hospital?’ Eva asks quietly.


Blythe nods, packs Sebby’s favourite plush puppy and a toothbrush, picks up her son and tries not to think the worst when she feels how hard his chest is working. The cab ride is interminable – Eva’s serious eyes are fixed on her, and Sebby’s breathing sounds more like screaming.


But they’ve been through this before, she reminds herself as the panic swirls. They’ll be okay this time too.


She smiles reassuringly at Eva while she frantically considers who she can call to take care of her daughter. Back in New York, one of Eva’s friends’ moms would always help out. But in Paris, who? Jake should be here by now but …


The red and white Urgences sign comes into view at last.


They’re ushered straight through and time passes in that way it does in hospitals in the evening when there’s so much waiting in between frenetic periods of activity. When all you do is stare at your child, not wanting to miss even the slightest deterioration, as if by sheer strength of will you can make them better.


Eva sits in Blythe’s lap pressing sticker dresses onto paper dolls until Blythe can’t feel her legs anymore. One of the nurses keeps coming in to ask about Astrid and Hawk, telling Blythe that as a teenager, she had the photo of Astrid in the silver dress dancing with Hawk pinned to her wall.


‘That time when they held hands walking onto the stage at that fashion awards thing, when they won’t look at each other but you can just see how hard they’re holding on – that’s one of the most romantic things,’ the nurse gushes, and Blythe knows she’s talking about the movie that came out in the eighties about the tragic love story of Astrid Bricard and Hawk Jones.


‘It probably never happened like that,’ Blythe says and the nurse looks like Blythe just murdered a unicorn. Again there’s that crushing sense that despite being stressed out and wanting to focus on her kid, she has to worry about being nice. Otherwise the bitchy Blythe stories will start up again, no doubt accompanied by photos of Sebby alone the one time she leaves to use the bathroom.


When the doctors finally decide Seb should be okay with a bit more oxygen, meds and time, and that he’ll most likely be fine by morning, Blythe calls Jake.


He doesn’t answer. He never does.


‘Okay,’ she says to Eva as she grapples with solutions. ‘You know I have to stay with Seb?’


Eva nods, her serious eyes back, fear there too.


‘I will never leave you, darling,’ Blythe says almost too ferociously.


Eva buries her face in her mother’s shoulder. Blythe strokes her hair, glad that Eva can’t see she’s almost losing the fight against her own tears, against the memory of a mother who did leave, a long time ago. She shoves it all back down into the dead place in her soul that Astrid left behind when she vanished in November 1973.


‘What if I call Ed?’ she says. ‘You could stay with him and Auntie Joy and your cousins? I bet they’re in a super-fancy hotel.’


‘I liked our hotel,’ Eva says, and Blythe knows her daughter just wants to stay in her lap, Blythe’s hands brushing over her hair. ‘But okay.’


So Blythe calls her ex-brother-in-law. Saint that he is, Ed says he’ll come get Eva and take her on the coach tomorrow that’s ferrying all twenty-eight members of the family party to the Loire Valley.


‘I’ll hire a car and catch up with you,’ Blythe tells him.


There’s a pause and she knows what he’s thinking. ‘He didn’t answer,’ she tells him.


Ed exhales a disappointed stream of air. Blythe just shrugs. She gave up being disappointed in Jake a long time ago. It’s easier to expect him to let you down right up front.


Eva dispatched, Blythe spends an almost sleepless night by Sebby’s side, drinking too much coffee and waking with a jolt anytime her eyes close for more than five minutes. By late morning, the doctors are happy. She calls Ed briefly and speaks to Eva, who says that Coco and Georgia, two of Ed’s five kids, are teaching her a card game.


‘I’m proud of you, darling,’ Blythe tells her and she can hear Eva’s smile through the phone. That’s how easy it is to make your child happy, Astrid, she thinks. One second and four words of praise. Parenting isn’t so hard that you need to run away from it.


She hangs up and exhales. She’s exhausted and starving and honestly feels like her legs might give way, but none of that matters because she got through another crazy juggle and everyone is okay. She scoffs a packet of potato chips so she doesn’t pass out and by the time she gets back to Seb, he’s giggling at a movie on her iPad.


‘Ready to go live in a castle?’ she asks him.


‘Yes!’


Once in the hire car, Sebby dozing in the back seat, it’s tempting to let her mind wander back to her meeting with Nathaniel. But what last night proved was that she’s stretched too thin already. Yes, she only takes on costume jobs when the movie is based in New York, like Nathaniel said – but she doesn’t have a husband she can leave her kids with to go off to LA or Romania or New Zealand to run a wardrobe department. Jake’s never had the kids for more than one night and he hasn’t seen them at all for six months. He doesn’t answer his phone because he couldn’t even imagine there might be an emergency. She doesn’t have a nanny because she can’t afford one for a start, but also because she grew up without a mother and she won’t let her kids be brought up by someone else. So she can’t just go and be a creative director in a full-time job in Paris or wherever, because Eva and Sebby come first.


Just drive, she tells herself grimly. And definitely don’t think about whatever hell she’s driving into on the cusp of a three-week vacation with her ex-husband.









Three


Astrid Bricard & Hawk Jones


That day feels nothing at all like history when it begins. Astrid climbs off her mattress on the floor and grabs a man’s white business shirt she’d found at a thrift store for fifty cents. She ties it around her waist like a sarong, the memory of the dress she’d seen in the archive last month weaving into her subconscious. The sleeves become the sash that she ties into a bow and which, when tugged, would make the whole thing tumble to the floor.


Velvet laughs. ‘Only you would think of doing that and would make it look so damn hot. And what is that T-shirt?’


‘I bought it in the kids department,’ Astrid tells Velvet. It’s a shade between turquoise and aquamarine, the colour the afternoon sun would dye the water out at Gilgo when Astrid waited on her surfboard for a wave. ‘Nobody uses colours like this for adults’ clothes. They should.’


‘You should,’ Velvet says as they take the subway to college, hungover enough to prefer the subterranean dark, but sober enough to be on time.


They’ve just taken their seats in the design studio when the man Astrid met in the archives walks in.


‘Who’s that?’ she asks Velvet.


‘I forget you weren’t here last year,’ Velvet replies and Graham says, ‘That’s Hawk Jones. A damn fine man.’


‘Hawk?’ Astrid repeats.


‘Somehow short for Hawthorne.’ Velvet shrugs. ‘I guess it was too much of a mouthful.’


‘Hawthorne.’ Astrid samples the word. It is a mouthful. A word that sits both on the top of your tongue and also in the deep recesses of your throat and she doesn’t know why but the thought makes her flush. ‘He doesn’t look like the fashion type.’


Graham laughs. ‘No, he isn’t the fashion type.’


Astrid’s been at Parsons long enough to understand something she rarely encountered in her lawyerly Long Island neighbourhood. That fashion attracts everyone from conventionally married designers like Oscar de la Renta, to those who don’t think about girls the way she’s been told they should, like Graham.


While Hawk Jones confers with their tutor, Velvet tells her more. ‘He started out in advertising, then moved to photography and ended up in fashion by accident. One time, the dean dragged him to a Norman Norell workshop. So there’s Hawk, who can’t sew and who had no idea who Norell was’ – Velvet rolls her eyes at this – ‘somehow draping silk into an outfit Norell declared was maybe better than anything he could make. He’s good with his hands.’ Velvet winks. ‘Makes it hard to settle on one thing.’


She says it like a warning but Astrid doesn’t need one. Her future plans don’t allow for men with predatory names to circle.


‘He graduated last summer and opened his own boutique a few months ago,’ Graham adds. ‘It’s not what you do – go out on your own without having served your apprenticeship with a name designer first. Half the girls here love him – he probably dated most of them in his time at Parsons. Everyone wants to know if he’ll succeed. Some want him to fail for being arrogant enough to go against the accepted way of things. I hope he sticks it up their asses.’


The tutor tells them Hawk is teaching the class that day, just like other alumni have occasionally come in for a morning. As Hawk takes over, Astrid assesses him. He has dark blond hair that’s really too long, and wavy in a way that suggests it’s probably in need of a wash. It falls over his brow and he reaches up to shove it out of the way, which only makes it tumble back down again, like it knows one half-hidden eye is the way to get every girl in the room to gift him her attention.


Astrid wants to laugh because even Velvet is staring. But so is she.


In the archives, he’d looked like the kind of guy who worked at nothing because the whole world yielded before him. But now he looks intent as he picks up a length of tricky silver lamé.


Everyone studies the fabric differently: Velvet with fierceness as if she doesn’t want the contradictions of hard metal and liquid grace to get the better of her; Graham with consternation, like he’d been praying for the simplicity of denim. And Astrid feels a sudden thrill. Every fabric they’ve examined so far has been at odds with inspiration, like a butler in a three-piece suit on the dance floor at the Electric Circus. Whereas the lamé is the Top 40 hit she hadn’t even known she craved.


It obeys every twist of Hawk’s fingers as he drapes it over the mannequin beside him, leaving it long so it covers her legs. ‘Silver lamé doesn’t need any encouragement to be flashy,’ he explains. ‘So you make the dress long, and suddenly it’s more mood lighting than neon billboard.’


Astrid narrows her eyes. It’s like he took the drumbeat out of a rock song. You don’t improve something by stripping it of its essence. If it’s meant to throb, you let it.


She pushes herself up and walks to the front. ‘Or you make it so short that despite its tendency towards exhibitionism, the lamé isn’t the first thing you see.’


She re-pins the fabric so it barely skims the mannequin’s ass. Now it’s all about the woman, rather than what she’s wearing.


Hawk’s frown is of absorption rather than irritation – she hopes.


‘Then it needs long sleeves for balance,’ he says, twisting the silver into two lengths that stop just above the wrist bones, which were, five minutes before, mere overlooked joinery. Now he’s drawn attention to the delicate tapering of the arms in a way that’s more erotic than a plunging neckline. ‘Actually, it should be even shorter.’ He makes another half inch disappear from the hem.


Astrid nearly smiles, but it’s only almost perfect. She glances at Hawk, who’s looking at her with the same not-quite smile. She slides her fingers through the lamé, listens to what the fibres are saying.


Disappear.


She tugs down the back of the dress, exposing the mannequin’s shoulder blades – two exclamation points of confidence. ‘And a scooped-out back for power,’ she says, smiling at Hawk, at this reference to their previous meeting.


He laughs.


And everyone bursts into spontaneous applause at this dress that looks from the front like a lit match and becomes, by the time you circle to the back, a blazing fire. Astrid’s whole body, her mind, even her heart, feel ripped. It was as if Hawk was in her head and she was in his, a feeling maybe everyone’s chasing when they take up their LSD blotters at a rent party.


This dress is Astrid in textile form. And the whoops of her classmates tell her the dress is what they want to be too, or what they never dared imagine they could be. No one could wear this dress and not be the strongest thing in the room.


Her eyes catch Hawk’s again. ‘Thanks,’ he says and it’s so unexpected – gratitude rather than ego. How many teachers at Parsons would welcome a girl who’s been there for all of a month striding up and telling them they’d made a dress too damn long?


And she wonders – how can she make this happen again? Or was it just one rare and unrepeatable moment of dazzlement?


Now Hawk’s looking at her the same way he did in the archives, his eyes like pencils redrawing her bones. Even her ankles blush.


She turns away, retakes her seat. Because in her life right now, she needs only the outcome of what just happened, not the dazzlement. She hears someone whisper, ‘Of course you’d make something so microscopic it can hardly be called a dress. I guess it’s in your genes.’


Candace. Even though Astrid knows she should zip it, she says, ‘Were you hoping he’d get in your jeans?’


She feels Velvet stiffen and wishes she hadn’t let Candace rile her. Meeting a bitch with bitchiness is like throwing a smouldering cigarette into a summer-dry forest.


‘You know she dated him last year?’ Velvet hisses. ‘And he did what he always does – let her down gently after just a couple of dates.’


Which means Astrid didn’t just toss out a cigarette, but a can of fuel.


Ignore Candace, she tells herself. Astrid’s had years of practice at pretending to shrug off the taunts, and should be expert at it by now.


But what a thing to have had to develop a talent for.
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After class, she and Velvet have just turned onto East 54th Street when they hear someone shout, ‘Hey!’


Astrid turns to find Hawk hurrying after them. She tries to look disinterested but can still feel, threading its silver through the air between them, the enchantment of their minds in unison.


‘I don’t know your name,’ Hawk says to her.


‘Sure you do.’ Velvet grins.


‘Sorry, Velvet,’ Hawk says in seemingly genuine apology for his single-minded focus on Astrid.


Perhaps it’s his contrition that makes Velvet say, ‘This is Astrid. I guess in a school of only six hundred students, you were bound to find the one worth knowing. Catch you on the flip side.’ She unfurls a supple hand and glides away.


Now it’s just Astrid and Hawk. He looks as though he was growing a beard and then gave up, leaving dark stubble over his cheeks that makes Astrid suddenly loathe the studied grooming of moustaches, and also clean-shaven skin. Hawk Jones is definitely an addiction she can’t succumb to.


She starts to walk, thinking he’ll move onto someone who’s better at flirting – Candace, maybe – but he walks with her, asking, ‘Did you transfer from another college?’ His tone is laden with a thousand questions, like an archaeologist seeking to dust away the layers of Astrid. ‘What we just did, that was …’


He pauses as if considering adjectives, and Astrid can’t help saying, ‘It was what that fabric was meant to do.’


This is where he’ll laugh and leave the crazy girl who thinks textiles have destinies. But he just says, ‘Yeah. It was.’ Then, ‘Do you want to come to dinner? Meet my parents?’


‘Meet your parents?’ she repeats. On Long Island, meeting parents was a planned event. ‘I don’t think so.’ Which sounds like prevarication. ‘No,’ she says firmly.


‘You think you won’t like my parents?’ He smiles, self-assured, and she almost reaches out a wistful hand to touch his abstract and lovely ease. Today in the classroom, it had made her own self-possession unfurl.


A thought chafes against her skull – how her mother’s friends would laugh if they knew Astrid Bricard thought she lacked self-assurance. A girl who defies her parents’ wishes to go to fashion school and who wears men’s business shirts as skirts is not a person anyone thinks lacks self-belief. But seeing Hawk now, Astrid knows she can say all the right words to Velvet while lying in a beanbag with a rousing chorus backing her, but put her in a room alone with her thoughts and they circle back to one thing – her parents don’t believe in her. All the people she grew up with don’t believe in her. How the hell, in all that doubt, do you find the courage to not just say it, but to actually do it?


Whatever crosses her face makes Hawk say, ‘My mom always says a home-cooked meal makes you feel better. You look like you could do with feeling better.’


‘I have to maintain a ninety per cent average to keep my scholarship and I’m working six nights a week to make rent. So I don’t date,’ she says resolutely.


‘My mom doesn’t date either so she’ll be glad you just want to be friends.’


Astrid laughs and he grins at her, which makes her say, ‘I’m serious,’ even though she’s still laughing.


‘I am too,’ he says.


They’ve been walking this whole time, weaving their way through pedestrians, working themselves into the fabric of the city, his arm occasionally bumping against hers. While she expected that a man who tried a one-liner on her about devils and dresses would take advantage of moments of forced proximity and let his arm linger, he never does. On Park Avenue, he stops outside an apartment building.


‘I just …’ he starts, and then she sees it – a flash of vulnerability beneath the ease, something he’s learned to hide better than she has. ‘Today, with that silver dress … I figure there aren’t too many people in the world you get to do that with. And you can never have too many friends. So if you want one more, come to dinner.’


Because there is probably no one else who could hold one end of a length of silver lamé and she the other and magic would be the result, she says, ‘All right.’


‘Hey, Mom,’ Hawk calls when they enter the apartment. ‘I brought Astrid with me. I told you about her a while ago.’


He’s in front of her so he can’t see the searing flush of something that isn’t embarrassment on her cheeks. He met her in an archive for three minutes and he told his mother about her. His grey sweater moves with the shape and swell of the muscles on his back as he tosses his keys onto the hall stand and Astrid wishes she were charcoal wool and could wrap herself around him.


[image: image]


Hawk’s mom sweeps Astrid into the kitchen and pours her a soda and Hawk sits on a stool, aware of the way Astrid looks today – not as if she changes her costume to alter the way she feels, but as if she changes her costume to recast who she is.


Today she’s like a Janis Joplin song – fearless, unexpected. Whatever the hell thing she’s wearing – like she just got out of a bed and pulled her lover’s shirt around her waist – makes her look completely unlike the women at Parsons who mostly wear bell-bottom jeans and T-shirts. Her eyes are deep-set and appear brown on first glance but change to green under the light, tapering away into the sultriest of upturned corners. Her hair – cropped to fall around her chin, brushing her nape in the back – makes you look at her mouth, which is slightly open, showing a hint of white teeth, and he has to turn away because he knows he’s staring.


Friends, he reminds himself. No man worth anything makes a promise like that and breaks it within five minutes.


He jumps up, needing a distraction. ‘I’ll take Dad’s tray into him.’


Astrid’s head tilts in inquiry. And he decides to show her what he’s never shown anyone – his most private grief. He indicates she should follow him into the living room where he can hear the sound of the television, which means today is a good day and his dad is out of bed.


‘Dad?’ Hawk says. ‘This is Astrid.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Jones.’ Astrid holds out a hand Hawk knows his father can’t shake. As Matthias attempts to lift his arm, Astrid reaches down, finds his hand and squeezes it.


It’s then that Hawk knows he could fall in love with her. And also that he can’t. Because the way she said it – I don’t date – made it clear that with her, it was friends or nothing. Despite knowing her for just a couple of hours, nothing is unthinkable. So the only thing to do is to pretend that the quiet shock he just felt in his heart is nothing more than his blood changing rhythm, from a steady undemanding verse to a soul-stomping rock chorus.


He’s quiet over dinner, listening to Meredith and Astrid talk, until near the end when Astrid asks him, ‘Can I see your store sometime?’


‘Sure,’ he says. Then he adds self-deprecatingly, ‘I’m not exactly busy, so come anytime you want. I’ve been open three months and I know it takes time but – I think my clothes are good. Maybe that sounds arrogant but …’ He frowns. ‘It’s like the whole world thinks Bill Blass’s style is the only style – that clean, healthy, fresh shit he goes on about. Who looks clean, healthy and fresh on the dance floor at the Electric Circus? I’m trying to make clothes that make women feel like that. Wild or free or … I don’t know.’


He smiles ruefully. ‘Maybe that’s why I’m not busy – because I can’t even explain what I’m doing. Just that it isn’t what’s being done.’


He stops. He knew that setting himself up as a designer straight out of college wasn’t going to be easy. No use complaining about something he chose to do.


Astrid smiles at him. ‘You’ve made me want to come and see it all the more. It isn’t what’s being done,’ she repeats. ‘I like that.’


‘Me too. And maybe …’ He considers. ‘Maybe business is slow because I’ve only thought about the design and the clothes and not about what will make people come in the door.’


His mother walks to the sideboard and pours out glasses of cognac. ‘Sounds like you two are onto something so I’m going to leave you to it,’ she says, picking up plates and insisting Astrid stay put. ‘He needs more help than I do,’ she tells Astrid with a smile before she disappears.


‘Your mom and dad are really nice people,’ Astrid says, almost as if she’s surprised. ‘You’re not what I expected.’


He wants to ask what she’d expected and also what she thinks now but that’s just vanity. Instead he says, ‘They’re the best. Above the shop …’ He pauses, not sure if he can say it without his voice cracking but the words press out. ‘There’s a huge room above the shop I want to move into eventually but …’ That would make me a selfish asshole.


He phrases it differently. ‘But that would leave my mom here alone with my dad. He’s a saint, but it’s just physically and mentally hard caring for him. I can’t do it to her. Anyway,’ he says, to move on before he bawls like a baby, ‘come to the shop on Saturday. I’m going to the Cheetah with some friends, so come to the store and we can walk down together. Bring Velvet.’


He adds that so she knows it’s another non-date, hopes she can’t hear the part of his mind that’s thinking, I just want to see you again.


And maybe he got the tone right because she says softly, ‘That sounds like fun.’


After that, there’s a moment of silence, two cognac glasses between them and the memory of a silver dress, which is caught in Hawk’s mind the way a photograph is trapped inside a camera – development is necessary to bring out exactly what the press of a finger has caught. It makes him blurt, ‘Can I measure you?’


He winces and sips the cognac, which is smoother than he is tonight, and tastes like Christmas – nuts roasting over flames, candied fruit, the soft leather of a well-loved chair. ‘That was weird. Sorry.’


But she smiles. ‘I’ve never been asked to do that after dinner before. So, okay.’


There’s a tape measure in his room, one the dean gave him last year in despair at Hawk ever having any of the necessary tools. He wraps it around her waist, needing to get the numbers right because his seamstress will do the sewing – Hawk can draw and drape, working with fabric in his hands, but he can’t sew even the most basic of hems.


He has to stand close to Astrid, his hands joined at a point near where her navel must be, her face upturned to his, not just the sound of her breath but the heat of it slipping past his neck. He tries not to think about that as he lets the tape unravel down her leg, placing his thumb near the top of her thigh, the white cotton of her skirt the only barrier between her skin and his. A flush slides over her jaw.


Jesus. He needs a cold shower.


Astrid offers him a quick and gorgeous smile. ‘I should go.’


The door closes behind her and Hawk throws himself onto his bed, unable to think of anything except the inches of space Astrid now takes up in his world.
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A half-hour later, there’s a knock on the door and his mom sticks her head in.


‘I’m mortgaging the apartment tomorrow,’ she says prosaically, then tips half the Tom Collins down her throat.


Hawk jumps up. ‘What are you talking about? And why the hell am I wasting my time designing clothes hardly anyone’s buying when I should be out earning any kind of money I can?’


Meredith smiles. ‘I’m using the mortgage to give you some business capital. So you can spend money on whatever it is that’ll get people in the door, rather than always worrying about only spending what you have.’


Hawk can’t speak. This apartment is the place where his mother was carried over the threshold in the arms of her beloved, where the echoes of parties linger in rooms alongside the brilliance that was his mother and father, together. She’ll never sell it, not for anyone. But she’s mortgaging it for Hawk.


‘And you’re moving out,’ she says, still in that same crisp voice.


‘No way.’


‘This is your time, kiddo. Be a grown-up later. There’s always plenty of time – too much time – for that. Move into the apartment and turn your dreams into a city of women wearing wild and free clothes. And, Hawk?’ Her tone changes to something almost frightened. ‘Don’t fall in love with Astrid. She’s a great girl but something tells me she’ll break your heart.’


Meredith’s mouth twists on the words as if she knows the advice is futile – that the falling has already started and the only thing to do now is be ready with the safety net.


Hawk’s reply is vehement. ‘She’s not like that.’


‘Nobody ever means to be a heartbreaker, HJ.’


His mother moves to close the door and so that their conversation doesn’t end on that note – a version of the future he doesn’t want – he calls out, ‘Thanks for the money.’ More words press out. ‘But what if I fail?’


‘Don’t.’ Meredith finishes her drink and walks away.
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