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Praise for


The Palace Dressmaker


‘A moving exploration into how clothes make up the layers of our lives, as well as a wonderful insight into the worlds of dressmaking, royalty, and friendship across generations. I loved it.’


Jessica Fellowes, international bestselling author of The World of Downton Abbey


‘This is Jade Beer’s most delicious novel yet. Romantic, intriguing, and emotionally compelling. Missing The Crown? This glamorous love story will fill that space in your life.’


Adele Parks, international bestselling author of Just Between Us


‘Gorgeous … There are fabulous frocks and sumptuous descriptions, but also emotional depth, friendship and romance. It's glamorous, heartwarming and poignant, with a fascinating backdrop for anyone interested in fashion and royalty. A real page-turner – both escapist and satisfying, as all good books should be.’


Veronica Henry, bestselling author of Thirty Days in Paris


‘A beautiful and deeply moving book about love, loss, and found families … Tender, powerful, and healing … Meredith and Jayne will stay with me forever. I loved this book.’


Daisy Buchanan, author of Careering


‘An endearing story of loss and recovery, mystery and memory, heartache and love – and dresses … Completely captivating.’


Shelley Noble, New York Times bestselling author of The Tiffany Girls and The Colony Club


‘In glimmering, sumptuous details this exquisitely imagined novel unfolds in a way that leaves the reader completely captivated.’


Jeanne Mackin, author of Picasso’s Lovers









Praise for


The Last Dress from Paris


‘A delightful fashion treasure hunt … Paris is resplendently depicted.’


Natasha Lester, New York Times bestselling author of The Disappearance of Astrid Bricard


‘A rich exploration of the power of female friendships and the true meaning of family. Moving and utterly enjoyable.’


Fiona Davis, New York Times bestselling author of The Spectacular


‘An absolute delight! … Original, elegant, and romantic … Beer delivers intriguing, complex characters for her readers to really care about.’


Hazel Gaynor, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Lifeboat


‘With breathtaking prose and a stunning Paris backdrop, Jade Beer offers a tender, heartfelt look at love and friendship, and the sacrifices we make for both.’


Lori Nelson Spielman, New York Times bestselling author of The Star-Crossed Sisters of Tuscany


‘Jade Beer’s gorgeous prose brings Dior’s fashions to life as she deftly weaves together a novel that is part homage to fashion and part romance, as well as a celebration of mothers and daughters.’


Renée Rosen, USA Today bestselling author of Fifth Avenue Glamour Girl











The farther backward you can look, the farther forward you are likely to see.


—WINSTON CHURCHILL


You are not something that you need to become to be loved.


—CHARLIE MACKESY


She wanted to see the world, but she never wanted the world to see her.


—CLARA BEER












PROLOGUE
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CHRISTIE’S AUCTION HOUSE
NEW YORK
25 JUNE 1997


There is a red carpet outside 502 Park Avenue tonight. The auctioneer wears an expensive dinner jacket and bow tie, his glasses balanced low on his nose, chin dipped, surveying the crowd, slowly inhaling the energy in the room. Soon he will hold it in his hands, take the crowd where he wants them, roll his immaculate British vowels over their heads, wielding his authority, driving the values higher, sometimes in leaps of $5,000 at a time. There are no reserves and it is all to play for.


This audience is here to see the world’s most glamorous working wardrobe. More than one thousand men and women take their seats. Countless others will bid by telephone. Museums, investors, private collectors, famous fans. They’ve had a chance to view the lots. They know what is coming. Favorites have been selected. Financial ceilings have been set. Now they eye the competition. Who are they up against tonight and who will be the last to raise their paddle victoriously?


One reserved seat on the very end of a back row remains empty, filled only in the final moments before the bidding begins. A slim dark-haired woman, alone, elegant in black tapered wool trousers and a single-breasted, red knee-length blazer, her lipstick perfectly matching the shade. She lacks the one identical characteristic everyone else in the room shares. The weighty, glossy white catalog in their hands, revealing the briefest glimpse into the private life of a royal. A handwritten note that simply states, The inspiration for this wonderful sale comes from just one person … our son William.


The woman in red doesn’t make a single bid tonight. She sits motionless until the very end, smiles and leaves ahead of the crowd, no interest in claiming her souvenir catalog.


One single image graces its cover. Diana is posed, a pearl dangling at each ear, half smiling directly into the camera, wearing lot number 80. In its former life this dress sat at the banqueting table at the Élysée Palace in Paris. Tonight, as it slowly rotates on the turntable, the oyster duchess satin warms under the lights. It comes to life once more, so familiar now you might expect its owner to appear next to it, to share an anecdote from the night she last wore it. The embroidered carnations that spread across the bodice in simulated pearls and white and gold beads are beautifully spotlit against a backdrop of rich green velvet drapes.


But it is not dress number 80 that is causing a stir through the crowd. Another gown is struck through in the catalog and now causing a ripple of intrigue to float among the first to notice it. Number 19 was listed in the original lineup, but it won’t go under the gavel tonight when every other dress will be given its chance to live a second life.


Eighty dresses, but only seventy-nine will sell. One is missing.









ONE
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Meredith


LONDON
1988


She’s barely slept. Not last night and not much for the previous ten, the number of days since she was offered the job she will start this morning. But she knows adrenaline and coffee will power her through whatever lies ahead. Meredith’s stomach flips. She takes a deep grounding breath and hopes with all her heart that they will be kind. That she will be able to add something, to answer any questions directed at her. But more than anything she hopes that she will love this job every bit as much as she’s always dreamed she will.


She checks her bag for the final time, ensuring everything she needs for the day is there before she leaves her small apartment. She arrives early and circles the block several times. It may inconvenience others if she arrives too soon. They won’t be ready for her and it will cause a disruption.


At eight a.m. on the dot she presses the doorbell and waits. Another deep breath, smoothing her hands down over her brown wool coat, which now feels lacking, given what she knows is created behind this door, which is at this very moment opening to reveal a man.


“Meredith?”


She nods, nervous anticipation not yet allowing her to smile or offer a good morning. She reaches out a hand to shake his but the tall man ushers her inside a cramped narrow hallway and misses it.


“You can hang your coat there”—he nods toward a rail that runs the length of the small space—“and ideally your bag. We try to keep as few personal belongings in the workroom as possible. No drinks, obviously. Staff room and the bathroom are one floor up.” He nods skyward. “I’m Peter, the sample cutter.”


“It’s lovely to meet you, Peter. I’m really looking forward to getting started.”


“That’s great to hear because there is a mountain to do,” Peter adds with all the weariness and none of the enthusiasm of first-day Meredith. “This is the workroom where you’ll be based.” He pushes open a door to another room that is again much smaller than Meredith anticipated. Everything she would expect to see is here—and nothing else. Everything is in its place, just as she likes it. There is very little color, no plants, no personal effects, no packed lunch waiting to be eaten later.


“It’s all pretty self-explanatory. That’s your seat.” Peter nods toward the one vacant spot close to the window, not that there is much of a view through its frosted glass. It’s one of the lower tables and, she can see, has enough space for her to neatly display all her own essentials. “I’ll leave you to make your own introductions if you don’t mind. I’ve got to get on.”


“Absolutely, no problem at all.” Meredith casts a broad smile around the room. She takes her time introducing herself, ensuring she makes eye contact with everyone, eleven of them in total, mostly women. Everyone nods, taking the briefest moment to acknowledge her, to assess how she will fit into their tightly ordered regime.


All except one.


A man in a pristine long white coat leaning over a high table, a small sharp pencil in his right hand. Meredith refuses to be ignored so she waits. She sees the faintest frown pinch at his eyebrows. He doesn’t want to pause. Doesn’t want to raise his head from the work he is doing, breaking his concentration, but understands that he should. His eyes move a fraction toward her. He senses her continued presence and eventually straightens. Surprisingly, his eyes are kind, not challenging. Shy perhaps, or unassuming, thinks Meredith, rather than rude.


“Hello, I’m Meredith,” she says directly to him, then watches as his face remains motionless. He’s going to ignore her. She can see his head start to dip back toward the white shapes in front of him on the table.


“And you are?” She tilts her head, searching out eye contact again. She allows her smile to deepen. Now is not the moment to be intimidated by anyone, least of all someone she is about to have a close working relationship with. Their eyes reconnect for a second or two longer than she suspects he has awarded anyone else so far today.


“William.” There is the subtlest curve upward at the corners of his mouth. She’s reminded of the efficiency of Peter’s smile earlier. It wasn’t friendly. It was intended to communicate something else altogether, his doubt about how much she might enjoy being here, perhaps. William’s smile is different, more genuine.


“Well, I’m looking forward to working with you, William.”


Meredith hears the door open again behind her and feels the faintest shift of energy in the room. She looks over her shoulder just as Catherine enters, instantly recognizable with her dark shoulder-length hair and an immaculate jet-black trouser suit, the jacket open, its sleeves pushed a little up her arms, ready for work. Meredith didn’t imagine she would meet her so soon. She’s considerably more beautiful than the few images of her in the press suggest. But it isn’t her looks that impress Meredith. Here is a woman at the very top of her game, whose creativity and work ethic have ensured the kind of meteoric rise that might give birth to a giant ego in some. Not so, in this case. Meredith has read enough to know this is where she wants to be and whom she wants to learn from.


Catherine extends a hand. “A pleasure to have you with us. Meredith, isn’t it?”


“It is, yes.” The two women exchange a firm handshake before Catherine makes her way to the back of the room to chat with Peter.


Meredith turns to take her seat and notices that William is yet to return to his task. He is watching her, a subtle curiosity in his eyes, and apparently feels no need to hide the fact.









TWO
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Jayne


BATH
JULY 2018


Margot is so much like me. Hates unnecessary noise. Prefers to be alone. Very happy just to sit, as we are now, side by side, her weight leaning into my right arm, watching the early-morning mist lift off the grass, the city far below us starting to stretch and wake.


The realization that I have more in common with a scrappy Jack Russell than I do with most people always makes me smile. A smile that is 80 percent genuine—this dog has a lot going for her—and 20 percent denial, but at least I can admit that. I am okay with the fact that Margot and I share a love of peaceful solitude, but I have some awareness that others think I shouldn’t be.


It’s eight a.m. and we have just completed the two-hour skyline walk of the city, as we do at least twice a week together. Her at my heel, fiercely obedient until her nose lifts, she catches a whiff of something she likes, then she’s gone. I learned early on not to panic. Unlike some of the other dogs I walk, Margot always comes back. I don’t even have to pause for her to catch up. She will find me again. Loyalty is everything to her. Plus, she knows I’m carrying tripe sticks.


As I stretch my long nettle-scratched legs out in front of me, I feel the heat of the new day starting to burn away the last of the clouds, and the sharpness of the scorched grass on the back of my knees. It’s going to be another brilliant blue-sky day. Margot’s owner, the highly impressive Davina, will be manhandling her two children off to school by now, while I sit here, surely the lucky one, feeling a deep contentment. I have made this dog happy and I didn’t have to say a single word. That’s the great thing about dogs. The more you get to know them, the better they are. I can’t always say the same for humans.


We didn’t see anyone on our walk this morning. Too early for the tourists who always get lost in the network of fields and trails and need redirecting, or the grumpy older men determined to make me solely responsible for every poop bag thoughtlessly left behind. Not even a text from Mum. Two hours of uninterrupted isolation with just a series of kissing gates and stiles between me, Margot, and the space we both crave. Would the air have smelled any fresher, would my lungs have expanded any further, would this dog like me any better if I was something more than just me, doing what I love? If I was more boldly striding through this life with great confidence, as the world likes to remind me that I should be in my final year before I hit thirty?


I look down onto the rooftops of Bath, the honey glow spreading across its network of famous Georgian terraces, already warming in the early sunshine. Just the odd spire, construction crane, or church tower asserting itself above the other buildings. I notice the city’s beauty first, but while Margot is loudly crunching on her well-earned breakfast, I think about all those people packed into those buildings. Beautiful town houses just like the one I live in, that have been converted by ambitious landlords keen to see the best possible return on every square meter. Every day the same. Up. Commute. Work. Repeat. What confrontations, negotiations, problems might they face today? Will they feel energized at the prospect of it all or intimidated by it? Are they making themselves live a life someone else convinced them they should desire? Am I too?


I was always the quiet, awkward one. The girl not to sit next to. The girl whom everyone loved to talk about rather than to. Most people understood why I was quiet, the sadness that had written itself through my family history. All it took was one careless mum to lower her voice over coffee and retell our story to others, forgetting that a hushed tone was the quickest way to pique the interest of the children in the room next door. Unfortunately, as a kid, that made me intriguing, the focus of the last thing I wanted: more attention. For some I was just that strange girl who never talked much. For others I presented a challenge. Could they provoke me enough to make me talk?


I hear a siren, a police car or an ambulance some way off in the distance, and its urgency reminds me that I also have the second part of my own working day to get to at a local florist, Bouquets & Bunches.


I wait until the last possible moment to slip Margot back onto her lead and then we walk the thirty minutes or so back to Lansdown Crescent, her home and mine. My eyeline never dipped on the walk, I was taking everything in, absolutely reveling in the landscape and all it has to offer. But once I’m back on the streets of the city, it’s my walking shoes I see, my gaze lowered, not wanting to interact or be seen but knowing that my height, a lofty five foot ten, will always make me visible in a crowd. Margot seems to share my discomfort, too, and she picks up her pace, keen to return to the comfort of her dog bed and an empty house.


When I finally plucked up the courage to leave Mum’s place, this address was an easy choice. Lots of people wanted it. Mum and Dad’s money helped. It’s the best terrace in Bath, the estate agent said, you’ll rarely see a FOR SALE sign. He was right about that.


But it was the sheep that sold it to me. I can look out the window of my top-floor apartment at the sweeping view over the city skyline and at the livestock that roam the private patch of land directly opposite—with no idea quite how lucky they are to have claimed this space in the middle of an overcrowded city.


It’s also sufficiently far enough away that Mum or my older sister, Sally, has to call before visiting, they can’t risk a casual drop-by. Mum gets it, but Sally, always the loudest of us two, still doesn’t understand why I don’t fancy the improv comedy night at the Theatre Royal, or the live debate at the Assembly Rooms on the city’s relevance to modern architecture. Why is it considered somehow lacking to want to sit alone with your thoughts or a good book?


Margot’s owner, Davina, an overworked event planner who keeps the kind of hours that would kill me in less than a week, will be at her office by now. I let myself into her ground-floor apartment and immediately trip on a trail of odd shoes that includes a stray flip-flop, a filthy trainer, and a scuffed school shoe, its sole flapping open. I follow them like breadcrumbs down the hallway into the kitchen, where Margot’s bed is and where domestic chaos reigns. Whoever paid for this kitchen obviously has very good taste, and if you took away the dog and the lived-in family mess it’s exactly the sort of room you might see under a Pinterest search for stylish family living spaces. It has chalky coffee-colored walls, impossibly high ceilings, and a central island that this morning is barely visible under the clutter. The sink is piled with breakfast dishes and half the cutlery didn’t quite make it that far. There are opened pots of jam and peanut butter, their lids discarded, littering the counter—I can’t help myself, I wipe them off, close them, and pop them back in the fridge—and a saucepan on the hob with porridge crusted around it, which won’t be the most appealing welcome home later on. I can’t leave that either. I wash it up and pop it back in one of the bespoke wooden cupboards, the sort I know I’ll never own. No one thought—or had time—to turn the radio off and I can see tiny greasy fingerprints all over the low lights that hang above the island. It’s Monday so the usual stack of Sunday papers sits on the kitchen table, still cellophane-wrapped and unread. An optimistic attempt at some weekend downtime that never came.


Davina’s must be the largest apartment in our town house, with uninterrupted views of the shared rear garden from the floor-to-ceiling sash windows in the kitchen.


I stand for a minute and take it all in, as I have many times before. It’s staggering how much you can learn about people from the space they inhabit. For a start, there are never any men’s shoes. Willow and Maggie, Davina’s daughters, claim the lion’s share of the apartment and its air space. I’ve heard the unbridled laughter and the shrill arguments that can erupt at any time of the day or night. I first met her elder daughter, fourteen-year-old Willow, when I moved in about a week after the new year. Small talk doesn’t exist in Willow’s teenage world. She speaks only when she thinks she has something worth saying. I could tell the day we met that the excitement of Christmas had already receded. Davina was back at work and Willow’s handwritten Post-it notes had begun to build up on the kitchen work surfaces, her preferred, perhaps only, means of communication. Just as I am letting go of my own mother more, Willow is trying to claim a larger stake of hers. Sometimes they’re reminders that I’ve run out of toothpaste or Have you signed the school forms yet? But occasionally they tug at my heart a little stronger. Will you be home for dinner tonight, Mum? or Will you have time to finish watching the movie with me this evening? The really sad ones—I’ve forgotten what you look like! or Remember me, your daughter?—I am tempted to dispose of to save Davina the hurt, but I know I mustn’t. I just do a bit of extra tidying or make it clear I am available for more dog walks if she needs me, anything that might give her a little more time with her girls.


This morning I notice the full lunch box that’s been forgotten—right next to the empty bottle of Sauvignon—and I wince at the problems it’s going to cause Davina later when someone realizes. The younger daughter, the energetic eight-year-old, Maggie, gets collected from school by a childminder Monday to Friday—I’ve seen it marked on the family planner on the kitchen wall—and I think this might be her tea. Then I see a note for me. Jayne, would you mind picking up my suit from the dry cleaners next to the station? I know you’ll probably walk that way and I haven’t got time. I’ve put the extra money with the dog walking fee, next to the microwave. Also, we’re out of dog food. Sorry! There is no money there, just a potted fern, dehydrated and desperate for resuscitation. I want Davina to be pleased with the job I do, so I pour a half-drunk glass of water on it, make a mental note to collect the suit later, and give Margot a quick ruffle on the head to let her know I’m off but I’ll be back with something for her to eat. I let myself back into my place on the top floor, the smallest apartment of the four in the town house but with priceless views from my little roof terrace.


My alarm went off at five forty-five this morning and that’s when I laid out my clothes for the day—a plain dark navy linen dress, a gray tee underneath, and a pair of flat sandals. I set up my usual breakfast in the kitchen last night before bed so I can be back out the door in under thirty minutes. It’s Monday, there will be the week’s delivery of fresh flowers arriving at Bouquets & Bunches for me to arrange and a stack of orders from the weekend to process. I get ready then wait ten minutes until I hear the front door downstairs bang shut.


That will be Jake, the man who lives in the coach house at the bottom of our shared garden, checking his postbox in the hallway on his way out to work. He’s one of those people who’s impossibly handsome, late thirties, I’d say, a bit of gray hair peppering the outline of his face, the kind of casual good looks that don’t appear manufactured by expensive face creams and hours in front of the bathroom mirror. The sort of guy who’d look all wrong in a suit and someone I actively avoid. From what I’ve seen he has plenty of admirers, he doesn’t need another.









THREE
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It’s 5:42 a.m. and I wake to silence. Just the way I like it. While I’m waiting for my milk to warm on the hob my eyes find the grainy Polaroid baby photo stuck to the fridge, my faded birth date written in pencil just below the image of a small bundle held in my mother’s arms. My birthday is approaching. Mum will call but I won’t celebrate it. I haven’t since I was a small child. This morning I’m walking Margot and Teddy together, the latter a high-energy springer spaniel owned by Olivia, a digital designer who lives on the second floor. Not long after I moved into the building and she heard I was walking Margot, she knocked on my door and begged me to do the same for her.


Olivia is someone who locks herself out of her apartment at least once a week, adding to her peaked stress levels. She’ll often be heard cursing loudly outside her front door until she remembers I also now have keys to her place. I’ve seen the very long to-do lists she writes for herself to push back missed deadlines and cancel drinks with friends. I’ve seen the half-finished plates of food, the coffee gone cold, the laptop and page proofs that are permanent fixtures on her kitchen table, the blanket that doubles as a duvet on the sofa. I suspect she might never hit a deadline if I didn’t walk Teddy at least four times a week. Sometimes, if she looks extra stressed when I collect him, then I may “forget” to charge her. Knowing that I’m giving her the breathing space to make a dent in her workload and keep her miserable boss at bay makes me far happier than the money would.


I remember the first time I met her. It was early morning. I could hear a commotion in the hallway downstairs, all the way from my sofa, where I was checking emails. Voices were raised and I felt I had no choice but to investigate.


“I’m not sure how many times I can say it. I am not your milk thief.” Olivia was conducting this conversation with Davina and Jake while on the phone to someone else, presumably a work call.


“Well, someone is nicking it from the hallway and now there is no milk for the girls’ breakfast cereal again. I just wonder if we could all stop behaving like impoverished students, please!”


“I’ll grab you some from the coach house, I’ve got plenty.” I could tell Jake was trying not to laugh, despite Davina’s exasperation.


“Maybe he’s nicked it all,” shrieked Olivia. “Did you consider that? Or it could be her!” She points in my direction, making me a suspect too.


“I haven’t taken anyone’s milk,” I added weakly, immediately feeling guilty for a crime I had not committed.


“This sounds like a job for me!” Maggie appeared, wearing a pair of bright pink knickers over some sparkly leggings, a bikini top decorated with slices of watermelon, and a giant magnifying glass pressed to her right eyeball, trailing Willow behind her.


“Why are adults so tragic?” Willow shot a withering look at us all. “Maybe the wrong number of bottles got delivered? Maybe it was the old couple on the first floor? Maybe we could all just have toast for breakfast this morning?” She made some valid points.


“Maybe you should all get out of my crime scene!” bellowed Maggie, and everyone started to laugh, despite the confrontational start to the day.


“D’you wanna put some proper clothes on, Maggie?” Willow turned her sharp tongue on her younger sibling. “Seriously, have you got no shame?”


Maggie looked down at her perfect little body and stunning outfit, confused. “What d’you call these?” She adjusted her stance, legs wide apart, hips thrust toward Willow.


Willow flounced back into the apartment and we all dispersed.


When Olivia eventually answers the door this morning, she has her mobile in one hand, a bowl of cereal tucked into the crook of the same arm, and the lead draped over her right arm and not yet attached to Teddy. An earbud from her usual accessory, noise-canceling headphones, is jammed into one ear, explaining the long delay in her opening the door.


“I’m sorry,” I say for the interruption even though this is my regular day and time to collect Teddy.


I lean forward to take the lead off her and she lets me without once making eye contact. Not even a cursory nod. She just continues with the conversation she’s having and moves to close the door. I can tell by the alarm in her eyes that this caller is not happy with her. Something has been forgotten or missed and tears are not far away. The fact Teddy’s tail is wedged between his legs tells me he senses it too. He is desperate to get out of here and starts jumping up at me repeatedly, which results in me dropping Margot’s lead. I immediately regret collecting Margot first, but I know it helps Davina to have her out of the house as soon as possible in the morning so she can focus on getting the girls ready for school.


While I’m fumbling to get Teddy under control, Margot bolts down four flights of stairs and I can hear her jumping up at the front door, knowing freedom lies just the other side. I can also hear Jake trying to control her. I pick up the pace, taking the stairs two at a time, praying no one is foolish enough to open the front door. Without me there, she’ll bolt. There’s a nighttime’s worth of energy inside her that needs unleashing. And I am almost to the bottom when I see the door to the first-floor apartment creak slowly open. The face of a small older lady appears. It must be Mrs. Chalis, who, along with her husband, are the only residents in the building I have yet to meet, despite the fact I pass their door several times a day.


Davina said I should keep my distance. Apparently, Mrs. Chalis is a bit … eccentric. She’s been spotted wandering about barefoot, sometimes in just a nightie, regardless of the time of day or night. Olivia says she hears her singing through the walls and Jake’s reported the lights stay on in their apartment all night sometimes. What can the elderly couple possibly be up to? I wonder. I know they don’t own a dog, so there’s no potential business there, but still, it seems odd to live in such close proximity to someone and not ever have set eyes on them. I guess I’m about to find out if they live up to the intrigue. The apartment door is wide open now, and Mrs. Chalis is watching me with an air of confusion.


“William?” she asks over the commotion of Jake still trying to restrain Margot downstairs. “I thought I heard William’s voice.”


She looks a little swamped by the blue-and-white cotton dress she’s wearing. Her face looks friendly enough, she has a broad smile that radiates in lines out across her cheeks, and as she smiles her small eyes almost disappear. But not entirely. I can see the distress sharpened there. She looks alert, more than she needs to be. She has a mass of gray hair that looks unbrushed and, I notice, she is wearing only one earring, the other missing from her right lobe. She’s barefoot.


Margot bolts back up the stairs from the hallway with Jake in pursuit, sees the open door, gets confused, and before I can reach out a hand to stop her, she charges into the apartment, causing Mrs. Chalis to stumble slightly against the doorframe.


“Oh my goodness,” she half laughs, half shrieks, and I can see I’ve got no choice but to follow Margot in.


“Sorry, Jayne.” Jake has caught up now. “She wouldn’t listen to me, I’m afraid. Shall I take the other dog while you grab that one?” He nods toward the Chalises’ door.


Margot must be the only female immune to Jake’s charms and I admit the idea makes me feel a little proud of her, especially as I can feel my own features softening at the mere sight of him. It’s his half laugh that gets me. Despite his best efforts, Jake has failed to get Margot under control, and the realization amuses him greatly.


I recall the first time I ever set eyes on Jake. The weather had just turned warm and he was hosting drinks in the garden one evening. An invitation had been pushed under my door a few days before, but I’d ignored it, easily convincing myself it came out of a sense of obligation, invite the new neighbor or it might look rude. What kind of man, I wondered, goes to the effort of dotting lanterns among the flower beds, hanging more from the trees?


The soft sound of laughter had drifted up to my roof terrace. There had been about thirty guests in all—women wearing long floaty floral dresses, beautiful and carefree, some of them barefoot on the grass. The men looking casual yet fashionable as they circulated the garden, seeking out their host. They’d all exuded perfection, radiated confidence, drinking freely of the champagne Jake was generously offering. Since then, it’s been a constant rotation of new faces in our back garden but mine has never been one of them.


I should have gone. I could have shown him not everyone is like that. Some people are more earthy and natural, some have legs covered in bruises. Some like to be coaxed into the conversation, not dominate it.


Jake finally clocks the older woman standing in the doorway. “Oh, Mrs. Chalis,” he says, and then when she shows no sign of recognizing him, Jake adds, “It’s Jake, from the coach house. I haven’t seen you in a while …”


The silence is becoming awkward, so I fill it.


“I am so, so sorry,” I splutter. “I will have Margot out of there in one minute. Don’t worry, Jake, I’ll take Teddy too. I’ve got this.” I give him a firm nod to convince him I will not be outdone by a wayward dog.


“Are you sure, because it doesn’t look like …” He’s smirking at me, finding the whole thing highly amusing, and I wish there was a moment to pause and take in the beauty of him, up close. There is no other word. He is beautiful in a slightly disheveled, totally oblivious to it way. But at the same time, quite put together. The shirt is ironed. The socks match. But his hair is unbrushed, he’s unshaven, and a golden chain at his neck is caught on his collar. He hasn’t looked in the mirror this morning and yet he is easily the most attractive man I’ve seen—although perhaps quite incapable, too, otherwise I’d now be on my way out the door with Margot.


Jake gives me another amused smile before tucking his hands into his jeans pockets. “If you’re sure. Have a good day.”


I watch him nod to Mrs. Chalis, who is still standing by the door, before he turns and heads back down the stairs. I decide to limit the possibility of more upset by tying Teddy to the banister before I dart into the apartment, calling for Margot and searching my pockets for something that might entice her back to me.


But as soon as I am inside, I struggle to see anything. All the wooden shutters are closed across the windows and the whole place is in near darkness. Then I hear the door shut behind me and I am aware that Mrs. Chalis has followed me back in. I feel the faintest tingle of nerves travel up through me and shout Margot’s name a little louder.


“Oh dear, oh dear, where is he?” I hear the older lady mumble.


“It’s a she actually, Margot, I’ll find her, don’t worry. Is it possible to put a light on, please?”


Mrs. Chalis pauses behind me and makes no attempt to reach for the light switch I assume must be somewhere on the wall near one of us. She just stands there, her eyes flicking from left to right. I pull my mobile phone from my pocket, and with the minimal light that offers, I find the switch and flick it on.


“Do I know you?” asks Mrs. Chalis, and I turn to see how confused she looks.


“I’m Jayne, from upstairs.” I needlessly point toward the ceiling. “I live on the top floor,” I say. But she stands, motionless, and none of what I’m saying seems to land as it should. Then finally, she asks, “Remind me of your name?”


“Jayne,” I say again as I turn and start to take in the rest of the apartment, hoping Margot will appear voluntarily any second now.


I can smell something overly sweet, ripe, that doesn’t seem right. Nothing awful but something that feels like a warning to act. Perhaps something has bubbled over in the kitchen during all the commotion. I begin to walk deeper into the apartment and the corridor I entered through leads into a large drawing room. “Would you mind if I open the shutters?” I ask. “It might help me find Margot. She lives with Davina and her two girls on the ground floor, so she’s very used to hiding from drama.”


“It’s not Margot I’m looking for,” she replies calmly, and I decide at this point to open the shutters anyway.


As I do, Mrs. Chalis squints into the light like she hasn’t seen it for some time, and I can immediately see what is causing the smell. There is a fruit bowl full of blackened bananas that should have been thrown out days ago. She notices that I’ve seen them. “He likes them that way, they mash easier, on toast for his breakfast.”


I want to ask who, but I am completely distracted by the mess I can now see around me. Every surface is covered. There are newspaper cuttings, randomly placed stacks of hardback books, some so high they have toppled over and been left where they fell. Old photographs, pieces of fabric thrown indiscriminately over furniture, a huge box of buttons has spilled all over the floor, and under a small desk in one corner of the room I can see writing paper, balled and discarded around the wastepaper bin, like Mrs. Chalis has made multiple attempts to write something difficult. The desk lamp has fallen on its side and been left that way.


The room, the entire apartment from what I can see, is overflowing with belongings. In the center of the room are two yellow sofas piled so high with cushions that it would be impossible to sit down. The fact each one is covered in a different fabric only adds to the chaotic feel of the place. The sofas face each other and around them four armchairs are grouped, not one clear enough of clutter to sit on. The wall above the fireplace, which runs the length of the room from where we entered to three double-height sash windows, is covered in drawings, mostly of flowers, some framed, some not. There is barely an inch of free hanging space. I notice a bottle of furniture polish on one of the shelves, its lid discarded, a thick rim of dust settled around its nozzle.


It’s the same brand my grandmother used, and it reminds me of a terribly sad story my mother once told me. How my grandmother was so lonely after my grandfather passed away that she would routinely polish his bookshelves. He had hundreds of books, but she would take them off the shelves, dusting the jacket of each one, just to pass the hours in the day. To distract herself from the loneliness, the feeling of being no use to anyone anymore. When she put the last book back in its place, she would start all over again. On and on it would go. Anything to avoid sitting with her thoughts. Pretending to have purpose.


“Is everything all right, Mrs. Chalis?” I ask, because clearly, it’s not.


She stands perfectly still, staring at me, still smiling and, it seems, comfortable in my company, despite the fact the two of us have never met before.


“I can’t remember what I was going outside to do.” She’s shaking her head and getting a little frustrated with herself, trying to shuffle a thought back to the surface. Then the phone rings. Again, she makes no effort to move, like she hasn’t heard it at all.


She isn’t that old. I’d place her maybe in her late sixties. I’d imagined a hunched, slow-moving, little old lady from the description the others gave me. By contrast, Mrs. Chalis seems quite young, but something obviously isn’t right.


“Do you need to answer the phone?” I nudge as it continues to ring.


“No. I don’t like the way it makes me feel.” Her smile drops.


“The phone?”


“Yes. It’s never good news, is it?”


“Leave it then,” I say. My heart tugs in my chest as I look at her. She appears so small in this vast apartment. So lost. I never reacted to the constant sight of that furniture polish at my grandmother’s house. I remember seeing it, much later being told why it was there. And yet, I don’t remember it sparking a change. I didn’t suddenly spend more hours with her. I didn’t offer to take her out more and, standing here now, I can’t understand why.


“Would you like a cup of tea,” she asks eventually, “while we search for …” Her face looks blank.


“Margot.” I’m reminded that Teddy is still waiting for me outside.


“No, thank you, but let me make you one,” I offer.


The kitchen feels very dated. There is a bright red Aga instead of a modern cooker, which strikes me as not very practical when it comes to cooking a simple meal for two. The walls are lined with densely patterned wallpaper, there’s a large farmhouse-style dining table and a plate rack dominating one wall, but it’s awkwardly jammed with utensils rather than crockery. There is a microwave, its door hanging open, revealing a bowl of what I think is tomato soup, so old a thick skin has hardened on the top of it. It must have been there for days. I open the fridge next to find a line of single-pint milk bottles—eight of them I count—and very little else. Davina stuck another notice up in the hallway last week asking whoever is helping themselves to the milk intended for other apartments to stop it. I think we have our culprit.


I lift the kettle and flick the lid open, ready to refill it. As I glance down inside of it, there are three eggs swimming in the water there. Mrs. Chalis is next to me now.


“I keep forgetting them and they boil dry in the saucepan, so I cook them in there,” she says with a satisfied smile, and I have to agree that’s quite a clever solution to her problem.


Then we’re both distracted by the sound of Margot’s low whimper coming from a room we haven’t entered yet. I follow Mrs. Chalis through to her bedroom to find Davina’s dog sitting at the foot of the bed, probably wondering what’s caused such a lengthy delay to her daily walk. But it’s not Margot who has my attention now.


In the corner of the room, casually thrown over the back of a chair, is the most incredible strapless evening dress. It’s pink, silk I think, floor-length, and the bodice, which seems to drop lower to the hips rather than the waist, is covered in the most detailed pink-and-white floral embroidery. It has what looks like a matching cropped jacket, too, which has been discarded on the floor. There is a faint familiarity to it that I can’t place.


“We have to wash our hands,” says Mrs. Chalis. “If we want to touch it. It’s raw silk.”


“Is … is this your dress?” I ask.


“No.” She seems very sure of that. “It’s dress number nineteen.” She nods her head, happy that this fact is correct.


“Number nineteen? I’m not sure I understand. If it’s not yours, whose dress is it?”


“I don’t know, but William will.”


“William is your husband?”


“Yes. He’s put it there to be helpful.”


I’m not sure what she means by that, so I try again.


“Are you looking after it for someone? Or did you borrow it?”


“I probably don’t have long left with it.” She raises the fingers of her right hand to her lips and taps them gently there, thinking. “Oh gosh, I don’t know. There is a reason why it’s here, but …” She pauses, casting her gaze back toward the dress. “I know it’s important to me and William and … someone else.” Which tells me very little. It’s clearly a very beautiful dress, quite at odds with the manic snapshot of the Chalises’ life the rest of the apartment has offered up this morning.


“I won’t touch it, but do you mind if I take a closer look?” I start to move toward it.


“I don’t mind.” Mrs. Chalis has taken a seat on the bed next to Margot and is gently smoothing the top of her head.


This is obviously not your average evening dress. It’s far fancier than the sort of thing Mum used to splash out on to accompany Dad to his work events, before he started going to them alone. The intricate pattern of flowers, jasmine and cherry blossom, some miniature orchids and calla lilies, I think, green and star-shaped sequins, gold glass beads and braid has surely all been stitched by hand to perfectly fit the occasion it was worn to. Maybe that’s it, I simply recognize the flowers. It seems very specific. I look at Mrs. Chalis for any hint of understanding, but she is far more interested in Margot, who is offering up her belly for a rub. I check the label at the top of the dress. Catherine Walker. A name that means nothing to me. Then I see the small handwritten note that has dropped under the chair and I bend to pick it up, reading it aloud.




Dearest Meredith,


Please accept this dress, she wanted you to have it and so do I. She says it will make her very happy to think you will gain as much pleasure from it as she once did.


Yours with love,


Catherine





“Meredith? Is that your name?”


“Yes, hello.” She says it like we are meeting for the first time again.


I can’t shake the feeling that I have seen this dress before. I just can’t think of where. As I look up at Mrs. Chalis—Meredith—who is still happily stroking Margot’s head, I make a mental note to google Catherine Walker as soon as I get the chance.


The note is dated June 1997. I look back to Meredith. Who was so keen for her to have this dress? And why? Why did they believe it would make her happy?


Then, as I watch, Meredith’s demeanor changes abruptly. She shifts away from Margot, her eyes flare, her arms fold protectively across her lap.


“Such a rush,” she breathes. “Such exhaustion. I’ll never feel like myself again.” She’s shaking her head, looking weary. “He is tired too. We all are. But what choice is there? I can’t let her down. I never will.”


My thoughts and Meredith’s are interrupted by the sound of Teddy barking outside in the hallway.


“I need to get going, Mrs. Cha—Meredith,” I say as I pull Margot from the bed. She follows me and again I notice the furniture polish on our route back to the front door. Clearly no one in this building has been inside of Meredith’s apartment, they would have helped her if they had, I’m sure of it. But it is the image of the polish that brings this realization into sharp focus. I know what it meant once before. I am convinced it, along with everything else I’ve seen, indicates much more now. Just as I am lifting my arm to open the door, I feel Meredith’s gaze on my back. I turn to face her, and all the happiness has drained from her features, but she doesn’t say anything.


“Who likes the bananas, Meredith? Can you remember?” I ask.


“My husband, William,” she answers. “Have you seen him? He’s missing. I wonder if you might help me find him, please?”









FOUR


[image: ]


Meredith


1988


“Well, you must be doing something right.” There is an edge to Peter’s tone this morning that suggests a degree of trouble is on the horizon. “William doesn’t normally bother to get to know anyone new until they’ve really proven themselves.” Peter is standing over Meredith’s desk, again, distracting her from a deadline she must hit by lunchtime today. She lets the pale blue silk slacken in her hands, knowing that unless she indulges this conversation, Peter will linger and waste more of her precious time. “And what are you? Six weeks in, barely into your trial period and already he’s requested you for one of his special commissions.”


Now Peter has Meredith’s genuine attention.


“What do you mean?” Meredith looks toward William’s workstation, but he isn’t there. He was called to Catherine’s office about an hour ago and is yet to reappear.


“A dress for her. A very special one this time. She wants something a little different apparently. More dramatic. Naturally William will be working on it, but the strange thing is he wants you on it too. I’m sure he’ll fill you in when he’s back. Ah, here he is.”


William comes back through the door of the workroom, registers the devious look on Peter’s face, ignores the pair of them, and returns to his desk. Realizing William has no intention of being drawn on the subject now, Peter retreats to his own table, leaving Meredith wondering whether any of what she was just told is accurate or not.


William waits until everyone has left the workroom that night before, finally, he asks to speak to Meredith.


“Do you have a moment?” He waits alongside her table.


“Of course. How can I help?” Meredith stands.


“I’m sure Peter has already filled you in on whatever half details he has managed to scrape together by hanging around unwanted in various corridors …”


Meredith can’t help but laugh. It’s exactly the sort of juvenile thing she has already witnessed Peter doing.


“I’ll take that as a yes.” William cracks a small smile. “He may have told you that I suggested you work on this next piece, and if he has, I’m afraid he’s wrong.”


“Oh.” Meredith can’t hide the disappointment in her face.


“I would have asked for you, but I didn’t need to,” William quickly corrects himself. “Catherine beat me to it. She specifically wants you on this one and, well, I couldn’t agree more.”


Meredith is shocked that such an endorsement of her work has come so soon.


“Wow. I mean, obviously, I would be honored, but do you really think …” She trails off, all of a sudden realizing she shouldn’t undermine his obvious confidence in her.


“I’ve seen your dedication. You’ve been the first one into the workroom every morning since you started. I like that you care as much as you do, and so does Catherine. It hasn’t gone unnoticed. And …” Now it’s William’s turn to hesitate. He breaks eye contact. “It will give me the chance to get to know you a little better too.” By the time he finishes the sentence, he’s already walking away from her, not waiting to see how his comments land, trying to play them down, even as he’s saying them.


Meredith isn’t sure why William credits this decision solely to Catherine. She may have sanctioned it—Meredith’s sure she would need to approve it—but the idea can surely have come only from William, the person who sees the quality of her work, day in and day out, in the workroom.


“Thank you, William. That means a lot, really it does. Can I see it?”


“See it?” He turns to face her again.


“I mean, is there an early sketch that you can show me? Perhaps just to give me a hint of what’s to come?” She looks toward his table, knowing it will be there somewhere.


“It’s already on my wall.” The two of them step toward his workstation and Meredith’s eyes follow the line of dress silhouettes hanging in chronological order on the wall behind his desk. “It’s the last one.”


Meredith leans in for a closer look. “I’m going to be working on this? With you?” She swallows down the weight of expectation already building within her. In less than two months she has graduated from the newest recruit to working on what will undoubtedly be one of the most talked-about dresses of the year.


“You will.” William allows himself a deep smile now. “It’s going to be covered in thousands of simulated pearls, not a dress that will be forgotten in a hurry, and a chance for you to add your name to the history books.” He looks directly at her, knowing he is delivering the best possible news, enjoying the fact.


Meredith glances around the tiny hidden workroom in the center of London where this will happen, with paint peeling from its walls, not even a potted plant to break up the unexceptional blandness or add even a hint of personality or color to its foundations.


No one could possibly guess what goes on in here. The thousands of footsteps that pass by every day on the street outside, people with no reason to question what could be happening in that unassuming room.


Meredith’s eyes find the noticeboard on the wall to the left of her table, filled with the kind of images she hopes one day will bear her name, despite the anonymity there must always be. That unforgettable black dress worn in Rome, that had William’s expertise written all over it. Finely corded lace over a black silk bodice, long sleeves, an Elizabethan collar, cut at midcalf length and scalloped at the hem, the only accessory a mantilla. An image that was published around the world, and now here is William giving her the chance to claim a little of the private glory on the next dress.


Meredith understands the spotlight is not hers to seek. Far from courting the press, Catherine has sought to evade them, avoiding the theater of the fashion runway unlike so many of her contemporaries, letting only a very small handful of trusted press into her studio. Even then, in the minutes before their arrival, she turns any photographs of her with her most famous client to the wall. There are strict instructions never to throw anything relating to this client away. Some of the less principled press will go through the bins if their news desks demand it. Catherine must trust Meredith, which can only mean William trusts her too. Funny, it’s the second thought that makes a swell of pride fill her chest.


They are interrupted by a loud knock at the front door, and when William returns from answering it, he’s clutching a discreet posy of flowers. “They’re from her, for Catherine. A thank-you for the last dress, I expect.”


“How do you know who they are from?” Meredith can see the card is still wedged unopened among the blooms and there isn’t even any obvious branding to indicate a favored florist.


“It’s forget-me-nots. She always sends forget-me-nots. They’re her favorites.”
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Jayne


I never set out to be a dog walker. Does anyone? It was a job born out of not knowing what else to do. I’ve always been honest about that. I don’t tell people I’m a business owner. I say I walk dogs. I’d tried all the obvious choices. Office work—with its terrifying reliance on last-minute presentations given while a circle of faces stared expectantly at me—had never been for me. Waitressing had its moments. The tips alone eclipsed what I earn now, and it was fascinating to watch couples eating together. I could tell immediately who really cared, who didn’t let their phones trespass out of their bags or pockets, who had to be reminded of the specials more than once because they were interested in only each other. That was Alex and I once, fleetingly, before … Well, I’m not quite sure who ruined it, me or him.


Then there was a brief spell nannying—the children were truly wonderful but the parents I had a hard time satisfying. Not long after that I saw a man walking a tangle of five dogs through the park, the name of his business—The Dog Father—printed across the back of his T-shirt. It made me laugh and I thought, why not? It’s time to make changes that I know will be good for me. Then the only person I would have to rely on would be me. There would be no one waiting to be impressed. A couple of well-placed online ads was all it took.


Dogs are glorious. You love them and in return they ask so little of you. Okay, some of them have taken a bit more persuading—there is a three-year-old labradoodle whose owners have never invested any time in training him who hated me for a while—but most can be won over with a good long walk, a firm cuddle, and plenty of treats for good behavior. And seven months in, there have been some wonderful upsides. I’ve never been fitter. My legs are toned, and I feel physically strong. I can eat whatever I want in the course of a day and never put on an ounce. Interacting with the owners is minimal, since most are at work when I collect and return their dogs.


But neither can I ignore the downsides. Spending another Friday night alone like this, living on the outskirts of expectations, is a strange place to be. I suppose I should be used to it but I’m not. I love the solitude, but I wonder what it might do to me in the long run. Already I know I could never return to the working world, to wear its uniform, to keep its hours, to play its games. But so many hours on my own means a lot of time questioning myself. I know Mum worries about me. Thankfully my sister, Sally, is too busy to, but that’s fine. One sister attacking life, the other one observing it. Oil and water.


I learned from a very young age to let her go first. Sally wanted someone to compete with. I wanted to let her win. Most people would look at her now—the beautiful, happily married, and respected physiotherapist with a waiting list over a month long—and they would agree, she wins. I’m not so sure. I’m not a slave to the business world but I paid a very different price for my freedom. It wasn’t in lost weekends and evenings glued to a laptop but something far more valuable, a missing piece of me, which is why I’ll always be grateful for what I do have. But it’s also what makes me feel a little lacking sometimes. I’m not everything I should be.


My childhood, even my life now, wasn’t one Mum expected or planned. I know for a long time she grappled with that, but there is acceptance and a deep love laced through our relationship today. She said I rarely cried as a baby. Even then I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. Like any mum might, she viewed my shyness initially as a problem that needed to be fixed. There were excruciating summer schools of drama and dance classes for show-offs that I typically lasted a day or two at, never to the final performance at the end of the week. This is when I should have been laying down the groundwork for friendships that would last me a lifetime. But I didn’t like parties. I rarely asked to have friends over. Wouldn’t it have been wrong to fill the house with little girls in pretty party dresses and not a care in the world? It would have made Mum cry, I’m sure of it. She might be able to kiss the bad dreams away or to patch up a rough day at school with a favorite supper. But she couldn’t—wouldn’t ever be able to—fix this. I didn’t know how to tell her then that I didn’t dream of a different me, I dreamed of being left alone to be me.


It felt like it took a long time before she was able to accept that. I don’t know if she saw it as giving up, failing to bring me out of myself, or truly conceding to what was in front of her, but eventually she let me slip into the background, seep into the shadows.


And I was so comfortable there. I could watch and listen, unseen. I could absorb everything I wanted to without ever having to contribute, to offer an opinion or face a confrontation. I’m not built for it. I don’t like to be challenged. Honestly, I prefer to hide. Stepping into the light is exposing. It’s home to the overconfident and single-minded. Those with a skin much thicker than mine.


The downside is there are no old friends to lean on now, just the occasional face in the crowd that seems familiar. I didn’t go to university. I finished school, then I hid at Mum’s place for far too long while I tried to work out what to do with my life. Eventually I realized I had to leave. The hiding had become too obvious.


“Are you sure you should be getting involved, Jayne? I don’t want to sound callous but is it fair for anyone to expect you to take this on? To help Meredith.” Mum places a steaming mug of tea in front of me. We’re sitting at the small wooden table in her garden, parasol up. It’s the place I feel most naturally at ease, but I know this conversation is going to be tricky. “I can already tell from the determined look on your face that you’re not going to leave it alone, are you?”


I take a sip of tea, scorching the roof of my mouth. “No.”


“Jayne …”


“I think if you’d seen her, the state she is living in, you might feel differently. And no one is expecting me to take anything on.”


Mum sits back against the chair, drinks her own tea before responding.


“That’s not entirely why you’re doing it, though, is it?” She half smiles at me.


I knew this was coming. That we couldn’t just have a basic conversation without Mum understanding the deeper meaning in it. The annoying thing is, she’s right.


“You don’t have to do this. It’s not going to change anything. You can’t rewrite history,” she says gently.


“I know that.” I feel my cheeks warm. Are my motives really that easy to see? “But it’s not going to be forever. A couple of weeks, maybe three, just until I can get Meredith the help she needs and try to understand what’s happened to her husband.”


I have so much of what I need in life. Two jobs that I love. The chance to help people who I know have come to rely on me. A better relationship with Mum than ever. A beautiful apartment that I own. But Mum and I both know the deeper sadness that sits behind it all.


“All I’m saying is just think things through properly before you take on something that you won’t easily be able to walk away from.” Mum takes my hand. “Meredith isn’t your grandmother. You were so young when she passed away, Jayne, I wish you’d had more time together, I really do. But …”


“I know, Mum. You don’t need to say it.”


Her body language shifts, she looks uncomfortable all of a sudden. “You should be making more time for you, for … new relationships.” She can’t meet my eyes.


“Leave it, please, Mum.” The last thing I want is a discussion about my love life. “And just in case you’re thinking about it, I would rather not have another reminder of how lovely you think Alex is.”
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