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March 1928


Vita Casey stood in the wings of Les Folies Bergère, a couple of silk robes hanging loosely over her arm. She heard a collective gasp and leaned forward to see the bright platinum hair of Julianne as she flew in a languorous arc, her knees hooked over the trapeze. From the shadows, Vita could see only a small section of the enthralled audience, but the sheer joie de vivre – as the French reviewers put it – was palpable in the air. It was hardly surprising, Vita thought. Ever since Josephine Baker had performed her sensational dance two years ago, wearing nothing more than a skirt made of fake bananas, it was one of the Paris night-spots.


Vita quickly ducked back as the new section started and the line of bare-breasted dancers ran in from the back, down the central aisle and up onto the stage, to the sound of the slurring, raucous trombones. The girls whooped now, high-kicking and moving shoulder-to-shoulder in their perfect line, and the audience – as many women as men – clapped and cheered. Vita saw her best friend Nancy whizz past, the red ruffle skirt revealing her toned legs. She winked at Vita, her cheeks highly rouged, her lips glossy, the giant white feather headdress bobbing.


Vita waved dutifully, but she missed the Nancy of old – not this crazy Folies girl who was high every night, as if she had a duty to be the most daring . . . the most outrageous.


Has Nancy always been like this? Vita wondered. She supposed she had, but she missed the days when it had been just the two of them against the world. Back then, when Vita had raced onto the train out of London at the last possible minute, running for her life from her crazed, vengeful brother, with only her friend Edith’s passport and the clothes on her back, her head had been in a complete spin. But Nancy, ever practical, had turned their terrifying flight to the continent into a real adventure.


They hadn’t even stopped in Paris, which was as far as Vita herself had ever dreamt of going. Nancy had insisted that they go properly to ground for a while, and so they’d changed trains straight away at the Gare du Nord, to travel south with Mr Wild, Nancy’s little dog.


They’d kept going all the way to Rome, and then on to a glorious villa of some old family friends of Nancy’s on the Amalfi Coast for Christmas and New Year – until, having drunk the cellar dry, they’d thoroughly outstayed their welcome. The pair had scrimped by on Nancy’s diminishing trust fund, although they’d never turned down a free meal from fellow travellers. And since Nancy was such an incorrigible flirt, and Mr Wild managed to make friends wherever they went, their self-imposed exile often bordered on something very much like fun.


But then the money had run out, and Nancy had declared that the best place to re-establish themselves would be Paris. Vita didn’t want to go there, but Nancy was insistent. Vita was terrified that her brother Clement would still be looking for her, but Nancy had argued that after all these months Clement was almost certainly tired of hunting for her and Vita had nothing to be scared of.


With her knack of putting a positive glow on even the worst situation, Nancy reasoned that they’d been on the run long enough, and Vita wasn’t Anna Darton any more – the girl who’d fled her abusive family. She didn’t need to be that downtrodden, scared little daughter of a Lancashire cotton-mill owner, but could fulfil her destiny as Vita Casey, a designer and all-round fabulous girl-about-town. ‘Because Paris, darling,’ she decreed in her American drawl, ‘is the only place to be.’


So Vita had relented, telling herself that even though she’d changed her name once before, hidden in the heart of the metropolis and Clement had still managed to find her, Nancy was right and it wouldn’t be the same here in Paris, surely? Not in the heart of the most changeable city in the world. Besides, Nancy had been so good to her. Who was she to dampen Nancy’s dreams of taking Paris by storm?


When they’d first arrived, fizzing with excitement, Vita had assumed that Nancy wanted to come good on the promise she’d made in London to help Vita establish a business here in Paris, the home of lingerie. She’d said she would pull in favours from her family contacts, but soon it became clear that none of these contacts were going to materialize, leaving Vita feeling that Nancy’s promises had never been anything more than hot air.


Instead Nancy had headed to Les Folies Bergère and, with puffed-up claims of their experience as dancers in the Zip Club in London, it wasn’t long before she had talked her way into the troupe. Vita herself wasn’t so lucky. She didn’t pass the audition, the director claiming that even though she had jolis blue eyes and golden-blonde hair, her breasts were far too large and she wouldn’t fit in with the current line-up of girls.


Nancy, who firmly believed that everyone would eventually bend to her wishes, said this was nonsense, and it was just a matter of time before she could bring Vita in, too. She decreed that she’d done it before in London and would do so again in Paris. And then, once they’d saved some money, they could start thinking about Vita’s business.


But now more than a year had passed and Vita was no closer to setting up her fledgling underwear business, Top Drawer, again, or joining the dancers, for that matter – not that she really dared to. Nancy seemed to have forgotten that Vita had never really been a trained dancer in the first place.


Instead, Vita got by, helping the dressers backstage for a pitiful wage, under the watchful gaze of Madame Rubier; but for the most part her purpose was waiting in the wings: waiting for Nancy, ready to be at her beck and call. She knew that some of the other dancers referred to Vita unkindly as Nancy’s ‘wife’ – a joke that Nancy herself was happy to perpetuate – but Vita wondered, as she did more frequently now, how long she was going to be stuck as Nancy’s companion when she was longing to strike out on her own.


She stepped back as the dance ended and the girls careened towards her, led by the Brazilian beauty Solange and the fiery Sicilian Collette, who tottered quickly past Vita so that the other ten dancers could bunch into the dark wings, their wide-armed poses deflating as soon as they were out of the lights. The girls brought with them a pungent smell of sweat and perfume, and a waft of the smoky electric lights.


The applause from the audience was deafening, but the girls weren’t doing an encore tonight. Instead across the stage, Tibor, from Russia, was preparing to go on with his contortionist act.


Vita quickly handed out the robes to the girls, with encouraging smiles and little words of congratulation: ‘Bien joué, Adrienne’, ‘Quel spectacle formidable’ for Rosa, ‘C’était magnifique’ to Madeleine and Simone; and the last robe held out for Nancy. But Nancy’s chest was glistening, her long strings of beads stuck beneath her pert bare breasts, and she shrugged it away. Instead she shook out the tall feather headdress and handed it to Vita, before flicking her fingers through her short black hair.


‘Get changed, kiddo,’ she said, looking up and down disparagingly at Vita’s neat shirt tucked into flared trousers, which Vita had no intention of changing out of. Next to the half-naked exotic dancing girls, she did look a bit urbane, but Vita liked her stylish look. She’d made these trousers from some material that Madame Rubier had been about to throw away, basing the style on an advert she’d seen for a similar pair by Coco Chanel.


‘What’s wrong with this?’


‘We’re going out first to Solange’s and then on to a club,’ Nancy said, with a raise of her eyebrow. ‘It’ll be so much fun. And he’ll be there . . .’
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A Dare


It was usual for ‘the gang’, as Nancy called their group, to go to a club to dance after the show. They often went to Nancy’s favourite, ‘The Rodent’ – or Le Rat Mort, as everyone else knew it – which was owned by the Corsican mafia and had a seedy late-night atmosphere, where they could all get drunk on cheap red wine and dance themselves into a frenzy. But Vita’s favourite was Le Grand Duc, which was known as Bricktop’s because of its red-headed owner, the larger-than-life Ada, who had taught anyone who was anyone in Paris how to do the Charleston. Vita loved the spontaneity of their late-night sing-songs at Bricktop’s and how Ada joined in with the girls, dancing across the sticky floor.


Tonight they’d all congregated first at Solange’s apartment, which was conveniently located a few blocks away from Les Folies, at the bottom of the rue des Martys near the Notre-Dame de Lorette church, on the attic floor of what had obviously once been a grand – but was now a decidedly shabby – apartment block.


Solange herself was still in one of the backless dancers’ dresses, a sequinned band around her coiled black hair, her garters and seamed stockings on show. She had exotic dark skin and was exceptionally supple, having joined the Ballets Russes when they’d been on tour to South America, before finding her way to Paris. She was petite, but had a fierce voice and an intense brown-eyed gaze that meant people usually did as she commanded.


As usual, she was holding court in the midst of the crowd in the drawing room. Some of the dancers sat, lolling on the round, deep-pink velvet banquette beneath the crumbling plaster rose and dusty chandelier, which seemed to be hanging by a rather dangerous-looking wire. The others were on the fainting couch next to the floor-to-ceiling windows. Rosa was reclining, one long leg stretched upwards against the frayed curtain, the blue shot-silk fabric faded where it had been bleached by the sun. It seemed to Vita that even when they were supposed to be resting, the dancers were always moving – forever stretching and flexing.


Maxwell, their friend, who looked very smart tonight in immaculate tails, was changing the record on the gramophone. There was a very large crackle as the needle started at the beginning of the next song.


Vita suppressed a yawn. Unlike Nancy, who stayed in bed most of the day, she was an early riser – thanks to the demands of Mr Wild – and now, at coming up to midnight, she felt tired, longing for her bed, rather than a trip to a club. But leaving was impossible. Not yet. Not when Nancy was just getting started.


Vita watched as her friend took a long slurp from the ‘coquetele’ she was holding: a 75, by the look of it, Vita thought – a lethal gin-and-lemon drink. To be fashionable, they all drank cocktails, with Nancy often leading the charge in ever more heady concoctions, and the 75 was one of her favourites. Vita couldn’t even have one without getting headspins.


‘You want some?’ Nancy asked, taking a long slug and then holding out the glass. ‘It’s not that strong, I promise.’


‘No thanks,’ Vita said, but Nancy was ignoring her. The music suddenly kicked in – an upbeat number, the clarinets and trumpets high above the banjo and bass. The girls all jumped up from the sofa with a collective shout and started dancing. ‘Oh, look – look, they’re here,’ Nancy trilled, flapping her hand towards the open door of the apartment.


Six or so men were filing through the door, squeezing past the people chatting in the small foyer, and Vita recognized them as the Les Folies house band. Her heart did a little skip as she saw Fletch at the back, heaving Bobo’s double bass up the last flight of stairs.


‘Hold this, darling,’ Nancy shouted above the music, pressing the cocktail into Vita’s hand, before trotting across the parquet flooring, her arms out wide as she whooped with greeting. She got away with being so brash and loud, Vita thought, because she was American, but it was really who she was – an attention-seeker and fun with it, loving every second of it, as her skirt rode up. She kissed Bobo and then Fletch, who laughed at their effusive welcome.


Vita had only had a few brief conversations with Fletch, the new trumpet player, but she liked his easy confidence as he stood up in the band in the orchestra pit in front of the stage, his trumpet raised towards the balcony. There was something so slick, so modern about him, and exotic, too. She saw him looking bashful as he rubbed Nancy’s lipstick from his cheek.


As they all moved towards the drawing room, Nancy trotted back to Vita, dancing to the music. ‘Don’t look like that,’ she scolded Vita.


‘Like what?’


‘Like you want the floor to swallow you. This is not England – it’s Paris. It’s totally fine to like men of colour. What do the French call it? Négrophilie. A love of all things black.’


‘Shhh,’ Vita said, worried that someone would hear. Nancy really did have no idea how to be subtle. She wished now that she’d never let slip how she was developing a crush on Fletch.


‘Don’t be coy, darling. It’s so obvious you like him. In fact I dare you to have a fling with him.’ She threw down the gauntlet, and Vita remembered their dares of old.


Vita pulled a face at her. ‘That’s not going to happen.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because . . .’


‘It’s what you need, Vita. I’ve told you before, you need to get back on the horse and stop moping after that dreadful Archie Fenwick.’


‘I’m not moping.’


‘Besides, you know what they say about trumpet players?’


‘What?’


‘The embouchure makes them good kissers . . . and other things,’ Nancy said, raising her eyebrows, her eyes flicking downwards to the crotch of Vita’s trousers.


Vita gasped at her bawdy suggestion, but Nancy only smiled, grabbing the cigarettes and matches from beside the lamp on the table. ‘Now, shoo!’ she commanded, kneeing Vita in the backside so that she lurched towards the newcomers.


Vita glared at her over her shoulder, annoyed that Nancy was following close behind, with that mischievous grin Vita knew so well plastered over her face.
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Fletch


Fletch was dressed in a black suit with an open-necked white shirt. He held his felt hat in his hand, along with a brown case.


‘Fletch darling, you remember Vita,’ Nancy said, waving a lit match between them, then lighting the cigarette between her teeth. ‘The one I was telling you about. She’s our costume girl,’ Nancy added suggestively, blowing out smoke towards the ceiling. ‘She’s quite the seamstress. She makes bras, and all sorts.’


Nancy had spoken to Fletch about her already? And made her out to be so much lower down the pecking order than the dancers, Vita noted, feeling that all-too-familiar sense of being tethered to Nancy.


‘Hey, Vita, nice to see ya again,’ Fletch said in a rather charming old-fashioned way. He had an American accent – from the South, Vita guessed – and a disarmingly honest smile. He was probably no older than her, Vita thought, looking at his smooth young skin. He pressed back his oiled hair with his hand.


‘So, ladies, what’s happenin’ here?’ he asked.


‘Nothing much yet. We were waiting for you. The night’s young,’ Nancy trilled, twirling away, the fringing on her dress jumping. She winked at Vita over her shoulder.


‘She’s quite something, your friend,’ Fletch said. He had a very neat thin moustache above his full lips. She had a sudden flash: picturing him shaving in the morning and how he might look half-naked . . .


‘Isn’t she,’ Vita agreed, alarmed at her flight of fancy.


Fletch looked towards the drawing room and started to move. ‘I could do with a drink. You want a top-up, Vita?’ He nodded to Nancy’s nearly-empty glass, which Vita was holding, and she followed him. She liked the way he said her name: Vida.


What had she expected, she wondered, in her vague musings about Fletch? He was so different from anyone she’d met before, but once again she found herself warming to his easy charm. Although she couldn’t begin to imagine what her mother, Theresa Darton, might say if she could see her now, chatting to this handsome black man.


But Nancy was right. This was Paris and, with the city ‘awash with foreigners’, as she’d read in the papers – especially Americans, as far as Vita could tell – she’d got used to all manner of skin tones and accents. And she loved the diversity all around her: each new face bringing a different story to the vibrant city. So perhaps it wasn’t the colour of Fletch’s skin that made her feel flushed and girlish, but because Fletch was a man . . . and a very attractive one, at that.


They walked together through the drawing room, squeezing past the dancers with their windmilling arms and over to the mirrored sideboard, where there was an impressive array of bottles.


‘Help yourself,’ Solange called as she skipped past in Maxwell’s arms, raising her voice over the music. ‘We’re out of beer. Tomas was making cocktails, but he’s gone for some more ice.’


‘Ah, shucks,’ Fletch said, looking at the bottles. ‘It’s a little early for absinthe,’ he joked, replacing the bottle and choosing another green one. ‘Pernod. That’ll do. You want some?’


Vita nodded and he pulled an approving face, before taking the last of the ice from the ice-bucket and putting several cubes in two of the cut-glass tumblers on the dented silver tray. Then he tipped in an inch of amber liquid, before picking up the carafe of water and holding out the glass to Vita. ‘Say when.’


‘That’s fine,’ she said, watching the liquid turn an opaque yellow as he poured in the water. Fletch handed the glass to her, his fingertip accidentally brushing against hers. She felt her cheeks flushing as he looked into his eyes.


‘Salut, as they say,’ he proposed, once he’d made a drink for himself.


As the liquorice-flavoured drink burnt against her tongue, Vita turned away, flustered as they stood side-by-side for a moment, watching the dancers. She wasn’t used to flirting, and this unspoken attraction between them made her feel tongue-tied and bashful.


And then the moment was suddenly gone and Fletch was being pulled onto the dance floor, Collette stealing his hat and using it as a prop to dance with, putting it on and off her head. Vita watched, mulling over what had just happened. She hadn’t experienced this tug – this pull of attraction – since Archie, and now she felt flustered and unsure of herself.


She couldn’t help thinking back to what Nancy had said. Archie wasn’t ‘dreadful’. Did Nancy really think that? And was it really so obvious that Vita had been moping over him? Maybe it was. She felt guilty now, as if she were betraying Archie by finding Fletch so attractive, although the notion was utterly ridiculous.


Archie was gone for good. The love of her life was married off, to dull and boring Maud, and he’d never know how much he’d broken her heart. It was so broken still . . . after all this time. Why couldn’t she forget him and move on?


Maybe it was because she couldn’t help dwelling on the what-ifs. What if Archie had known who she really was? Might things have been different if he’d known that she was so much more than the wild flapper girl his mother had assumed Vita to be? It was too late now, though. Archie was out of her life forever.


So maybe Nancy was right. She did need to get the ghost of Archie out of her head. And maybe Fletch was the best way to do so.
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City of Lights


It was over an hour later before Vita had the chance to talk to Fletch alone again.


‘That thing is so loud,’ she said, nodding to the huge horn on the gramophone, which was belting out a Scott Joplin rag. Solange was making Maxwell play dance records back-to-back. ‘Someone should put a sock in it,’ she added – the popular trick that she and Nancy knew for dampening the sound.


‘I could do with some air. You want to join me?’ Fletch asked, nodding to the window.


Outside on the balcony Vita shivered. Fletch closed the door and the party was muted and her ears had to readjust to the quiet. Above, stars were sprinkled across the black sky, the half-moon bright and yellow. Far below she could hear the clip-clop of a horse on the cobbles. A motorcar honked in the distance.


She leant on the ornate cast-iron balustrade and looked down the narrow street, where the white shutters on most of the buildings were closed now. Across the street the railings were crowded with bicycles, but the neighbourhood was quiet.


‘Here, take this,’ Fletch said, taking off his jacket and putting it round her shoulders.


‘Thanks,’ Vita replied, hugging the unfamiliar material around her. It smelt reassuringly manly – of smoke and pomade.


‘Come on,’ Fletch said, hopping up on the stone wall that separated Solange’s balcony and the next-door apartment. ‘Let’s go see the view.’


‘Really? You want to go up there?’ Vita asked. Now that the cool air hit her, she was drunker than she realized, and climbing up the stone facade of the building looked rather precarious.


‘Sure. This is the only reason Solange got this apartment. Come,’ Fletch insisted, his brown-and-white shoe already getting a foothold on the next stone balustrade. He was carrying his trumpet case under one arm and his drink in his hand.


‘You’re taking that with you?’ Vita asked.


‘Mabel? I never leave her,’ Fletch said, reaching up to put the trumpet safely above him on the flat roof. ‘And certainly not in a room full like that. Don’t trust any of them.’


Vita glanced through the gap in the curtains and could see Nancy dancing across the parquet floor, her legs kicking out. He had a point.


‘Your trumpet has a name?’


‘Of course. Now pass me your drink,’ he instructed and she did so, amazed at his easy strength as he clambered onto the heavy stone coping, reaching up and putting their drinks out of sight above him. Then he leant back, holding on and stretching out a hand for her, and Vita clambered up on the wall and hung onto the bulky stone. From below, she had a view upwards of Fletch’s trim body.


She hoisted herself up, laughing with the effort and glad that she hadn’t listened to Nancy, but was still wearing her long flared trousers. Then she reached up and took Fletch’s warm hand and he pulled her towards him, their hands still clasped, her body pressed momentarily against his. A long-forgotten flush of sexual desire pulsed through her now, and she remembered the first time she’d ever felt it.


And in her mind vivid images sprang up of her swimming in the lake at Archie’s stately home, how their bodies tangled together and then – although she tried hard to banish the memory – how they’d made love in the boathouse, and how her body had responded.


She knew it was wrong then, and she knew it was wrong now, but she seemed powerless to fight these feelings of longing and desire. But was it longing for Archie or desire for Fletch?


‘Wow!’ she said, breaking away and seeing the view for the first time, as she stepped down from the stone facade onto the flat lead roof. In one direction she could see part of the illuminated sails of the windmill of the Moulin Rouge up in Pigalle; and in the other – way in the distance – the Eiffel Tower, lit with hundreds of lights, dazzling against the night sky. She breathed in, listening to the distant cars and the pulse of the city.


She remembered how she used to go to the roof in London with the girls from the Zip Club. And then there was that other night on the roof: the night she gave herself to Archie Fenwick. Don’t think about him, she told herself. Don’t. Archie Fenwick had used her, and had let her down. That night on the roof? Well, it had all been lies. But even so, with all these memories, she couldn’t help feeling that being alone up here with Fletch was intoxicatingly intimate.


‘You sure can see why they call it the City of Lights,’ Fletch said, coming to her side. ‘It’s magical, don’t you think?’


She smiled, looking out over the city. When she’d thought about Paris before she’d arrived here, Vita had imagined that it would be staid and closed off, but it wasn’t like that at all. It was vibrant and teeming with life, and each new moment, like now, felt like a revelation.
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An American in Paris


They walked over towards the grey chimney breast where there were two low chairs, with a table between them. There was a plant pot with some sort of creeper snaking up the wall, and a battered novel splayed open on the table, with an empty glass next to it. By day, this was clearly a suntrap.


Vita sat down in the chair, hugging Fletch’s jacket around her as he put their glasses down on the table. She liked being up here, with the music from the party below them only faint, and the sound of laughter above it.


She picked up the book, turning over the brown paper cover to see the red marbled inner pages. It was an Agatha Christie novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, and Vita smiled, remembering the tale of the detective, Hercule Poirot. She had given a copy to Nancy, who only took an interest when the writer went missing. There had been a huge manhunt, which had been reported all over the press. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had given a spirit medium one of Miss Christie’s gloves in order to find her, and she’d eventually turned up in a hotel in Harrogate. Nancy, who was a firm believer in clairvoyants, had been convinced it was the glove that had solved the mystery.


‘Do you like reading?’ Fletch asked.


‘I love browsing through bookshops. There’s this place – Shakespeare and Company – that I go to. Do you know it?’


Fletch shook his head. ‘Books ain’t my thing, I’m ’fraid. I guess I’d like to read more, but I tend to sleep in the days. And Mabel takes up my time.’


Vita nodded, realizing how different his life was from hers. How being a musician was more of a life choice than a profession. ‘How did you get to be in Paris?’ she asked.


‘Same as just ’bout everyone else. I fought in the trenches, then couldn’t bear to go back home. Not with the way things are there.’


‘How do you mean?’


Fletch sighed. ‘It’s hard for you Europeans to understand. Especially here. But where I come from, being here with you now – a white woman – would get me arrested.’


She felt ashamed that she had felt a frisson of . . . not prejudice, but excitement at his difference.


‘I had no idea it was that bad.’


‘Oh, it’s worse than you can imagine,’ he carried on. ‘But I like it that in Paris I can walk down the street and people will call me Monsieur – not something much worse. And you and I can share the same water fountain, whereas back home I could be slung into jail for that. But here . . . here I can be a musician on my own terms, and Mabel can work her magic and I can earn good money with the band.’


Their eyes met for a long moment and Vita felt her gaze stray to Fletch’s full lips, and the memory of Nancy’s earlier comment suddenly made her blush. Embarrassed, she nodded towards his case. ‘So, will you play something for me?’


‘If you like,’ he said, opening the case. The bell of the brass trumpet glinted in the moonlight as he pulled it out of the velvet-lined case, licking his lips, his fingertips waggling over the three pistons, pressing them down in quick succession so that they clicked softly. He pressed his lips into the small mouthpiece and played a note, then adjusted the tuning. ‘Well, what do you want to hear?’


‘Anything – anything at all,’ Vita said, watching him.


He smiled, then reached into his case and pulled out a rubber dome.


‘What’s that?’


‘I use it as a mute, but actually it’s a plunger for a lavatory,’ he said and she laughed. ‘I stole it from a hotel.’ He started with a jazz tune, using the mute in one hand to change the sound, so that it made a ‘whah-a-whah’ kind of noise.


‘Oh, don’t stop,’ Vita said, when he pulled the trumpet away from his lips and smiled bashfully at her.


‘What else do you wanna hear?’


‘Play something you like. Something I haven’t heard before. Surprise me.’


Fletch put the mute back in the case, closed his eyes and was silent for a moment, as if waiting for the music to come to him, then he started playing a haunting melody that seemed to soar over the rooftops. It was such a romantic tune – somehow both exuberant and elegant at the same time.


When the final note ended, he still had his eyes closed and there was a dazzling moment. Time was suspended as the music stopped and finally drifted away. Then Fletch lowered the trumpet and grinned at her.


‘Oh, goodness,’ Vita said, impressed. ‘That is beautiful. What is it?’


‘It’s a work in progress by this guy Gershwin. I just got hold of this melody . . .’ He played part of it again. There was something so attractive about how Fletch himself admired it. ‘He’s writing it at the moment – An American in Paris, it’s called. You know he went and bought all the car horns he could, so that he could replicate the sound of rush hour at the Place de la Concorde.’


‘Wow,’ she said, wishing he’d play more. ‘I could listen to that all day. You’re so talented.’


Fletch shrugged. ‘Everyone has a talent. You have a knack for sewing, so Nancy was saying . . .’


‘It’s hardly in the same league.’


‘My grandma is a great seamstress, too,’ he said, placing Mabel back in the velvet-lined case. ‘I could never even attempt any of the things she does.’


He seemed so good, so decent, that Vita felt embarrassed now at how far removed her Top Drawer underwear must be from the patchwork quilts she imagined his grandmother making.


‘It’s not really a great talent. I help out with the costumes for the girls, but . . . well, I would like to do my own designs.’


‘So why don’t you?’


And then, because he seemed so honest and because the drink had loosened her tongue, she told Fletch her story – about running away from home and how Nancy had found her in London, and how she’d helped Percy with the costumes for the dancing girls at the Zip Club, and how she’d designed a brassiere. And as she told him, Vita remembered the first bra she’d made for Nancy, and how Nancy had strutted around sticking out her chest, declaring it to be ‘the bee’s knees’.


And for a while Vita had been borne aloft on Nancy’s wave of enthusiasm – getting a contract to make the bras for Nancy’s dressmaker, Mrs Clifford-Meade, and even getting her Top Drawer underwear into a department store. She’d been so elated, so sure that she was on to something.


‘But, you know, it’s over now,’ she said. ‘It was just a little thing.’


‘Why is it over? Sounds to me like you still have a dream,’ Fletch said.


‘Yes, I suppose I do,’ Vita admitted, amazed that Fletch seemed genuinely interested – and that she’d found it so easy to be candid with him. ‘But it’s hard, you know. There’s rent and . . . Nancy and . . .’


She fizzled out. What was her excuse for not doing here in Paris the one thing she’d loved so much in London? Was it that she was annoyed Nancy seemed to have forgotten how much she wanted Vita to succeed? Or was it because she was afraid of doing something on her own, now that her costumier friend Percy wasn’t around to help her? Or because, even now, she looked over her shoulder whenever she was walking down the street, as she was sometimes convinced that Clement might be following her.


Fletch’s chocolate-brown eyes locked with hers for a long moment, and she felt another tug stirring inside her.


‘If you ask me, it sounds like it’s time to stop hiding in the shadows, Vita,’ he said.
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The Slow Walk Home


Vita had hoped that walking from the party to their apartment might sober Nancy up, but it seemed to have done quite the reverse. The plan to go to a club had been abandoned after Tomas had returned to Solange’s apartment with several more friends, who had come armed with bottles of vodka, gin, cassis and vermouth to make cocktails. They’d all got terribly drunk and merry and the music had blasted all night.


‘I told you. Didn’t I tell you?’ she bellowed, slipping off the kerb and laughing. Vita ducked Nancy’s lit cigarette, which she waved haphazardly. ‘I knew Fletch liked you.’


Vita was annoyed now that she’d told Nancy about Fletch and their time on the roof. He’d let her play Mabel – or try to, at least – but her attempts at getting a tune out of the instrument had only sounded like rude noises, and she’d got the giggles. She’d been so disappointed when Solange had called out from the balcony and demanded that Fletch come inside and play with the band, rather than wake up the whole neighbourhood, and they’d rejoined the party like naughty schoolchildren.


‘Why didn’t you kiss him, when you got the chance?’ Nancy demanded.


‘We just talked. And he played. Oh, Nancy, it was so lovely.’


It had been a fun night, and for the first time in ages she had really let her hair down, loving the way Fletch occasionally caught her eye. A short time ago, when everyone had decided to call it a night and started to slink off home, he had kissed her hand, telling her that he hoped they’d see each other again soon.


Now, shortly before dawn, it was chilly and Vita pulled her coat more tightly around her, wishing that Nancy would hurry up, but she was very drunk. Her heels wobbled on the cobbles. There was a faint smell of fish in the air as they passed the poissonnerie, its display cabinets scrubbed clean; and they moved on up the street towards the artisan pâtisserie, where there was a light in the back kitchen, the chefs already making those little vanilla choux buns that Vita often drooled over in the window.


‘And now you’ll have men falling over you by the dozen,’ Nancy said, making another grand sweep of her arm.


‘Don’t be silly.’


‘It’s true. It’s the rule. You just need one. Once one man finds you attractive, then every other one does, too. Like him – I bet he likes you, too.’


Vita noticed a man crossing the road ahead, coming out from the rue de Navarin.


‘You like my friend?’ Nancy called, but the man tutted and hurried away, his shoes echoing on the cobbles.


‘Come on, it’s time to get home,’ Vita said, rapidly sobering up herself, now that she had to manhandle Nancy before she picked a fight with a stranger. When she was this tight, Nancy could be volatile or, worse, maudlin – and Vita was keen to get her inside and into bed before she caused a scene.


‘I should get married, you know. I should have done what my mother said. I could be rich. I should be rich,’ Nancy slurred as they walked on. She had a habit of stopping and pontificating, and progress was slow. ‘I don’t like men that much, but you’d think I could find one who would do. Especially here,’ she continued. ‘But it’s not so easy. It is for you. Men like you. But not me.’


‘That’s not true,’ Vita said, keen to keep Nancy on track. She tended to do this – spiral off into jealous comparisons, the ultimate goal of which was to make Vita acquiesce and declare undying loyalty. ‘Anyway, shouldn’t you marry for love?’


‘Pah! Rubbish,’ Nancy said. ‘Nobody marries for love any more. That’s the biggest mistake you could make.’


Vita put her arm firmly round Nancy’s shoulder and they headed towards the leafy avenue Trudaine, with Nancy all the while lamenting her single life and Solange’s wonderful apartment. Vita let it wash over her as she looked at the shut-up restaurants, their wicker chairs upended on the tables, the ornate lamp posts lighting the empty pavement. A milk cart clanked by, the horses’ hooves clopping on the cobbles.


Soon they arrived in the Square d’Anvers. Usually, school-children played here and there was a little street market on a Friday, where Vita often bought discounted flowers at the end of the day. Now a fox crossed the misty patch of lawn.


They walked along the side of the square, past Le Grand Comptoir, the lively oyster restaurant they sometimes went to when Nancy got her pay cheque from Les Folies. Ahead, in the distance, way up on the hill, the white domes of Sacré-Coeur basilica glowed sepulchrally in the moonlight.


Finally they were on the boulevard de Rochechouart, which was usually crowded, but now it was empty as they carried on past Anvers, their local metropolitan station, with its fancy gold-and-green Art Nouveau signage. They usually walked everywhere, but Vita adored occasionally riding on the metro, the novelty of it not yet having worn off. She was very proud that she’d mastered the metro map all by herself and was fascinated by the names of the stops on the Nord–Sud line from Montmartre to Montparnasse.


‘We should go to a club,’ Nancy said, suddenly clocking where they were. ‘Why are we going home? I don’t want to go home. Let’s go party.’


‘No, come on.’ Vita pulled her across the road, past the black wooden frontage of Sympa, the chemiserie on the corner, and up the steep cobbles to their apartment building on the rue d’Orsel.


Out of breath now, Vita took the key out of her bag and quietly opened the faded blue doorway of their building.


‘Shhh,’ she warned Nancy, who lolled against the wooden frame. ‘Don’t wake up Madame Vertbois.’
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Madame Vertbois


Vita poked her head around the doorway of their apartment building and looked past the office to where the stone staircase began. Then, pulling Nancy inside and closing the door as quietly as she could, she glanced upwards: the black ironwork of the stairs wound like a Fibonacci coil into the darkness. Hopefully they had time to make it to the stairs.


But it was too late. The light clicked on in the office and Vita winced as the brown wooden door clattered open and the ferocious concierge stood in the office doorway.


Madame Vertbois was wearing her usual shapeless black dress, a crocheted shawl around her shoulders, a brown scarf tied over her hair. She’d been a teacher a long time ago and, much to Nancy’s disapproval, Vita came to her office twice a week to practise her conversational French, in an attempt to soften the cold-hearted old woman. Unlike Nancy, Vita was rather in love with the French language and hadn’t got over her delight at the novelty of picking up little phrases and idioms. Over the last few months Madame Vertbois had gradually cracked, worn down by Vita’s enthusiasm, and they had developed a relationship of sorts, so she couldn’t risk Nancy blowing it now. They relied on Madame Vertbois to let the various neighbours in to their apartment to walk Mr Wild occasionally, when they were both at the club.


There was an electric fire in the office and now the cat, which had been sleeping in front of it, came to the old woman’s feet, its back arching. Vita was reminded of Mrs Beck’s cat, Casper, in the boarding house she’d shared with the girls from the club, and with Percy, in London. Casper had had a soft spot for Vita, but this cat let out a low hiss.


‘Bonjour, Madame,’ Vita said, reverentially.


‘What time do you call this?’ Madame Vertbois snapped in French, her face puckered into a disapproving scowl. Her wrinkled neck sagged beneath a gold crucifix. ‘It’s very late,’ she added pointedly. ‘Très tard.’ She rolled her ‘r’ for effect.


She looked Vita up and down and then stared at Nancy, pushing her glasses up her nose to get a better look. Vita dug her elbow into Nancy’s ribs, to make her behave.


‘I heard you. All the way down the street.’


‘Not us,’ Vita lied, in her best French. ‘We just came from a cab. There are lots of people out tonight.’


‘Bad people,’ Nancy added in English.


Madame’s eyes narrowed and she flicked her chin.


‘Do not wake anyone up.’


‘We won’t. Goodnight.’


‘Bonne nuit, chérie,’ Nancy said in a loud stage whisper.


‘Shhh,’ Vita cautioned, manhandling her from behind.


‘Shhh,’ Nancy copied her, giggling.


‘I mean it,’ Vita said. ‘Don’t antagonize her. She’ll throw us out.’


‘She won’t throw you out. She likes you. You’re her pet.’


Vita hurried Nancy up the stone stairs, knowing the electric lights wouldn’t be on for long and that they needed to make it to the fifth floor. By the time they got to their corridor, Nancy was heavy on her arm. Vita could hear Mr Wild barking his usual welcome.


‘I hate this place,’ Nancy moaned. ‘It’s so poky. And it smells of boiled beans.’


‘It’s perfectly fine. And we’re hardly ever here. We’re out in Paris,’ Vita reminded her. ‘We only need a small place.’ She was keen to get Nancy through the door and inside.


She fumbled with the key, then groped in the dark for the switch and the light flickered into life. She pulled Nancy inside, before slumping back against the door, relieved they were home. Mr Wild jumped up and down and ran in circles, and Nancy picked him up.


‘Oh, my baby, my baby.’ She nuzzled the dog, then set him down and he jumped up at Vita. She tickled the white dog, but didn’t pick him up. She could only really show affection to him when Nancy wasn’t around, otherwise she got jealous of the fact that Mr Wild liked Vita best. But that was probably because Vita was the one who remembered to feed him and give him water, not to mention the fact that she was always the one to walk him in the mornings. Mr Wild, who had clearly been waiting anxiously for them, curled up in his little bed and let out a sweet, contented sigh.


Vita kicked off her shoes, putting the keys on the small half-table in the hall, but Nancy swayed uncertainly, looking at her reflection in the silver mirror above it, as if she didn’t recognize herself.


‘Mr Wild doesn’t love me any more,’ she said.


‘He does. He’s just tired. Look at him,’ Vita said, nodding affectionately at the dog. ‘It’s way past his bedtime,’ she added pointedly.


‘Do you love me?’ Nancy asked, her voice plaintive. In the light, Vita could see that her eyes were bloodshot, her lipstick smeared. No wonder Madame Vertbois had given them such disapproving looks.


‘Of course I do,’ Vita said, recognizing the onset of the maudlin stage.


‘You don’t love me enough. Not like I want you to love me.’


Vita felt her cheeks flushing. She’d once got absolutely blotto with Nancy in a bath, and the details of the drunken physical intimacy that had ensued still shocked her. She had always been aware that Nancy wanted more from her. She’d even told Vita, when they’d left London, that she’d been in love with her for a while. She was pretty sure that Nancy’s ridiculous infatuation was over, but sometimes – like now – she felt as if she were on quicksand, unsure of what it was that Nancy really wanted from her.


‘Kiss me,’ Nancy slurred, closing her eyes and trying to grab Vita. ‘I want to be kissed. I had your first kiss, and now you owe me.’


‘You need to sleep,’ Vita said, embarrassed and ducking away.


‘Oh, I’m going to be—’ Nancy said, lurching forward, and Vita grabbed the furry stem of the potted palm, yanking it from its large china pot, which she thrust below Nancy, just in time.


‘Do you have to drink so much?’ Vita asked, rubbing Nancy’s back as she wretched. She hated Nancy being in this state. She looked for a place to put the palm down, before the dry soil scattered all over the floor. She laid it gently on the hallstand.


‘Pass me a cigarette,’ Nancy said when she’d finished, straightening up and hiccupping. She smoothed down her short hair, shaking her head haughtily, as if she’d been doing something far more glamorous than being sick.


‘You need water,’ Vita said, heading for the tap, but knowing the pipes would clank loudly at this time of the morning.


‘Cigarette,’ Nancy insisted. ‘And that. The eau de vie,’ she insisted, jabbing her finger towards the clear bottle of pear brandy on the tiny kitchen table. She lurched after Vita to the small kitchenette and grabbed the bottle, before Vita could grab it first, taking a swig and wincing.


‘Please,’ Vita begged. ‘Stop. You’re going to make yourself even more ill.’


‘You’re not my mother,’ Nancy said, stabbing the bottle in Vita’s direction. ‘Stop being bossy.’


‘I’m trying to help you.’


‘Well, you’re not. I’m bored of you. I’m going out,’ Nancy declared, spinning on her heel and staggering back towards the door, bottle in hand.


‘You can’t. It’s too late. Madame Vertbois will have a fit.’ She raced to intercept Nancy before she reached the door. ‘No, Nancy. No,’ she said, sternly, barring the way. ‘Not tonight. Come to bed. I’ll sleep with you.’


Nancy’s bloodshot eyes looked defiantly into hers and then the fight seemed to drain out of her.


‘Don’t leave me.’


‘I’m not going to leave you.’


‘Everyone leaves me.’


‘Come on,’ Vita said, gently, taking the bottle and then half-carrying Nancy into the bedroom, where she flopped face-first diagonally across the bed. Vita slipped off her shoes and pulled the part of the eiderdown that was visible across her friend, then she went back to the hall and cleared out the china plant pot and tipped away the brandy in the sink, for good measure.


She sighed, exhaustion hitting her – not just from the late night, but because she was so tired of being constantly jolted emotionally one way by her friend and then the other. But what could she do? She was stuck with Nancy, and someone had to look after her when she behaved so recklessly.


She checked on Nancy one last time, then headed for her own tiny box room, which really only had room for a single bed and a chair. She lay on her back, knowing that she should get up and close the shutters, now that it was getting light, but instead she gazed through the glass at the small patch of pale-pink sky, remembering Fletch’s soft trumpet playing. And, as she fell asleep, she wondered what his hands would feel like on her body.
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The Deathbed


From the other side of the tall mahogany bed, Edith Darton watched her mother-in-law, Theresa, wringing the embroidered white handkerchief in her hands, twisting it one way and the next.


‘It’s just I wondered if you knew where she is? I think Darius would so want Anna to be here,’ she whispered in her cowed, birdlike voice. ‘Do you know? Surely you must know?’


‘No,’ Edith said, ‘I wish I did . . . truly. I would like to help, Theresa – so much.’


Edith had a very good idea where Vita was, of course. She’d given Vita her ticket to Paris – although she’d told Clement that Vita had stolen it from her. He’d been there to look for his sister twice, but so far he hadn’t managed to track her down, and Edith was glad. She didn’t want Vita coming back to Darton and ruining everything she’d built up here. Including her relationship with Darius Darton.


In the last words he’d uttered just over a week ago, his mouth lolling from the second stroke he’d suffered, he’d told Edith that she was more of a daughter to him than Anna had ever been. Well, that’s how Clement had interpreted the slurred words, and Edith had considered it a moment of absolute triumph.


Now she leant over her father-in-law’s bed, masking her revulsion as she covered his cold hand with her own, noticing the purple patches that sprouted on his crinkled skin like mould. He was nearing death; she could sense it, and she longed for the release for him – and for her. Because without him, her ambitious plans with Clement for the Darton Mills could become a reality. And without Anna, or Vita, as Edith still thought of her ex-friend, then the business – everything – would go straight to her husband, and, of course, to her.


Feigning anxiety, she looked across the bed to Theresa.


‘Should I fetch Clement from the mill?’ she whispered and her mother-in-law nodded, her hand fluttering to her mouth.


‘I don’t think it’ll be long. I just wish Anna would come home.’ Theresa’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Why must she stay away?’


‘It’s dreadful, I know,’ Edith nodded. ‘How she could be so thoughtless at a time like this . . .’


She stood and walked over now and gently squeezed Theresa’s hand, thinking that her mother-in-law was like a gramophone record with a scratch, her mind always jumping back to Anna. Edith was sick of it. And so she could totally understand why Clement was so incensed with his sister. He’d done everything for his family – and yet they only seemed to want their daughter.


If Edith had her way, though, Anna would never come home. And should never come home. Not after she’d almost been responsible for Clement being permanently scarred, and very nearly paralysed for life. Clement had told her all about how his unruly little sister had never toed the line, had never respected him or his father. Which is why Anna had run away to London, although it baffled him how she’d ever survived there.


Edith knew exactly how Anna Darton had survived in London. She’d reinvented herself as Vita Casey and had lied and cheated her way into the Zip Club. Which is where she’d stolen Nancy, Edith’s best friend.


And then, if that wasn’t bad enough, it had been Vita whom Nancy had taken to all the parties – Vita who’d got all the attention. And Edith had known . . . she’d known all along that the Vita girl was a fraud, an imposter. She’d been able to smell it, right away. She couldn’t even dance! But everyone else had thought she was wonderful. Vita with her sassy outfits and crazy sense of style, thanks to Percy giving her so many free costumes. She’d just taken, taken, taken, with no concept of how hard it had been for the rest of them.


Downstairs, glad to be away from the vigil in the stuffy bedroom, Edith examined herself in the mirror, admiring her sleek blonde hair and the expensive black dress that Clement had brought her back from his last trip to London. She admired the collar and how it showed off her pale neck. With any luck, she’d get the Darton pearls before too long, and then the look really would be complete.


She had a sense that her life was on track at last – the track it should have been on all those years ago, when she’d come out as a debutante in London with Nancy. Back then, her world had been full of promise and she’d been convinced she was going to marry well and make her parents proud.


But that was before her affair with the Askew chap had heaped shame on her family and she’d been cut off. At the time she’d been convinced that she and Quentin were in love, but she’d soon learnt the bitter pain of empty promises. Not enough, however, not to make the same mistake again, because – much to her frustration – it had been the same with Jack Connelly, the proprietor of the Zip Club. He’d promised her the earth and, if not that, that he’d certainly leave his wife, but that had never happened, either.


So when Clement had turned up unexpectedly in London, asking after his sister, Edith had been at a rather low ebb. After the police raid, the Zip Club had folded, Jack Connelly had vanished whilst the police looked into the books, and the girls scattered around the country. Edith, sorely regretting giving her train ticket to Vita, was penniless and pounding the West End pavements looking for a job as a chorus girl, when Clement knocked on the door of her apartment, explaining that it had taken a while to find her. And whilst her instinct had told her firmly never to trust a man again, something about Clement’s obvious attraction to her had been irresistible.


The girls at the club had always been so soppy and romantic; and Edith, who seemed to find only unattainable men attractive, had panicked at the notion of a straightforward romance. She knew that girly gushiness wasn’t her forte, but Clement hadn’t seemed to want that. And so, for once, she’d found herself playing hard-to-get, which had worked surprisingly well, because after an indecently short time Clement had proposed, along with a prize that was far more attractive than the opal ring he had given her: a promise to take her away from the cut and thrust of London to a new life.


Of course he hadn’t realized the enormity of the lifeline he’d offered, and Edith had kept up the narrative that she’d been doing him a favour. But for once in her life, a man had been true to his word, and she’d married Clement at Marylebone registry office, with two strangers for witnesses. And then he’d brought her home here to Lancashire, showing her off as if she were his prize.


And now she’d won. She was married. She was a wife. She’d had great satisfaction in writing to her family to gloat about what a good match she’d made for herself, without their help. Her mother had even invited her for lunch in Surrey next month, an olive branch that Edith considered to be a real victory.


She stroked Victor, the kitten Clement had given her as a present, for a moment, knowing that Theresa would be horrified that he was inside. He’d already had three of her new canaries and had seen off the dogs. Edith opened the door that led to the conservatory a crack, letting the large tabby kitten through. Victor liked to paw Theresa’s silk sofa and eye the birds in the aviary; and if she didn’t open the door, he’d start mewing loudly and then that dreadful woman, Martha, would be up the stairs to complain.


Now Edith picked up the heavy Bakelite telephone in the hall and was put through to the mill office. She could hear the clank of the machines in the background as Clement said: ‘Great news,’ and she could hear the jubilation in his voice. ‘Another Top Drawer order has come through.’


Edith clenched her fist in a moment of triumph.


‘That’s marvellous. Didn’t I tell you?’ she asked, knowing it was too much, knowing that her husband didn’t like being asked for the affirmation she craved.


He might never say it, but there was no denying that their recent success was due to Edith’s cleverness. When she’d told him all about Vita’s designs and explained how she’d got an order for Vita’s Top Drawer underwear – thanks largely to the girls’ presentation and, most importantly, to Edith closing the deal – Clement had come with her to meet Lance Kenton at Withshaw and Taylor, the department store in London. Mr Kenton, impressed by Edith’s vision and Clement’s clear knowledge of the textiles trade, had agreed on an even larger order and a timeline for the brassieres. Edith had no trouble convincing Mr Kenton that she had been the one in charge all along.


Those first bras they had made for W&T had been a huge hit, and this year the orders had got so large that they’d started manufacturing them full-time at the mill. Edith had convinced Clement that this new direction would save their business, when so much of their textile trade was being lost to competitors abroad. Malcolm Arkwright, who had shifted his business out to India, had decimated the mill workers’ communities on the other side of the valley. And the same thing would happen to the Darton workers unless they found a new niche – a new direction for their business. Fortunately, with Darius Darton ailing and out of the way, Clement had really started to see things from her point of view.


And I was right, Edith thought, allowing herself a satisfied smile. Now that Top Drawer was taking off in London and in Manchester, too, the underwear business was well on the way to making them rich. So what if it had been Vita’s designs that had got them to this point? Without Edith’s vision and determination, this venture would never have become a reality.


‘How’s Father?’ Clement asked.


‘Oh, fine . . . well, the same,’ she said. ‘I was missing you, that’s all.’


Edith heard her husband’s voice soften. ‘Should I come?’


‘No. No . . . it’s more important that you stay there,’ she said. She didn’t tell him that his mother had been asking after Clement’s sister. No. Edith liked to control the flow of information, and it was more important to make herself indispensable here.


She thought wryly of Vita now, missing her father’s passing. She might be in Europe having fun with Nancy – a fact that still made Edith occasionally smart with jealousy – but Edith knew that being here was the better option.


No, Vita might be living a carefree life, but soon Edith would be in charge of Darton Hall and instrumental in the future of the business – the business opportunity that Vita was too stupid and hedonistic to protect. Yes, she thought, whatever Vita was doing now, good riddance to her.
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La Carte Postale


Click-clunk. Vita pushed down the shutter on the black box camera, satisfied she’d captured the famous twin towers of Notre-Dame cathedral in the viewfinder. She let the camera hang on its long leather strap around her neck and pulled down her sunglasses from where they were wedged over the polka-dot silk scarf in her hair.


‘Mr Wild, don’t go too far,’ she called out to the dog, which was sniffing around a bench. He liked being off the lead in wide spaces like this and, hoping that he wouldn’t run off, she looked up at the wonderful cathedral again, taking in the magnificent stonemasonry, the line of carved saints above the sculpted door arches. One day she’d climb up one of the towers to see the view. She was a big fan of Victor Hugo and had just read The Hunchback of Notre-Dame for the second time, the tragic story of Quasimodo and Esmeralda capturing her imagination even more the second time round. And here she was: staring at the very tower where Quasimodo had finally pushed Frollo to his death.


She turned now to look out at the Seine beside her. The river sparkled in the bright sunlight, a thin barge sliding beneath the bridge, where she could see three men sitting on the far bank chatting, their fishing rods connected to long lines leading into the water. One man stood, reeling in a wriggling fish, its iridescent skin flashing in the sunlight, then unhooking it and throwing it into the bucket. She and Nancy ate those little goujons sometimes at the café, coated in flour and deep-fried, and her stomach gave an involuntary growl of hunger.


She lined up the view of the fishermen in the box camera and pressed the shutter. Perhaps it was because her new connection to Fletch continued to make her feel womanly and sensual, or maybe it was that spring was in the air, but she felt the sense of a new beginning – as if she were a bud on one of the trees, bursting into bloom. She was aware, too, of a creative buzz inside her: a desire to do something, and taking photographs felt like a start.


It had been two weeks since Solange’s party, and she’d been to several parties and nights out at Bricktop’s when Fletch had been there. They hadn’t managed to be alone together much, but there was an ever-growing closeness between them, and now she looked forward to going to Les Folies Bergère in the evenings just to see him. Yesterday he’d given her a posy of spring flowers that he told her he’d collected in the park next to where he lived. He said he’d show her it someday, and she’d replied that she’d like that.


She called Mr Wild now, and he came obediently. He trotted beside her on his lead as she walked over to the wide square in front of the cathedral, where a man in a red beret was playing a dance tune that she recognized on the accordion. Two old women sat on a bench crocheting with fine yellow wool, and a young artist arranged some rather good charcoal sketches of the Paris landmarks against the wall, the one of Notre-Dame behind him catching Vita’s eye. But when he gave her a hopeful look, she shrugged and shook her head sadly. She had no money for such frivolities.


In fact she only had five francs and a few centimes to her name – apart from the banker’s draft Archie had given her, which was folded up in her sewing box. She’d never cashed it; after what he’d done, she never would, but she remembered now how – despite everything – he’d believed in her and in her vision for Top Drawer.


As had dear Percy. He’d been the first person to believe in her dreams and had helped make them a reality. He’d been such a true friend, and it still hurt terribly that Clement had almost ruined him . . . all to get at her.


Clement. Ugh! How the thought of her unhinged, dangerous brother made Vita shudder to her core. Even now.


When he’d found her at the Zip Club, she’d run away from him in London so fast, grabbing the lifeline Edith had offered her – the ticket to Paris with Nancy – that she’d hardly had time to process the shock of seeing him again. It had taken months for the truth to sink in: Clement wasn’t dead.


He wasn’t dead.


When she’d locked him in a stable with Dante, her horse, she thought her brother had been kicked to death. And now Vita didn’t know whether to be happy that she wasn’t a murderess, or terrified that her brother was still alive. Because, alive, Clement would never give up until he’d destroyed her. She knew that. He’d told her as much.


She remembered the last time she’d seen him, his pale, angry face blazing with hatred and with a bigger, meaner burning desire to make her pay for the injuries he’d suffered. But Clement was in England, she reminded herself – miles away, with the English Channel between them. He had no way of finding out where she was; and even if he did come looking for her, he’d never find her here.


Now she took the coins from the pocket in her skirt and went over to the stand of postcards by the kiosk, then plucked one out, paying for it. She knew the address of Percy’s studio in Soho and hoped he’d still be there. But it was a risk. Clement knew perfectly well where Percy’s workshop was, too, and might somehow intercept her postcard.


Or maybe not. Maybe, just maybe, Nancy was right and Vita was being unnecessarily paranoid. Clement must surely have got tired of looking for her by now. Mustn’t he?


She decided it was worth taking a chance. Percy was the only one who understood how close she’d come to making a success of Top Drawer, and perhaps he could help her resurrect her dreams now. She had so many questions churning over and over in her mind: did Percy have a copy of the prototype bra they’d created together – the one she’d given, along with all the plans for the business, to Edith? Was it really too late to try to contact W&T, the department store that had given her an order? Might she be able to go back to them and see if she could still find a way to make it work?


She’d often thought about that moment: swapping her plans and designs for Edith’s passport, trying to puzzle out what had been going through Edith’s mind. Had it been an act of friendship? Because, if so, Vita was grateful. Or had Edith genuinely wanted to do something with the business herself? And what if she had?


‘Edith? Don’t be ridiculous. How could she?’ Nancy had said more than once. ‘She’d need more designs, and she really doesn’t have what it takes. No, she was just doing you a favour. And she didn’t have the bottle to come to Paris – that’s all. You know what a disaster she is with men; she’ll still be hankering after that awful Connelly man.’


She was probably right, but one thing was certain, Vita mused now: she couldn’t wait for another year to slip through her fingers. However, it was so long since she’d contacted Percy, and she felt a pang of genuine guilt.


Then she remembered his kind face, and his mews studio behind Covent Garden where she’d been so happy. Sitting on the low stone bench, with Mr Wild jumping up beside her, she turned over the postcard and wrote:




Dearest Percy,


Alive and well. Want to start Top Drawer again, but need your help? We’re where you predicted we’d be: FB. Write to me there.


I miss you. x 
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