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An Unexpected Summons


‘Where is everyone?’ Vita asked, taking another bite of her bagel while bouncing Bertie on her hip. He giggled and she grinned down at him, her heart melting at his cherubic face and blond curls.


Evelyn, the Delaneys’ trusted housekeeper, was over by the row of dented silver domes on the sideboard, clearing the rest of breakfast in the light-filled morning room.


‘Nancy and Mrs Delaney have gone to see the venue,’ Evelyn said, with a raised eyebrow that showed just how much she disapproved of Nancy’s forthcoming nuptials. She glanced at the door, although there was no one to overhear her. Mr Delaney had left for his brokerage hours ago. ‘All those people. You’d think Miss Nancy was marrying royalty.’


Evelyn, like Vita, secretly thought that Nancy could do much better than her father’s protégé from his firm, Delaney’s Brokerage. Nate Materson was a chinless man from Baltimore who reminded Vita of the snake-oil salesman Hammer in that Groucho Marx movie, The Cocoanuts. But Vita knew better than to try telling her best friend, who had a remarkably thick skin, the truth.


‘And I don’t approve of folk getting married in November,’ Evelyn added. ‘Why couldn’t she have a summer wedding? The garden is big enough. It ain’t right.’


Vita didn’t enlighten Evelyn as to the reason: that the spectacular venue for the wedding – the ballroom at the Metropolitan – was booked up so far ahead, it was either get married in November or wait for two years. But before any incriminating words of agreement were spoken, the service door moved and a small white dog nudged his way through.


‘Mr Wild, that naughty dog,’ Evelyn harrumphed. ‘What’s he doing in here? Shoo.’


Mr Wild yapped and barked, and Bertie started crying.


‘He hasn’t been out yet,’ Evelyn said.


‘Oh, poor Mr Wild,’ Vita said, handing Bertie to Evelyn, who comforted him on her ample bosom.


Vita picked up the dog and he panted, trying to lick her face. ‘You are such a coward. Why won’t you play in the garden like a normal dog?’


When Vita had arrived in New York on Paul’s illegal boat, having escaped from Paris, her vengeful brother and disastrous marriage by the skin of her teeth, Nancy had received her at home as if Vita had only come to return her beloved dog. Mr Wild had taken all the attention, with Nancy acting as if he’d been miraculously revived from the dead (which, in a manner of speaking, he had). She’d lavished the little dog with affection, even commissioning a diamond-studded collar for him. But soon Nancy was back to her old ways, and for the last few months it had been Vita who’d ensured the little dog had his daily walk.


‘Why don’t you take him out?’ Evelyn asked.


‘I can’t. If I take Bertie out now, he’ll nap all morning in the pram. As soon as he gets into that thing he falls fast asleep, and I’m trying so hard to get him into a routine.’


‘Well then, he can stay here with me and help me in the kitchen,’ Evelyn said, her eyes twinkling at Bertie as he smacked his lips. ‘And you know what? I’m cooking up some sweet potato. Why don’t I try him with some?’


‘You think we should?’ This wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation. Evelyn, who had four grown-up children of her own, was insistent that Bertie should be started on solid food.


‘It’s time. You leave it to me. Have some time for yourself. Go on.’


Taking the opportunity Evelyn had given her, Vita headed out with Mr Wild. She stopped for a second by the beveledged mirror in the hall, adjusting her dove-grey felt hat and arranging the fur stole around her neck. She inspected her face for signs of tiredness, but her blue eyes were still bright above her high cheekbones and she patted the honey-blonde curls by her ears, then smoothed the red Helena Rubinstein lipstick Nancy had given her over her full lips. Even though Nancy, with her striking looks, would always be the centre of attention, Vita wasn’t so bad, she thought.


Opening the front door, she paused on the wide stoop of the Delaneys’ mansion with its white Doric pillars, wrapping her wool coat around her against the chill of the morning. The sky was blue and the sun was bright above the large silver maple trees that lined the avenue.


The mailman was heading up the steps and he smiled at Vita, touching the peak of his navy-blue cap.


‘Here’s one for you today,’ he said, handing her a pale lilac envelope with her name on the front. ‘Hand delivery.’ She thanked him, and he put the rest of the mail in the mailbox by the front door before petting Mr Wild.


Vita opened the envelope. The first thing she noticed was the embossed gold letterhead spelling out a name: Renata King.


Renata King was Irving’s mother, and now Irving rose up in Vita’s mind’s eye. Poor Irving, she thought, remembering how suave and debonair the rich American had seemed when he’d been shopping for his spoilt daughter, Daphne, at Madame Sacerdote’s salon in Paris. How he’d taken a shine to Vita and how he’d wooed her, wining and dining her and lavishing her with expensive gifts, until she’d given in and agreed to marry him.


She’d sincerely hoped that she would develop stronger feelings than the affectionate gratitude she initially felt towards Irving; but they had never materialized. And, although it had come as a terrible shock to learn that his quick ‘Paris divorce’ from his previous wife, Alicia, hadn’t been legal – meaning that Vita’s marriage hadn’t been either – looking back, that revelation had somewhat let Vita off the hook. It was strange, though, being in this awful limbo, not married but not a divorcée either. It made things very difficult to explain – especially when it came to Bertie.


Vita had entirely forgotten that Renata King, her ex-husband’s mother, lived here in New York. Irving’s daughters, Daphne and Hermione, had given Vita the impression that their grandmother was very much on the side of their mother, Alicia. Daphne, in one of her more toxic moments, had claimed that her grandmamma considered Vita to be a gold-digger and would never receive her in her home; so Renata King hardly came with a favourable introduction. In fact, Irving himself had always been disparaging about his mother, saying that it was altogether for the best that they lived on separate continents.


So, given all of this, why was Renata contacting Vita now? Could it mean that Irving was here – and if so, what then? She felt a shiver of alarm at the mess she’d got herself into.


In order to make Vita’s ‘predicament’ socially acceptable to the Delaneys, who were not only morally upstanding, but devout Christians, Vita had foolishly allowed Nancy to handle the matter. She had had several chances at the beginning to tell Nancy the truth about her night with Archie on her honeymoon, and how Irving couldn’t possibly be Bertie’s father; but she’d been frightened of how Nancy might react. There was no love lost between her friend and Archie Fenwick, and Nancy had made so many assumptions about the circumstances of Vita fleeing her marriage.


So she’d stayed silent while Nancy railroaded her, fabricating a story for her parents that Irving had been nothing more than a brute, claiming that Vita had been lucky to escape her terrible marriage with her life (and that of her unborn child) and that she deserved the Delaneys’ charity. After all, Nancy had reasoned, her own mother couldn’t very well be on the committee at the mission and then turn away a needy person from her very own door. When Vita had protested that the story went too far, and that Irving had actually been more than a gentleman – even offering a gentle reminder that he’d been the one who’d paid for Nancy to leave Paris and straighten herself out in a plush California clinic – Nancy had simply flapped her hand as if that were all ancient history. She didn’t like to be reminded that she’d once been hopelessly addicted to alcohol and cocaine, not now that she was society’s darling.


Vita scanned Renata’s letter. It has come to my attention that you have applied to live in an apartment in one of my buildings . . .


One of the few things she knew for certain about Irving’s mother was that she was rich as Croesus, and this casual remark about owning several apartment blocks set alarm bells ringing. Perhaps Vita shouldn’t have used her married name on the application.


I shall receive you this morning. Call on me before noon.


The letter concluded with a flourish of indigo ink: RK. Vita turned it over. That was it. There was nothing else. No clue as to the woman’s meaning.


‘Damn it,’ Vita cursed, realizing that the timing meant she would have to go straight there now, without stopping to sort out her appearance. Could she ignore the letter and pretend she’d never seen it? But the mailman had handed it to her personally, she remembered. Claiming it had gone astray would only get him into trouble.


Besides, Renata King was bound to move in similar circles to the Delaneys. Perhaps it wouldn’t be wise to snub such a powerful woman. And, as she’d implied, she most probably decided whose applications were accepted and rejected. Might it be possible that Renata, far from being unfriendly, would actually approve Vita’s application? Because, much as she’d enjoyed living on the Delaneys’ charity, once Nancy and Nate had moved into their new apartment, Vita couldn’t stay. It was time to start out on her own.


She checked her watch. It was already eleven fifteen. She studied the address again and, calling to Mr Wild, set off.
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The Sky is the Limit


The Delaneys’ mansion was just a stone’s throw from Fifth Avenue in the most fashionable of neighbourhoods. Vita strode down the wide sidewalk, the wind whipping up piles of golden and brown leaves into mini tornadoes as she passed the tall mansion houses. Even though they were well-established homes, they had a shiny newness to them that the buildings in London and Paris didn’t have. And on such a scale! Everything here in New York was bigger and more boastful.


She turned onto Fifth Avenue and, on the next corner, passed a couple of women in maroon Salvation Army uniforms who were handing out leaflets, a man behind them decrying the sin of alcohol. With Prohibition firmly in place, Vita was amazed by how pure this city seemed on the outside, when she knew full well that there was an altogether seedier side if only you knew where to look.


She thought now of her crossing from Europe on her friend Paul Kilkenny’s ship. She still couldn’t believe she’d been so naive as to think Paul was a struggling artist when in actual fact, all along he’d been ‘Le Monsieur’, the famous bootlegger and gambler. When he’d rescued Vita from Irving’s house and offered her a safe passage to America on his ship, she’d been shocked to find out that it was full to bursting with illegal brandy and champagne. She remembered the crew, who’d all played poker and tried, but mostly failed, to curtail their bawdy talk and swearing in her presence.


Paul had boasted that he was friends with someone called Madden – a mobster, from what Vita could gather, who owned the Cotton Club on 142nd Street, where Duke Ellington and his band played. Paul had said that Madden had helped him find the perfect location for a speakeasy of his own. It was also in Harlem, tucked away at the back of a milk bar, in the hollowed-out building of a bakery next door. Vita had suggested he call it Le Monsieur’s, after his mysterious Paris identity.


She remembered the tense atmosphere as they’d arrived in the dead of night; how the ship had chugged slowly past the Statue of Liberty, eerily lit by cloudy moonlight. Paul had been standing on the deck in the dark, his eyes trained on a signal at the end of the dock. She’d seen the red light with its pulsing code and they’d sidled up to the mooring, the thick truck tyres lashed to the wooden struts, cushioning the boat in the oily water. Nobody had spoken as Vita had stepped up onto the dock: her first footstep on a new continent.


She’d had no time to mark the moment, as Paul had ushered her straight down the gangplank to where a large truck with a canvas back was waiting. She’d climbed into the front with Mr Wild and Paul, and an Italian man had driven them silently to the city.


They’d gone to a speakeasy known only as ‘the back of Ratner’s’ – a ‘joint’ run by Paul’s friend Lansky, behind a kosher dairy. There they’d left the truck and walked to a garage under the Williamsburg Bridge, where Paul’s fancy car had been waiting with his driver. They’d driven to the Delaneys’ address and Paul had kissed Vita on the cheek, wishing her good night as casually as if they’d just been out for a quick drink rather than crossing the Atlantic together.


She wondered where Paul was now. It would be fun to visit his speakeasy, but now that Nancy was sober, she hadn’t exactly had a chance. It was a shame, Vita thought. She was pleased for Nancy, of course, that she’d straightened herself out; but sometimes Vita missed the old days, when the two of them had had all sorts of adventures. These days Nancy was a changed woman – and Vita had changed too, she supposed. She was a mother now.


She stepped out into the road to cross over, not noticing the WALK sign had stopped, and a car honked at her.


‘Hey, watch it, lady,’ a cab driver shouted.


‘Sorry,’ she cried, holding onto her hat and swerving around the bonnet of the cab. When would she get used to the traffic being on the wrong side of the street?


Two Polish men were arguing loudly behind a butcher’s truck, the back of which was open to reveal swaying pig carcasses. An Asian man was delivering laundry to a hotel, whistling loudly. He smiled at Vita.


Then, in just one block, the neighbourhood suddenly changed again, the shops catering for a smarter crowd. She could never get over the array of goods from around the world that were available here in New York. It was an exciting melting pot of cultures, but even so, she missed the sedate elegance of Paris. She pined for the wonderful clothes she’d left at Irving’s house: the couture dresses from Maison Jenny, the Hermès scarves and Tiffany necklaces, drawers full of camiknickers and silk stockings. What had happened to all her things? Alicia, Irving’s reinstated wife, had probably taken them for herself – or given them to their awful daughters.


Thinking about Paris made Vita remember what had happened with Marianne, and now she caught her breath as she thought of her former friend.


Nancy wouldn’t have Marianne – or Marie, as Vita still thought of her – mentioned in the house. It was as if Vita’s lapse of judgement in allowing Marie to infiltrate her life to dupe them both was a mistake that Nancy tolerantly, tactfully continued to overlook. But in cutting off all conversation about what had happened, Nancy had only magnified the distress Vita felt. She was still astonished by the massive deception Marie had perpetrated, testing the pain of those events in Paris as if testing her thumb on a blade. It was still painful, but also laced with the hard-boiled fury she reserved for her sister-in-law, Edith. Not to mention Clement, Vita thought bitterly, thinking of her sadistic brother.


They had caused Marie’s death. They’d caused that little girl to lose her mother and Marie, who’d obviously been under terrible strain, to lose her life. Edith was just as responsible as Clement and now, as Vita pictured the two of them in Darton, manufacturing Vita’s designs – the ones they’d made Marie steal from her – it made her seethe with resentment.


Well, there’s only one thing for it, Vita thought. When she cashed in her stocks and shares, she’d have enough for the lingerie enterprise that filled all her thoughts. Not the little tin-pot, one-person operation she’d been striving for in Paris. No. This time, it was going to be bigger. Better. Successful enough to blow Edith and Clement out of the water. She’d show them, if it was the last thing she did. She’d provide brassieres for every woman in America. Why not aim big? Wasn’t that what New York was all about – the sky being the limit?
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Argosy Books


Vita walked on a few more blocks with Mr Wild, who let out a little yelp as steam hissed up from a grille on the sidewalk. Then, passing a smart-looking drugstore, she thought of Evelyn with Bertie and remembered that he needed new pacifiers, so she went in to buy a few. It was always satisfying to cross a few errands off her list. Back on the street, she turned and saw that she was near Central Park, recognizing the gates of the zoo on the corner. She strained to listen out for the rare birds in the menagerie, the monkeys and bears she’d read about.


She checked her watch, wondering if she had enough time to pop into Argosy Books, which she knew was just down East 59th Street between Lexington and Park Avenue. On her various trips around New York with Bertie in the pram, Vita had made it her mission to find all the good bookstores, although nothing could really match Book Row – the seven blocks between Fourth Avenue and Astor Place, where almost every shop front was a bookstore.


But now that she was here, it would be a shame to waste the opportunity. She hurried towards the bookstore and, as she made her way through its glossy black doors, had a sudden feeling of nostalgia for the bookshops on Charing Cross Road in London and Shakespeare and Company in Paris.


The studious old man behind the counter squinted at her through his tortoiseshell glasses, taking a moment to focus. His stooped shoulders spoke of years spent hunched over manuscripts. She browsed the shelves for a while, then looked at the books piled on a small wooden table, published by Scribner’s.


She picked up a copy of The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, feeling a flash of recognition. She wished she had someone to tell about her brush with the celebrity author and how she’d met him in Zelli’s in Paris when she’d been there with Irving.


Blushing slightly, she picked up the book and headed to the till, but a small publication on the corner of the table caught her eye. She picked up the white cover and ran her finger over the title – Sylvine, by A. S. Fenwick – and for a moment, she held her breath.


Archie’s novel. The one he’d told her was inspired by her. And she remembered now the girl with the mole on her arm who had been so vividly and erotically described in the book. She held the book now, feeling as if she was holding a very real piece of Archie, the only man she’d ever truly loved. Maybe the only man she ever would truly love.


But then she pictured Irving in their bedroom in Paris – how he’d flung the then unpublished manuscript down on the bed, accusing her of infidelity. How he’d got hold of the manuscript, she’d never know, but the shame she’d felt then washed over her now.


The man behind the counter seemed to know all about Sylvine and how it had been published first in Paris, then picked up by a British publisher, and had now made it to the States. He hadn’t read it, he said, popping it into a paper bag, but he was going to order another copy right away.


As she left the shop, burying the book deep in her bag, Vita imagined Archie with his wife Maud, chinking glasses of champagne, celebrating his success, and she shuddered. Her Pandora’s box of feelings about Archie Fenwick was best buried away, under lock and key. And the book was best kept under lock and key too, so that nobody could read it and have cause to embarrass her again.
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An Audience with the Other Mrs King


The address of Renata King’s prestigious apartment building was 1001 Fifth Avenue, overlooking the Metropolitan Museum of Art. After her detour to the bookshop, it was almost noon by the time Vita arrived and she was perspiring from the fast walk. As she approached, she saw a doorman in a brown and gold uniform with epaulettes and a hat that fastened under his chin. He was standing under the canopy, guarding the red carpet that stretched across the sidewalk in front of the building to the kerb like a dragon’s tongue.


She showed him her letter and his demeanour changed. He led her courteously inside and across a speckled marble floor to the gold elevator doors, gestured to them with a white-gloved hand. Mr Wild emitted a low growl as the elevator operator pressed the brass button for the penthouse.


After what seemed like an age, the doors pinged open and the operator nodded for Vita to step out. She checked her reflection in a large gilt mirror, seeing two high spots of colour on her cheeks, a flush on her neck.


She was in a lavishly marble-clad corridor leading to a room that occupied the entire top corner of the building. Floor-to-ceiling windows revealed a panoramic view of the city; Vita stopped, awestruck.


A maid in a smart navy uniform approached her.


‘Please come this way, Miss,’ she said in a hushed voice before leading a path across the shiny parquet floor, her footsteps silent in the cloth slippers she wore, the only sound the rustle of the fabric stretched over her ample derrière. Vita wondered what kind of scaffolding she was wearing beneath her dress to hold those curves in place. Certainly not the kind that put anyone in a good mood.


Vita followed her past several thickly padded fourteenth-century-style sofas on silk rugs, and sideboards bedecked with china ornaments and figurines. The maid opened one of the ornate doors and Vita was shown into an even larger salon. Just on the other side of a square window she could see construction workers on the huge steel arm of a crane, hundreds of feet up in the air.


‘Goodness!’ she exclaimed out loud as one of them glanced into the building and winked at her, his face sooty like a miner’s. The thought of the cheery worker being up so high without a harness made her stomach turn.


‘Oh! Them. They’re quite ruining my view,’ a reedy voice said, and Vita looked across to a pale pink chair with scrolled arms. In it sat a wrinkled woman with dark curly hair poking out from underneath an old-fashioned lace cap.


Renata King had pink-powdered cheeks, which did little to detract from her heavy jowls that instantly reminded Vita of Irving. She was ancient, Vita realized – almost certainly in her late seventies.


Sixty seconds, Vita told herself, repeating a mantra of old. She just had to get through the next sixty seconds. She would conduct herself politely and be honest. She would tell the truth about the current status of her relationship with Irving and explain why she had put her married name on the apartment application. And maybe, just maybe, the old woman might take pity on her.


‘So,’ Renata said in a deadpan voice, her beady eyes looking Vita up and down, ‘you’re the whippersnapper who married my son. He always did have an eye for the women. Although how he managed to snare anyone so pretty, with his looks, is beyond me.’


‘Mrs King, I—’ Vita hesitated, then began again. ‘There’s been a misunderstanding. You see, Irving and I aren’t exactly together—’


‘The business with Alicia. In Paris. Yes, I know all about that.’ She held up a hand, her fingers so laden with rings that they looked like a gangster’s knuckledusters. ‘That phoney divorce.’ She made a pah! sound and flapped her hand in dismissal. ‘Typical of Irving to cut corners. He thought a Paris divorce would solve his problems with Alicia. How wrong could he be?’


She knew. That was a relief at least, Vita thought, still scanning Renata’s face for clues.


‘So you’re not properly married. But that hasn’t stopped you parading around town as Mrs King.’ Vita hadn’t expected the old woman to have a high opinion of her, but her bare-faced rudeness was still a shock. ‘And I hear you have a son.’ Her beady eyes glinted. ‘My grandson.’


Even on the way here, it hadn’t once occurred to Vita that there was any connection between the old woman and Bertie. Bertie was a baby. Vita’s baby. She would do whatever she could to protect him from the world, and from the mistakes she’d made. But now, it seemed, this woman was asserting some sort of claim on him.


Mr Wild wriggled, but Vita clamped him in her arms. She couldn’t risk putting him down.


‘Well?’ Renata demanded. ‘What have you got to say for yourself? Where is my grandson? I was hoping you’d bring him. Not this . . . creature. I want to meet my heir.’


Had Vita heard her correctly? ‘But, ma’am, surely Irving is your heir?’


‘You know as well as I do that if Irving carries on the way he is, he’ll die of another heart attack before long. It’s a miracle he survived the last one, and I hear he refuses to change his ways. Besides, he made his feelings perfectly clear when he left me here and went to Europe. Can’t get far enough away. Those were his exact words.’


‘What about Daphne and Hermione?’ Vita said.


The old woman waved her hand. ‘Don’t talk to me about those dreadful girls. Girls are worth nothing. Everyone knows it’s the male line that counts. Do you have a problem letting me see the child?’ Her black eyes were on Vita now.


‘No, but . . .’


‘I resent your resistance, young lady. Perhaps you don’t understand that I have the power to make it either possible or impossible for you to get an apartment anywhere reputable in this city,’ Renata said. ‘And I always get what I want. You see, what I say in this town goes. You understand? Because, when I don’t get my way, I have a habit of making rumours . . . well, shall we say . . . fly.’


‘Rumours?’


‘Oh yes, a word here or there from me can ruin reputations. And it would be so unfortunate if, say, the Delaneys were to come . . .’ she paused, her beady eyes twinkling with menace, ‘. . . unstuck, just before Nancy’s wedding.’
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The Pocket Watch


At the far end of a cobbled Lancashire street, Clement Darton waited in the Mill Wheel public house, his walking stick beside him at the brass-lipped bar and his eye on the door. It had been raining incessantly, which made his crippled back and leg ache, but now a weak dribble of sunlight filtered through the etched glass of the pub doors, casting a strip of yellow across the sticky floorboards. At just gone noon on a Tuesday, there weren’t any regulars in here yet; just an old woman mopping the floor, and the landlord putting glasses away from the washing-up tray. Clement had made it clear that he didn’t want a conversation. The cloth on the glass seemed to squeak unusually loudly, jangling his already frazzled nerves.


He took out his father’s watch from his waistcoat pocket again, casually flicking the release with his thumb and remembering how his father had looked at it in the same way. Somehow, wearing it made him feel like he had triumphed – especially as the watch had been specifically left to his sister, Anna, in their father’s will. Their father had always preferred Anna. Or Vita. Wasn’t that what she called herself these days?


Yes, she’d always been the favourite child – a fact that was doubly hard to swallow because of the way their father had treated Clement. And now the event that so often scorched a path through the landscape of his memories came, like a heart palpitation: his father calling Clement to his study as a boy. How he’d made him kneel down, and . . .


Clement slugged back his whisky, feeling the raw hit on his gut – a feeling that usually helped to banish the shaming memory. It wasn’t so bad, he tried to tell himself. He’d heard awful stories of what had happened to blond boys like him at boarding school and at least in that regard he’d got off lightly – although there had been a few late-night fumbles with that boy in the upper year. He forced the shaming memory away, signalling to the landlord to pour another shot. The landlord didn’t meet his eye as he measured the amber liquid.


Clement thought about the telegram from Mr Decker, secretary of the gentlemen’s club in Manchester, requesting this meeting. Somewhere they could ‘talk discreetly’, he’d explained, suggesting this pub, a safe distance away from the club. Clement braced himself for the difficult conversation ahead, starting to tally up in his head just how extensive his debts were.


But Mr Decker was a reasonable man, he assured himself. He would understand Clement’s predicament, as long as Clement could make clear the circumstances that had led to his current situation. Perhaps he should start at the beginning and explain how he’d won a thousand pounds on Gregalach in the Grand National in March, but then the winning streak Clement had thought was his to enjoy hadn’t lasted, and his luck had disappeared like water down a plughole. He’d thought that the poker game at the club might revive his chances, but it hadn’t – and he’d been too proud to stop as the stakes had become higher and higher.


He hoped his current debts were not significant enough to put his membership in jeopardy. He liked the club, where he deserved a place as one of the influential businessmen that graced its dining room and oak-clad bar. He enjoyed rubbing shoulders with other mill owners, lawyers and factory bosses, and he hoped that by eavesdropping on their conversations he would find a way to make his own business flourish.


Edith was determined that they should move their business from cotton to textile production at Darton Mill, and the investment they’d had with the sale of the shares had quickly disappeared in her modernization plans. She’d outlined a clear blueprint to make this business direction work, but Clement had insisted that they remain cautious and continue as they always had done. Before he’d died, Darius Darton had re-equipped Darton with more modern ring frames, hoping to compete with Holden Mill and Elk Mill near Stockport. He’d hoped they would keep up; but they hadn’t, and Edith had no real idea of how much trouble the mill was in.


Now the pub door swung open. Clement arranged a smile on his face, ready to introduce himself to Mr Decker. But instead, two men approached – one was bulky, with a stubbly roll of a neck like a bulldog, and half his earlobe missing. The other was dapper, with swarthy skin and deep blue eyes. They were both dressed in tweed with flat caps.


‘Mr Darton?’ the good-looking one asked, touching his cap. He was Irish, Clement realized, a sudden shimmer of fear making him stand taller. How did this man know his name?


He cast a glance towards the landlord, who now disappeared into the other bar behind the screen of diamond-etched glass.


‘I think there’s been a mistake,’ Clement said, his discomfort turning to alarm as the burlier man came around to his side. He smelt of woodsmoke and sweat, and Clement caught sight of the tattoos on his knuckles. ‘I was waiting for Mr Decker.’


‘We came on his behalf,’ the thuggish man grunted. Clement felt a flash of anger, followed by a sobering dose of panic.


‘Please, let’s talk about this sensibly,’ he said, hating the way his voice sounded. Scared. Whiny.


The good-looking man chewed a match in the corner of his mouth and rubbed his finger up and down the polished brass lip of the bar.


‘Mr Decker wants you to settle your business, Mr Darton,’ he said, reasonably. ‘He’s been very patient with you.’


‘I will. I will, very soon. He knows I will. I just need a little more time.’


The fat man now twisted Clement’s arm painfully and he rose up onto tiptoes, his shattered hip screaming with pain. The man casually leant forward and plucked off the gold chain from Clement’s waistcoat, along with his heavy pocket watch.


‘Please don’t take that,’ Clement said.


‘You own Darton Mill. Raise the money. Pay back what you owe, and we can be reasonable, and you can get the pocket watch back.’


‘But—’


‘Calm yourself, Mr Darton,’ the man said. ‘We can be patient. Mr Decker is prepared to wait a few months. But only a few.’ He swung the gold chain around and flipped the watch into his hand, then buried it deep in his trouser pocket.


‘I’ll get the money,’ Clement said. ‘Give Mr Decker my word.’
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The Gypsy Tea Room Confession


Vita didn’t tell Nancy about her meeting with Renata King. Even if she’d wanted to, she didn’t have much chance; with less than two weeks to go until the wedding, Nancy was so consumed with plans that she didn’t notice how preoccupied Vita was.


She went over and over Mrs King’s words in her mind. If Vita would bend to her wishes, then not only would she get an apartment, there was a chance that her son would have everything in life he could possibly need. It was a carrot, Vita knew. A golden carrot.


But if she refused? Then Renata would crush her. As in, completely. That’s what she’d said. And topping off all of this confusion and doubt was the most important fact of all: even if she were to present Bertie, Mrs King would surely see straight away that Vita’s angelic blond boy bore no resemblance at all to Irving. Surely she must know that Hermione and Daphne, her granddaughters, were not Irving’s natural offspring but ‘procured’ from a clinic because of Irving’s little problem. It would only be a matter of time before Renata realized that she didn’t have a genetic link to Bertie either. How would Vita – or Renata, for that matter – deal with that?


Then again, those words ‘rumours’ and ‘unstuck’ were still rattling around in Vita’s head.


On Tuesday, Nancy insisted that Vita go shopping early for shoes, even though she already had a dozen pairs to choose from in her trousseau. Vita didn’t mind. She was all too aware of the ticking clock, counting down to the moment that Nancy became Nate’s wife. Because what would happen then? How would Vita cope when she was on her own in New York, without Nancy around for back-up? It was only now, as she was contemplating leaving the Delaneys’, that she realized how blissfully protected she’d been since her arrival in New York.


Walking back from the shoe shops with Nancy, past the lake in Central Park, Vita looked at the clouds reflected in the water. Nancy strolled beside the pram, swinging her bag. If not beautiful, she was certainly striking-looking, with jet-black hair and an aquiline nose inherited from her father. Her brown eyes were heavily outlined in kohl. To Vita, though, it was Nancy’s confidence that was her most attractive quality – the way her friend seemed to be lit up from within. It had been the first thing Vita noticed when Nancy whisked her off the street and took her to the Zip Club in London, where they’d had a riot as dancing girls. Oh, those days had been so much fun.


Framed as she was, with the skyscrapers and blue sky behind her, Vita couldn’t help thinking that Nancy had become even more confident and attractive. In fact, even though Vita was biased because she was her friend, Nancy really did look like a movie star. For a split second, Vita longed to beg her not to marry Nate.


What would happen if she were to remind Nancy that she’d once wanted to be in the movies? That her dreams had once been limitless; certainly a damned sight bigger than getting married in order to please her parents. Because if Nancy – who was far and away the most likely of anyone Vita had ever met to succeed in life – settled, somehow it made Vita’s own ambitions seem almost impossible to achieve.


‘I wish it were November already,’ Nancy said, turning around and walking backwards to face Vita. ‘I just want to get the wedding done. All this waiting and worrying is no good for my complexion.’ She lifted a hand to her perfectly smooth cheek.


‘Sometimes I think it would be so lovely if one could arrive in the future,’ Vita mused. ‘Just for a moment. Just to be sure everything turns out as one wants.’


Nancy stopped suddenly, then put her hand on Vita’s arm. ‘That’s it. Oh, you’re a genius, Vita. That’s exactly it. Come on.’ She did a dramatic dancer’s twirl, taking in the crossroads in the paths ahead, then pointed off to the right. ‘Come on,’ she repeated, setting off.


‘Where are we going?’


‘You’ll see.’


Vita had never been to the Gypsy Tea Room, the famous home of Mikette Cuba, but she’d heard of its reputation. As they approached after Nancy had led her here at a brisk pace, she thought about how disapproving Mrs Delaney would be if she could see them now.


‘You’ve been here before?’ Vita asked.


‘Oh, yes, a few times,’ Nancy said. ‘The police hate all of this fortune-telling but I’m telling you, Vita, as mystics go, she’s quite astonishing. I believe everything she says.’


Nancy had always had a penchant for what she called ‘having a little peep into the future’. Her eyes danced at Vita as the elderly waitress moved another table out of the way so that Vita could bring in Bertie’s pram.


They sat at a small table by the window and the waitress brought over menus.


‘How much does it cost?’ Vita asked, nodding to the red curtain at the back of the tea room.


‘You don’t have to pay as such. You just have to tip generously. Let’s have a sandwich first. I think we should have the special.’


Vita ordered a tuna fish salad with mayonnaise dressing, while Nancy chose the nut bread and pimento sandwiches. ‘Let’s have dill pickle on the side,’ Nancy said, closing the menu.


‘I like the look of that angel cake,’ Vita said, eyeing the cake behind the counter.


‘Not for me. Not if I’m to look my best for the fitting tomorrow. I can’t have you designing my dream dress and then not be able to fit into it. But you should have it. It’s delicious.’


Bertie woke up now, and Vita lifted him from the pram. He snuggled into her neck.


‘Don’t you think it’s a bind, having a baby?’ Nancy asked, watching her comfort him.


‘I suppose it is, but I can’t change it now,’ Vita said, putting Bertie over her shoulder.


‘Nate wants babies.’ Nancy curled her lip. ‘Three of them.’


‘And you don’t?’


‘I hate the thought of being fat and losing my waistline.’ Belatedly, Nancy picked up on how insensitive she sounded. ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter for you. You’re so pretty, especially with those ridiculous blue eyes of yours, you’ll always have suitors falling over themselves for you.’


Vita smiled coyly at this rare compliment. ‘Tell him that you don’t want children, if that’s really how you feel.’


‘It’s not so much the children, it’s what you have to do to get them.’ Nancy leant forward and said in a low voice, ‘I don’t like all that business.’


Vita blushed, astonished that her friend had confided something so personal. Why was Nancy bringing this up now, in public? While Vita was holding Bertie? But she knew better than to shut down the conversation. After all, she’d been wondering if Nancy and Nate had had sex, so it was a relief to find out that they had. Vita had married Irving without sleeping with him, and what a disaster that had been.


‘Don’t you?’ she asked, hoisting Bertie further up on her shoulder. ‘Why?’


‘Because . . .’


‘Because what?’ Vita pressed. She ran her finger over the flower-patterned tablecloth.


‘It’s not Nate’s fault. It’s mine.’


‘Why is it your fault?’


‘You know why,’ Nancy said. Her eyes were large and bright as she looked at Vita, who suddenly saw her meaning. Once, a lifetime ago in London when she’d got high with Nancy at a party, they’d had a bath together and had kissed. When they’d run away from London to Paris, Nancy had confessed that she was in love with Vita.


‘I thought . . . I thought that was a passing phase?’ she whispered now.


‘Oh, don’t fuss, Vita. I’ve made my choice. Ignore me. It’s just pre-wedding nerves. Oh, look, she’s free,’ she suddenly said, seeing a woman stepping through the curtain with a flushed smile on her face.


‘What about lunch?’ Vita asked, as Nancy got up and made her way towards the curtain.


‘You eat. I’m not hungry anymore.’
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Mrs D’s Seal of Approval


Nancy didn’t mention their trip to the Gypsy Tea Room when they got back to the Delaneys’, but she was in a strange mood all evening and went to bed unusually early. Perhaps she was embarrassed that she’d confided in Vita, or maybe the fortune teller had told her something shocking.


She was back to her usual bossy self the following morning, though, and Vita hardly had time to finish breakfast before they were on their way across town for the final fitting of Nancy’s dress.


Vita glanced at her friend across the plush buff leather seat of her father’s chauffeur-driven car. Nancy was opening her compact mirror. She’d had exactly the same habit for as long as Vita could remember – as if travelling might somehow dislodge her carefully done make-up.


‘What on earth shall I do with my hair? Do you remember that fabulous hairdresser we had in London? Oh, what was his name?’ Nancy asked, patting her perfect bob.


‘Raymond. Hanover Square.’ The first time Nancy had ‘taken Vita in hand’, she had booked her an appointment with the famous hairdresser, who’d shingled her hair.


‘That was it. Do you think it’s too much to contact him?’


Vita shook her head and laughed, astonished at Nancy’s ability to think that the world revolved around her.


‘He’d never be able to get here in time. Unless he has a special pass with those aviation boys.’ They’d been talking over dinner the previous night about investing in Boeing. Mr Delaney was convinced it wouldn’t be long before affordable transatlantic passenger flights were a reality.


‘You’re right. I’ll use Mother’s. She’d be too upset if I used anyone else, in any case. Lord, you know how controlling she is.’


Vita laughed, and Nancy did too.


‘Oh, Vita. Isn’t this fun? You and me, getting ready for my wedding.’ She turned to Vita and laid a hand on her wrist. ‘I know what you’re thinking. You’re nervous about the dress. I can see it in your eyes. But don’t be. I have absolute faith in you.’


Vita smiled weakly, vividly recalling the conversation with Camilla Delaney when Nancy had insisted that Vita should design her dress. Camilla hadn’t been keen, and Vita knew what was at stake; all of the Delaneys’ friends would be at the wedding and they’d be judging Nancy’s dress. It had to be perfect.


But Nancy was clever. Insisting that Vita design her dress meant that Camilla had to stay out of the decision. Vita had baulked under the pressure Nancy heaped on her, but soon the skills she’d learnt at Madame Sacerdote’s had come back and, after several attempts, she’d cut a pattern she was happy with. Nancy’s mother had found a seamstress, Miss Tucker, and they’d already been for a fitting of the calico.


Miss Tucker was waiting for them at her small shop and, as they entered, she turned the sign around to CLOSED. Nancy’s dress was on a mannequin, the train laid out across a bench; countless tiny rhinestones glittered on the lace. Vita knew how much work it must have taken to sew them all in place. She saw that two of Miss Tucker’s fingers were bandaged up, and gave her a sympathetic smile.


Nancy put a hand to her chest and, for almost the first time ever, Vita saw her eyes fill with tears.


‘Oh, Vita. It’s beautiful.’


Relief washed over Vita. The dress had turned out much better than she’d expected. She wished Laure from Madame Jenny’s in Paris could see it.


‘It’s like something one of those Hollywood actresses would wear,’ Miss Tucker said in an awed voice. Nancy smiled, delighted at this comparison.


‘Let’s see what it looks like on,’ Nancy said, beckoning Vita. They went into the changing room and Miss Tucker pulled the heavy curtain across.


Vita helped her friend step into the bodice of the dress and then set about doing up the tiny buttons along the back seam. Nancy stared at herself in the mirror as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.


Then the doorbell chimed again and, from the other side of the curtain, Vita heard Mrs Delaney arriving.


‘Everyone has been talking about the dress,’ Miss Tucker said confidentially, once she’d explained that Nancy was changing. Her voice was filled with pride. ‘We haven’t been able to say who it’s for, of course,’ she hurried on, ‘but everyone has been asking.’


Nancy grinned. ‘What do you think, kiddo?’


‘It’s a knockout,’ Vita said, standing back and clasping her fingers beneath her chin. ‘But don’t take my word for it. Go on . . . show them.’


She drew back the curtain and stepped aside so that Nancy could present the dress to her mother. Mrs Delaney stood up, towering above Miss Tucker. No stranger to high fashion herself, she was wearing a cream coat with royal blue buttons and a royal blue and cream hat to match. There was a tense moment, and then she let out a long breath of relief.


‘I take it all back, Vita,’ she said, her eyes shining as she clasped her hands to her lips. ‘You know I had my misgivings, but quite simply, my dear, it’s astounding.’


‘Thank you,’ Vita said, accepting her praise and feeling suddenly ten feet taller. This was how it had been at Madame Jenny’s, she remembered. This was how good it felt to do the thing she loved.


‘Will you make more dresses?’ Miss Tucker asked Vita. ‘Only, everyone has been asking who the designer is.’


‘We’ll get you some business cards, Vita,’ Mrs Delaney said before she could reply. ‘Once my friends see this, they’ll all want commissions, I’m sure of it. And to think . . . I found you first.’
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Nancy’s Secret


Vita stayed at Miss Tucker’s to discuss a few details along with the incomplete bridesmaids’ dresses, leaving Nancy to go home in the car with her mother. After the excitement of the morning Vita was glad of the break from wedding talk, and happy to travel back on the subway alone and wallow in her success.


She remembered feeling so modern when she’d caught the Nord–Sud line from Montmartre to Montparnasse in Paris; now, as she sat on the subway, she felt the same fascination, watching her fellow New Yorkers. Only this time, she was viewing them as potential customers.


Today’s endorsement from Mrs Delaney had filled her with confidence and, as the train jolted along, she let her mind wander to a future version of herself occupying a suite of offices, just as there had been at Madame Jenny’s. How thrilling it would be, to be in charge of a buzzing team!


And then, biting her lip, a smile playing on her face, she shifted her bag on her lap and let herself dream even bigger. Because what if she was wildly successful? What if she could employ enough skilled machinists to make her clothes available all across America? Surely there was no limit to what she could achieve, if she really focused?


By the time she got back, it was late. She climbed the stairs two at a time, eager to wake Bertie from his afternoon nap.


‘Oh, Vita, there you are,’ Nancy called from her room, and Vita went in. Mr Wild was settled in the middle of the mint-green eiderdown. ‘I picked you up a dress for Friday night,’ Nancy announced, holding out a striped box with a bow wrapped around it. ‘It’s the least I could do to say thank you.’


‘Friday night?’


‘How can you have forgotten?’ Nancy said, as Vita unwrapped the box. ‘The party.’


Of course. The pre-wedding party.


Vita pulled out a demure shot silk cocktail dress in midnight blue. ‘Oh, Nancy. It’s lovely,’ she said. ‘Thank you. But there was really no need.’


‘It’s a gift – and a bribe. As my chief bridesmaid, I’m expecting you to work the room. I want to make sure that everyone knows this is going to be the best wedding ever. Aren’t you going to try it on?’ Nancy asked, before Vita could respond. ‘Oh, and you should wear these earrings with it.’ She took some diamanté paste earrings from her jewellery box and held them up against Vita’s ears. One of them slipped through her fingers and fell on the floor, disappearing under her bed.


Vita put the box down and dropped to her knees to get the earring, while Nancy picked up Mr Wild. ‘You little scamp,’ she said, nuzzling into his neck.


‘I’ve got it, I think,’ Vita said, stretching her arm right under the bed. Then her hand connected with something, and there was a clinking sound. Confused, she put her head down, her cheek on the rug as she looked under the bed and saw empty bottles stretching away like fallen skittles. She grabbed the nearest one and got to her feet just as Nancy turned to admire herself and Mr Wild in the long dressing mirror.


Vita unscrewed the lid and sniffed, then took a sip. Vodka. ‘You’re drinking again?’


Nancy glanced at her in the mirror and in that split second, the look in her eyes told Vita everything she needed to know.


‘Shhh.’ Nancy ran across the room and shut the door. Her cheeks were pink as she pressed herself against it. She let Mr Wild jump down from her arms.


‘Don’t lie to me,’ Vita warned. ‘Where did you even get this?’


Nancy exhaled and squeezed her eyes shut for a long moment, then opened them and looked at Vita. Her face was full of shame. ‘It’s just . . . it’s just a tiny sip here or there,’ she implored. ‘Hardly anything at all.’


‘But you’re sober? You said you’d given up! Your parents have made such a fuss of how you’ve beaten it.’


‘And I have. I just . . . well, oh, Vita, I can’t expect you to understand, but sometimes I need something, just a little something to . . . take the edge off. And there’s a caddy at the golf club who gets me—’


The edge off what? Her perfect gilded life? ‘Does Nate know?’


‘Nate?’ Nancy looked up in alarm. ‘Of course not. He’d tell Father.’


And in that moment, Vita could see what a bind Nancy was in. She was marrying Nate to vindicate herself with her parents. To be the one who’d been wild for a time, but had now come home to toe the line and take her place in the society her parents cared so much about.


‘But, Nancy, don’t you love him?’


‘Does it really matter?’ Nancy said in a conspiratorial whisper as she walked towards Vita, imploring her to understand. ‘Because Father said that if I made it sober to the wedding, it’d be worth a million dollars to him.’


‘So?’


‘So. He means to give me a million dollars, Vita.’


‘It’s not all about money.’


‘Of course it’s all about money,’ Nancy snapped, grabbing the bottle from her. ‘The whole world runs on money. It’s the only thing that means anything.’


Did she really think that? That her life was going to be the best it could be when she was Mrs Nate Materson? Being the wife of a city man, and spending her days judging his colleagues’ wives at the golf club?


‘But what about your dreams? You were going to be an actress. In the movies, remember?’


‘That was in the past,’ Nancy said, her face grim now. ‘Don’t talk about that. Not here. Not ever. And don’t tell anyone about this,’ she added urgently. ‘Promise me. Promise me on Bertie’s life.’


‘I promise . . . But, Nancy, please don’t make the same mistake I did. Don’t marry for all the wrong reasons.’


‘It’s too late,’ Nancy said. ‘Nothing can stop the wedding now. Nothing.’
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Black Thursday


Mrs Delaney, who was usually so charming, embarked on a series of heated arguments with Nancy over the seating plan for the wedding reception over the following days. Miss Kotin, the renowned society calligrapher, had delivered the hand-inked place cards and the dining room table had been commandeered for the task of negotiating positions for the guests.


With tensions running high, it didn’t help that Bertie had been keeping Vita awake at night. Ever since Evelyn had given him solid food, he’d rejected Vita trying to feed him. It had made her feel emotional and bereft, not to mention sore. Evelyn had given her iced cabbage leaves to put in her bra.


Vita was folding clothes in Bertie’s room on Thursday morning when she heard voices talking urgently in the hall downstairs. Stepping out of her room, she saw Evelyn.


‘What’s happening?’ Vita asked her, but Evelyn only gave her a dark look and nodded downstairs to the hall.


Larry Goldblum, or ‘Goldie’, as everyone called him, was the Delaneys’ family lawyer. He was a tiny man, and Camilla Delaney towered above him as they both stood by the ticker tape machine in its glass dome on the hall table.


Vita could hear Goldie saying, ‘No, no, no. It can’t be . . .’ as she ran down the stairs to Nancy’s floor.


‘What’s happened?’ Nancy asked. She was coming out of her room, blearily tying up her silk gown. She looked hung-over and wouldn’t meet Vita’s eye.


‘I didn’t believe it when he telephoned,’ Camilla said, looking up at the girls as they reached the bottom of the grand staircase.


‘What is it?’ Nancy asked the lawyer.


He held up the ticker tape. Vita went over to him and lifted it to see for herself. Nate had taught her how to read the tape, and the numbers she was looking at now didn’t make sense. Under Nate’s guidance, she’d amassed quite a portfolio and with the returns looking so healthy, Vita had borrowed ever increasing sums over the past few months to invest – in companies and consortiums, in cinemas, motorcars, oil . . . the list went on and on.


Nate had told her that in New York it was impossible not to make money, and he had personally helped several bellboys become fantastically rich. He always maintained that one just had to be bold and take the bounteous offers out there for investors. It’s boom, boom, boom, he always said, his eyebrows dancing.


But what if he was wrong? What then? The motor company shares were now way below what she’d paid for them and, for the first time, Vita realized that the money Nate had promised might vanish. And if she lost all her investments, what would happen to her and Bertie? What about her plans to start her own business?


Goldie now explained in a sombre tone that the market had opened, but the stocks had gone into free-fall. Traders were dumping stock as fast as they could. The ticker tape machines couldn’t keep up.


‘How bad is it?’ Camilla asked.


‘Bad. Very bad.’


‘Oh, Goldie, don’t be so dramatic,’ Nancy said, jabbing him on the shoulder as if he were joking. But the lawyer didn’t smile, and the dark expression on his face made Vita’s stomach flip.


They listened to the radio in the drawing room all afternoon, hoping for better news. Nancy ran out into the street to get the late bulletin from the newspaper boy.


‘I refuse to believe it,’ she said, passing it around. Vita read the headlines about a crash and the bull market swinging like a pendulum to a new bear market, predicting overnight a new financial landscape that would affect everyone who’d invested.


‘Let’s wait to hear what your father has to say when he comes home,’ Mrs Delaney said, placing the playing cards on the table in front of her. She liked to play solitaire. ‘Please stop fretting, Nancy. You’re making me anxious.’


They sat in silence until eventually Mrs Delaney said, ‘Vita, I had a very interesting letter today.’ She continued to concentrate on the cards in front of her.


‘Oh?’


‘It was from Renata King.’


‘Renata King? The Renata King?’ Nancy said. ‘Isn’t she richer than God?’


‘I gather you went to meet her, Vita. Is her apartment very grand?’ Camilla Delaney asked. ‘I heard from Lotta Tribitz that it’s one of the most expensive penthouse apartments in all of Manhattan.’ Mrs Delaney was clearly cross that Vita had withheld this information.


Vita described the meeting, and how Renata had offered to help.


‘Well, that’s wonderful. I think it’s excellent news that you’ve found somewhere,’ Mrs Delaney said. Vita caught the exchange of looks between her and Nancy and realized that she must have been the topic of several conversations. ‘And of course, Mrs King must meet Bertie.’


Vita noticed a peeved sadness to the way she said it. She’d stepped into the role of a surrogate grandmother for Bertie, but now that would be taken away from her.


‘I can’t imagine why you haven’t contacted her before,’ Mrs Delaney continued. ‘She has every right to see her grandchild. You were wrong to keep away. You mustn’t make an enemy of a woman like that. Not in this town. I mean, the poor woman has a monster for a son, but that doesn’t mean we should judge her. I always say that parents should not be held responsible for the actions of their children.’


Vita glanced guiltily at Nancy, willing her not to embellish the Irving situation any further, but just then they heard the sound of the front door. After a few moments, Mr Delaney came into the room, his face ashen.


Camilla Delaney stood and rushed to him, flinging her arms around him, but Patrick Delaney stood motionless. He was a tall man, with distinguished silver flecks in the dark hair above his ears. He was wearing a grey pinstriped suit and a pink club tie with a diamond clip at his neck, but something about his demeanour made his outwardly smart appearance seem dishevelled.


‘Is it as bad as Goldie says?’ Nancy asked.


‘Probably worse.’


‘Worse!’ Nancy’s face fell.


‘I could never have imagined it. Not what I saw today. All our investments are wiped out. Everything. It’s . . . well, unless it rallies, it’s . . . it’s a disaster.’


‘But the market will rally?’ Vita checked.


‘Yes, because what about the wedding? We can’t have everyone in a bad mood,’ Nancy added.


‘Nancy. Is that all you can think about? Yourself? At a time like this?’ Mrs Delaney cried furiously.


Vita wanted the floor to swallow her. The Delaney household was usually so civilized, but this unseemly scene was altogether too raw.


‘Don’t you worry, my dears,’ Mr Delaney said, with a sad sigh. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go to the study.’ He unlocked the sideboard and swiped a decanter of brandy. Nancy watched, clearly ashamed that her father had taken it upon himself to lock up his liquor. Vita remembered how she’d also hidden the brandy from Nancy, under the sink in their apartment in Paris. Perhaps Mr Delaney was more wise to Nancy than Vita had given him credit for.
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To have a future, ront her past . . .
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