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For LH






If you are scorched earth, I will be warm rain

– MURASAKI SHIKIBU (c978–c1014)








PART ONE LONDON







Lot 1

LONDON, 15 MAY 1875

My life begins today. Isobel Bright darted among the dark figures on Regent Street like a hummingbird, the emerald silk trim of her coat flashing. Men in top hats stood tall as reeds around her. Bel recognised the faces of three society ladies who had once flocked to her elegant white house to have their portraits painted by her father. She saw them whisper and turn away as she passed, their wide skirts swinging like church bells. I can’t bear their pity. Bel winced, the bone of her patched nankeen corset poking through her chemise into her tender side. Tonight, I’ll remove these damn bones and busk and stitch a new one from the set unmade.

She stopped in front of Farmer & Rogers’ Oriental Warehouse. This was where her father had bought her Kashmir shawl for her birthday only last year. Everywhere in the city there were memories of him. Whenever there was a fresh delivery of fans or silks from Japan, the artists and designers gathered to see the staff unpack the treasures, and fight for the best pieces. Bel lingered at the window, the morning sun catching the fire in her gold hair. Suffused with light, her reflection ghosted the street where horses and carriages clipped along. I don’t belong here, not anymore, she thought, losing her nerve. I can’t pay for a meal, let alone beautiful things—

A flash of shame coursed hot through her. She had spotted two old friends walking in Kensington Gardens the day before, and had hurried to catch up with them. As she drew near, she overheard: Did you see Isobel Bright at church?

The poor girl! That shabby old coat…

Imagine, to lose her father and learn of his debts…

Bright was charming, of course. So, well, bright. Lit up any room he walked into.

So did Bel, once. Like quicksilver, that girl.

What she’s endured, an orphan now.

I heard… no. I mustn’t. I’m sure it’s gossip…

Bel walked on, her cheeks burning at the memory. She had mended and trimmed her coat through the night with silk salvaged from a torn scarf, the needle piercing the fabric again and again, even stitches pulling tight, her silver thimble tapping as she finished it. She thought longingly of her beautiful clothes. All gone. Probably hanging on a stall in Petticoat Lane by now.

The invitation to the party for Mr Liberty’s new shop crinkled in her pocket as she walked. I shall find employment here today. I must. A new start… Outside East India House at 218a Regent Street, Bel paused beside a flower stall, steeling her nerves. She touched the frill of a black iris with her fingertips. She longed to scoop up an armful, fill the jug in her little room, feast on their beauty for days. Bel looked up at the striped awning buffeting above her in the spring breeze. Liberty’s window display was simply a drape of purple silk, but the subtle colour was perfect. Drawn by the chatter of voices and laughter, Bel stepped into the small shop. It was darkly panelled, the only decoration blue and white bowls of heady pot-pourri, vases of peacock feathers and uchiwa paper fans pinned to the walls.

‘Bel Bright? Haven’t you grown,’ a young man in a green velvet jacket cried.

‘Mr Wilde,’ she said. ‘It’s my eighteenth birthday today.’

‘Then we must celebrate,’ he said, pressing a glass of champagne into her hand. Bel caught the eye of a young Japanese man holding a tray of glasses.

‘Thank you…’

‘Hiro. I am Hiro Kurosaki.’ He was taller that her, and broad-shouldered with a strong jaw, and tanned skin. His shoulder-length black hair brushed the white collar of the undershirt beneath his indigo kimono as he lowered his head. Bel noticed the fineness of the kimono at once, an iridescent shimmer to the subtle pattern. Hiro looked down at her, clear-eyed. Bel felt a sense of recognition, drawn to his stillness.

‘Thank you, Mr Kurosaki.’

He bowed, and turned away.

‘Where have you been hiding, my dear?’ Oscar Wilde said, taking her arm.

‘I’ve been staying in a darling little place with friends in Kensington.’ A box room in our old coachman’s mews. Bel thought of the bare boards and ice on the windows through the winter. That morning Mrs Harris had given her a rag rug for her birthday, the only flash of colour in the room. In spite of everything, Bel was grateful for the Harrises’ kindness, the comforting sound of the horses below, the robin singing in the night. They saved me. She could see her old house from the window of her attic room. Only a street but a lifetime away.

‘Rotten shame about your papa—’

‘Leave the poor girl alone,’ a woman in a crimson dress said, pulling him away. ‘Never trust a writer,’ she said to Bel. ‘The cogs are already turning for some elegant little line about grief.’ She was already looking past Bel to see who else was arriving. They swept on into the party, and Bel hesitated at the edge of the crowd.

‘Miss Bright? Is that you, my dear?’ Arthur Lasenby Liberty, a stocky man in his early thirties with fine moustaches held out his arms to her, and strode over, taking her hand. His heavy gold watch chain gleamed against his grey velvet jacket and waistcoat, an ochre silk tie knotted fashionably at his throat.

‘Mr Liberty,’ Bel said. ‘Congratulations. Everything looks marvellous.’

‘Doesn’t it!’ he said. ‘We live in the finest city in the greatest country in the world. Our beloved Queen Victoria rules an empire without compare. These are the best of times! So we will bring London the best of the best. Silks from Japan, Persia, India. I can show you Nagpur silk, Honan silk, Tussore, Shantung and Pongee!’ He flung his arms wide. ‘Or, for you, the finest Persian silk, ten guineas for six yards.’ Bel laughed as he swept a length of emerald fabric around her shoulders. The staff and customers chattered around them like birdsong. ‘I have fans, screens, carpets such as London has never seen on order through our agents. What is it I always say? Beauty draws more than oxen,’ he said, his enthusiasm and energy infectious. ‘I have a vision. ’Tis but half a shop, but we have great plans. You’ll see. Within eighteen months we’ll take over the whole building – no, the whole block!’ He took her arm and led her to a young woman dressed in an elegant purple gown. ‘Goodness, we have missed you, haven’t we, Miss Blackmore?’ he said to his fiancée.

‘You disappeared into thin air, my dear,’ she said, embracing Bel. Emma’s dark hair was drawn back from her kind face, a cluster of ringlets dancing as she moved. ‘I was worried about you,’ she said quietly. ‘I am so sorry for all you’ve suffered.’

‘I’m quite well, Miss Blackmore,’ she said. At her kindness, Bel’s eyes smarted, and she blinked quickly. ‘Really, I am. Please, don’t pity me for what I lost. I still have the parks to walk in, and the spring flowers to enjoy, and books from the library—’

‘You are a brave girl. But it’s shameful how your father’s creditors treated you, simply shameful,’ Emma said, lowering her voice. ‘I saw all your mother’s lovely silver turned up in the Burlington Arcade.’ Not all of it, Bel thought, picturing the silver mirror Mrs Harris had managed to save from the bailiffs. ‘Come, sit with me,’ she said, taking her arm.

‘Congratulations on your engagement.’

‘Thank you, we’re awfully happy. But where have you been, my dear?’

‘I’ve been staying with friends.’ Embroidering the past, Bel thought. What a funny phrase. But that is what she was going to do: wind a thread between her sunlit childhood and her future. Not a dropped stitch in sight.

‘What will you do now?’ Emma said. Arthur Liberty called, beckoning across the room to her. ‘Excuse me, Miss Bright. Promise you will stay and have lunch with me? We are not losing you again.’ Emma backed away, smiling.

‘I promise.’

‘Do make yourself at home – place your coat and hat in the office,’ she called. ‘It’s Mr Liberty’s first day open, and he only has two people working for him – Miss Browning and Mr Kurosaki, though William Judd has said he’ll work for free: “I’ll follow your fortunes, pay or no pay.” Such loyalty! We’re rushed off our feet!’

Bel hung her coat in the cramped office at the back of the store, and tidied her hair in the mirror.

‘Excuse me?’ Hiro pushed open the door, balancing a tray of empty glasses.

‘Not at all. May I help?’

‘You are very kind—’

‘Isobel Bright.’

‘Thank you, Miss Bright.’ His steady attention held her, drew her in. Bel touched the soft hair at the nape of her neck, and impulsively reached for a bottle of champagne.

‘I’ve never done this before—’ She cried out as the cork ricocheted across the room, hitting the copper lamp. Hiro swiftly caught the foam with an empty glass, laughing, and filled the rest of the coupes. He twisted open another bottle, easing the cork with a gentle pop. ‘So that’s how you do it?’ Bel smiled. ‘Papa had a sabre, too.’ She mimed striking the neck of the bottle. ‘He loved parties.’ She glanced up as the office door swung open, and the noise and laughter from the store lifted. ‘He would have loved all this,’ she said quietly.

‘Thank you,’ a young girl said, taking the tray. ‘Miss Bright?’

‘Hello, Miss Browning. How lovely to see you again. Are you enjoying working with Mr Liberty?’

‘Ever so. When he said he was leaving the Oriental Warehouse to set up on his own, I was the first to go with him. He’d been the manager there for twelve years and it’s their loss he’s gone his own way. Then Mr Kurosaki joined us, didn’t you.’ The young man smiled. ‘He’s from Japan, he is. Customers love him. He looks the part, and blow me if he doesn’t ’ave an eye for fabrics.’

‘My family has made silk for four hundred years, in Kyoto.’ He picked up a square of silver paper from his desk, folding it as he spoke.

‘How fascinating,’ Bel said.

‘The kimono is a simple garment in construction, but the finest are works of art.’ He glanced at her. ‘The fabric is important, not the garment.’

‘How do you get such lovely effects?’ Bel gestured at his kimono.

‘The stencils for dyeing are marked with needles, pale colours applied first…’

‘Keep an eye out, will you? I’m nipping out for a gasper,’ Miss Browning interrupted.

‘Do tell me more,’ Bel said to Hiro.

‘Something made by hand has energy.’ He ran his thumbnail along the fold of paper. ‘We put our feelings into our work.’

‘I love that idea.’

‘Silk is alive – it has a light in it. The workrooms have this wonderful smell I loved as a child.’ He looked up, smiling. ‘The best kimono have many hands at work, as many as forty people.’

‘Heavens! I imagine Japan to be so beautiful.’

‘Kyoto was the capital, centuries ago. There, everything old and modern lives together in harmony.’ Hiro nodded, making the final crease.

‘All that tradition, how marvellous.’

‘We must remember what we have forgotten. Every generation learns anew.’ He gazed at Bel, and she felt the heat rise in her cheeks. He handed an origami crane to her, their fingers touching briefly.

‘A bird!’ she said, turning it in her palm. ‘It’s delightful.’ She offered it back to him.

‘No, keep it.’ Hiro smiled down at her.

‘Thank you.’ Bel tucked it into her pocket and followed him back into the store.

‘Excuse me?’ A woman in a wide blue hat tapped Bel’s arm. ‘Do you have this silk in a darker shade of mulberry?’

‘Oh, I don’t…’ Bel hesitated. I don’t work here, she started to say. She looked over at the display of silk, spotting the exact shade immediately. But I’d like to. ‘Do come this way,’ she said, taking the swatch of fabric from the woman. ‘Is it for dressmaking, or for your home, madam…?’



‘There you are, Miss Bright,’ Arthur said. ‘I thought we’d lost you again.’

‘Should have seen her, Mr Liberty,’ William Judd said. ‘Talked the client up from a drawing room to the whole house.’ He tapped the order book. ‘She’s a natural.’

‘I didn’t want to disappoint her,’ Bel said, laughing. ‘She assumed I worked here.’

‘Bravo,’ Arthur said, rubbing his hands.

‘Perhaps I should,’ Bel said, boldly.

‘My dear, you’re not a shopgirl?’ Arthur took her arm. ‘You’re a young lady—’

‘So I know what women want.’

‘But surely—’

‘Hear me out, Mr Liberty.’ Bel summoned up her courage. ‘I understand these women’s hopes. I wish to give them the clothes and home to support them. I wish to conjure their dreams.’ When she looked at Arthur, her eyes shone. She blinked quickly. ‘Yes, I have known all that, and taken it for granted. I was raised as a lady. I had a beautiful home, a wonderful life—’

‘Miss Bright—’ he said kindly.

‘Now I have to work. And I am good at this.’

‘But you will be serving women who were your equal. Will that not be difficult?’

‘The pity?’ Bel said, her chest tight. ‘I have that anyway. I see it every time I meet an acquaintance.’ She raised her chin. ‘I see no shame in working for a living. Those who knew me as the privileged child of a society painter may come just for the sport.’ Bel looked him in the eye. ‘You say you want to set trends? You want to give beauty to the masses? Let me help you.’ When he didn’t answer, she went on. ‘Please may I join you?’ Her gaze fell. ‘You see, I desperately need to make my own way in the world.’

‘Miss Bright,’ he said quietly. ‘I am terribly sorry.’

‘Please stop,’ she said, her eyes pricking. ‘Your kindness breaks my heart.’

‘I would hire you in an instant—’ He waved an imaginary wand. ‘But I can’t afford any more staff. You can see how small the shop is. I only opened with Miss Browning and Mr Kurosaki, and Judd said he’d work for free until we get on our feet—’

‘Then so shall I. Pay me commission on the orders I take until you can afford to pay me a salary.’

Arthur held her gaze steadily. ‘Do you mean that?’

‘Yes. Yes, I do.’

‘Very well, then.’ Arthur shook her hand. ‘You would be an asset to the store, with your artistic training. Welcome to Liberty, Miss Bright.’






Lot 2

LONDON, MAY 1875

Bel stood on tiptoe at the top of the ladder, fastening lengths of silver and apricot silk to the line in the shop window. ‘When I walked home last night, the moonlight through the magnolia blossom was lovely. The pinks really shone against the deep-blue sky. I thought it was the streetlamp at first.’ She tilted her head. ‘The effect was just like this. You are clever. It was a marvellous idea to overlap these sheer fabrics,’ she said to Hiro. He stepped back to admire the branch of cherry leaves they had fashioned, and adjusted one of the pink lanterns.

‘It is like kimono,’ he said. ‘The harmony of sheer silk on silk makes the effect more beautiful.’ He reached up and moved the branch a fraction. ‘A bright lining is subdued by the other.’

‘I do like the way the light shines through the leaves.’

‘We call it komorebi in Japan.’ He glanced up at her. ‘When you walk in a forest and the light dances in the leaves?’ A memory came to Bel, of running along a forest track as a child, happy and breathless, the voices and steps of her father and their friends nearby. ‘Is it acceptable to you?’ Hiro said, seeing her expression sadden.

‘Yes, it’s lovely,’ Bel said, climbing down. ‘If I raise the blinds, would you check how everything looks from the street?’ She tugged on the cords and clear spring light flooded the window. Looking up, she saw a tall young man in a blue velvet jacket gazing at her through the sheer gold fabric. Bel wove through the fine silks, adjusting them, and he kept pace with her. He wore his glossy dark hair fashionably long, and his clear blue eyes sparkled with amusement. Bel stopped, stepped back a couple of paces and he turned to follow her, smiling. She glanced up as one of the pink blossoms fluttered to the ground from the highest branch, and she knelt to pick it up. When she stood, he had gone.

Bel touched the glass, staring out at the anonymous crowds of dark-suited men and women for a moment. Seeing Hiro, she gestured, her arms wide, and he nodded, pointing at the top lantern.

‘Raise it up?’ Bel nodded before disappearing back into the shop to climb up again.

‘Liberty!’ A tall, bearded man in a top hat pushed his way through the crush of customers with his cane, followed by the younger, dark-haired man. ‘Congratulations, old chap. Roaring success.’ He swept off his hat and shook his hand, kissing Emma’s in turn.

‘Thank you, Mr Schiffer.’ Arthur turned to his fiancée. ‘Miss Blackmore, may I introduce the Hon Orlando Schiffer, the artist, and Tom Ferris, an up-and-coming architect.’

Bel cried out, overcome with dizziness suddenly. Without Hiro to steady the ladder, it rocked perilously, and the men leapt forward to catch her.

‘Are you alright, miss?’ Orlando caught her round the waist. He held her firmly. Too firmly. Bel saw his eyes narrow. He knows me, she panicked. He must not tell them…

‘Thank you, sir,’ Bel said. ‘I’m quite well.’

‘Schiffer, put the poor girl down,’ Tom said, steadying her. ‘I apologise for my friend. He has shocking manners when he’s in his cups.’

‘Spoilsport,’ Orlando said.

‘Miss Bright, have you had lunch?’ Arthur said. I haven’t had breakfast, let alone lunch, she thought. ‘You’ve been working for hours. No wonder you’re dizzy, my dear. Run along and have some sweet tea.’

‘Falling from the trees like ripe fruit?’ Orlando said quietly. Bel felt his gaze travel over her like an unwanted caress. ‘Bruised like a peach…’ The fierceness of her look stopped him dead.

‘It is a little early in the day for Baudelaire, sir,’ she said.

‘And she knows her poetry, damn it?’ Pompous ass, she thought. ‘You seem familiar.’ Please, don’t. Bel’s heart paced fast with fear. ‘Tell me your name, girl.’

‘Isobel Bright,’ she said. ‘Thank you for your assistance, sir.’ Something about his finely trimmed whiskers reminded her of a black cat the cook kept for mousing, the way it would rumble and hum with purring if you rubbed its notched ears, but then lash out in an instant, snagging tooth and claw. She knew his reputation – artist, man about town, bon vivant. Isn’t that always a euphemism for debauchery and dissipation.

‘Perhaps you’d be kind enough to show us the new stock, Miss Bright—’ Tom’s blue eyes held her gaze steadily, still with that amused smile on his lips. The bluest eyes. Cloudless summer skies eyes. Light in a sapphire eyes. A warmth spread through her.

‘Bright?’ Orlando interrupted. ‘Not Alexander Bright’s girl?’

‘The same,’ Emma said, taking her arm. Bel was grateful for the support.

‘A wonderful painter,’ Tom said. ‘I am sorry for your loss.’

‘Miss Bright is working with us,’ Arthur said.

‘’Tis a shame you have not inherited your mother’s money. Nor her prettiness,’ Orlando said. Bel felt sick with embarrassment. He thinks me plain?

‘How may we help you, gentlemen?’ Arthur said smoothly.

‘I’ve just bought a new studio, in Chelsea,’ Orlando said. ‘Ferris is designing it for me, aren’t you?’

‘We were at school together,’ Tom said confidingly to Bel.

‘Ferris was a scholarship boy.’ Orlando smirked. ‘And my fag.’

‘Schiffer Minor—’

‘That’s enough of that,’ Orlando said.

‘—has been kind enough to give me my first job,’ Tom said, ignoring the slight. ‘Perhaps you can help us with the fabrics, for the interiors, Miss Bright?’

‘You’re in capable hands, Mr Ferris,’ Arthur said, gesturing to the rows of silk festooning the store. As he talked to Orlando, Tom and Bel walked ahead.

‘Pay no heed.’ Tom smiled kindly. ‘Schiffer likes to keep people unsteady.’

‘I care little for his opinion.’ Bel’s eyes flashed.

‘He’s toying with you, Miss Bright. Any man alive can see you are quite lovely.’ Bel looked up in surprise.

‘I say, Miss Bright.’ Orlando swaggered over. ‘We’re off to Mr Scott’s oyster bar. Join us for a dozen natives and une coupe de champagne? Or two?’

‘Thank you, Mr Schiffer,’ she said, remembering how marvellous it would be – the golden light reflected in the mirrors, the palms, the Prince of Wales at his usual table, perhaps. Her stomach tightened with hunger, and she thought of the lonely room above the mews house waiting for her. The corset that still needed boning. The silver chainmail purse with only a couple of coppers left inside. I can always pawn the purse itself. She sensed Schiffer watching her closely. He smells weakness. She thought of the Harrises’ hen coop, raided by a fox the last weekend, the flutter of white feathers in the wind.

‘You really are awfully familiar…’

Her hunger turned to anger. Does he think me fallen? Some doxy he can have his way with?

‘I have plans tonight, sir.’

‘Another time, perhaps?’ Tom said.






Lot 3

LONDON, MAY 1875

A few days later, as Liberty’s closed for the night, Bel set off on the long walk home to Kensington. She had been on her feet all day, and the cardboard she had pasted in the bottom of her boots was giving way, every pebble, every piece of gravel a stab of pain. Kensington was half built, still, the roads churned to mud in places, scaffolding and the smoke from brick kilns marking the skyline. She went out of her way to avoid the workhouses. As if we’d let you end up in there, Mrs Harris had said. Bel’s stomach tightened with anxiety at the thought of how close she had come. She glanced in at the golden-lighted windows of a restaurant as she passed, the scent of sage and thyme, of roasting onions winding enticingly around her. A group sat in the window, a woman in her twenties laughing, raising a glass of amber tonic wine.

‘Miss Bright?’ A man’s voice from the road. She turned, searching along the row of carriages. ‘Miss Bright? It’s Mr Ferris.’ Tom waved from the hansom, and jumped down. ‘Where are you heading?’

‘Sussex Place,’ she said from habit.

‘Why, I am meeting a client near there! Allow me to drive you,’ he said, ushering her to the carriage. Bel hesitated. Better than walking, or the stench of the omnibus, but…

‘I swear you will be quite safe.’ He smiled. ‘Are you not more afraid, walking alone? They say forty per cent of women walking the street are… well, working.’

‘Then sixty per cent of us are perfectly respectable.’ Her aching feet overcame her reluctance, and she settled in beside him.

‘Stop at Sussex Place,’ Tom called to the driver.

‘You are not with Mr Schiffer, this evening?’ Bel dabbed her nose with her handkerchief.

‘Later, at his studio,’ Tom said, his eyes creasing. ‘He can be a dreadful ass at times, but he has impeccable taste, and I must work, Miss Bright,’ he said, resting his hand on the leather portfolio at his side. ‘I began as an improver in the hurly-burly of Sir Ernest George’s practice. Now I am making a name for myself.’ Ambitious, then. He leant closer. ‘Can you keep a secret?’ Bel nodded. ‘I am colour-blind. I see structures in my mind, but I have no facility for finishes or adornment.’ His deep-blue gaze held hers. ‘Would you be my eyes?’



Too soon, the cab clopped to a halt, and Bel tore herself away from their conversation, her heart beating high and fast.

‘Thank you,’ she said, jumping down. ‘Do you live in Kensington, Mr Ferris?’

‘No, I have a set in Albany. Perhaps we could take tea at Fortnum’s one day?’

‘I’d like that very much.’

‘Which house is yours?’ Tom said.

‘Over there,’ Bel said, nodding. ‘Please, do not trouble yourself. My… my aunt is waiting for me. Thank you, Mr Ferris.’

‘I bid you goodnight, Miss Bright.’ She raised her hand in farewell and walked slowly away, listening to the retreating carriage. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure Tom was going in the opposite direction, and strode quickly on towards Cornwall Mews.

Bel skipped around an oily puddle, slipping on the grimy cobbles. The mews was a shambles with the sweet scent of hay and dung, and horses being groomed. A woman sitting on a doorstep nearby cleaned ten pairs of boots in decreasing sizes. Carriages clattered along the cobbles, readying themselves to take the residents of Cornwall Gardens out for the night. Bel closed the front door behind her and sighed, relieved at the thought of her narrow bed.

‘Is that you, miss?’ Mrs Harris called from the kitchen. She cranked the handle of a mangle, steam rising from the laundry on the range.

‘Only me—’ At a knock on the door, Bel turned.

‘Miss Bright?’ Tom stood on the doorstep, her handkerchief in his hand.

‘Mr Ferris?’ Her hand went to her throat.

‘You dropped this, so I came after you…’ He held up his hand. ‘I promise, I wasn’t prying.’ He passed her the handkerchief. ‘There is no aunt, is there?’ he said gently.

‘No aunt, no parents, just me,’ she said, her voice catching.

‘This is where you live?’ He stooped, looking in to the low, dark hall.

‘It’s not so bad. I adore horses—’

‘Miss Bright…’

‘Don’t,’ she said, raising her chin proudly. ‘I can’t bear the pity in your eyes.’

‘Please, won’t you come for supper? Tell me your story?’ Tom’s gaze softened. ‘Perhaps I can help?’

‘This is my lot, and I am going to make the best of it,’ she said, balling the soft lawn cotton in her fist. ‘Once, we were equals. I led a charmed life—’

‘Equals?’ Tom looked down at the flagstones for a moment. ‘Miss Bright, you must know how I admire you.’ He raised his gaze and its intensity astonished her. ‘You are my equal. My superior in many ways, I’m sure.’

‘Indeed, I can see colours, sir.’

Tom laughed. His smile was conspiratorial, not pitying, she decided.

‘Whatever misfortune has befallen you is temporary. You will prosper, I am sure.’ Tom tipped his hat. ‘Please, consider me a friend. Allow me to help you, however I can.’






Lot 4

PARIS, 24 JULY 1985


People ask me ‘who was Isobel Bright?’ Why does she matter, after all this time? So little remains now of her work. She matters. She was the New Woman. Our life was a conversation that ended too soon. Our work is a conversation that goes on. My fabrics supported her art. My love, I hope, supported her life. When we were young we were always rushing, rushing towards the end. The first time I saw Bel she was eighteen years old. She emerged from the dark figures on Regent Street, small and quick and bright as a flame. I loved her from that moment. Time and life race away from us all. Every man and woman on that street is gone now, including Bel, and I am old. We will all be gone, one day. What matters is love. Love survives…



Mira checked the address she had scribbled down on the photocopy of Hiro Kurosaki’s interview, and knocked on the unlatched door, calling out: ‘Hello?’ The longcase clock in the apartment on Avenue Junot chimed nine. She pushed back the headphones of her Walkman, and Madonna’s voice faded. ‘Hello? Is this Isobel Bright’s apartment?’ She clicked off the cassette and reached to knock again on the tall, blue-grey door on the first floor, but it swung open at her touch.

‘… what on earth are they doing sending some wet-behind-the-ears art history graduate in here…’ A man’s voice, English, drifted through to the hall. In the background, the sound of something heavy being dragged across the room cut him off. ‘I’m perfectly capable of cataloguing this job myself.’ The right place, then. A door slammed. ‘I really don’t need some so-called consultant slowing us down…’ A tall man with collar-length dark hair strode through to the dining room, clipboard in hand, so intent on his work he didn’t notice her standing in the doorway. He loosened his sky-blue silk tie. ‘It’s boiling in here. Can you wedge that door open, Serge?’

‘Sure. Big items out first, Monsieur Brookes?’ a man with a French accent said.

‘Yes, but empty each piece first. Mark this down for Tokyo.’ He pointed at an elegant black sideboard.

‘Japanese?’ Serge said.

‘Influenced by. It’s a Godwin, 1867–1888. They made around ten of them. This one is similar to the one he gave his mistress, Ellen Terry.’ He was followed by a muscular man in a white t-shirt and tight back brace, who grinned seeing Mira. A wolfish, easy smile. Serge, I assume? Something about his stance, the corseted back support, made her think of a bullfighter in his suit of lights.

Seeing a simple gilded frame spotlit in the entrance hall, Mira walked in the opposite direction. Picasso? she thought, leaning in to check the signature. It was an ink sketch, the paper yellowed with age, a fair young woman looking down at a dark-haired child, her face unseen. Isobel. The drawing was intimate, filled with love. I can’t believe I’m here, in your home. Mira caught her reflection in a bevelled mirror nearby, rainbow edges refracting in the sun. A trace of glitter still shimmered in her hairline from the night before, and she licked her index finger, wiping it away.

‘Art Nouveau, Liberty.’ The man’s voice drifted through to her as he handed a pewter clock to Serge.

‘It is so French?’ he said, shrugging. ‘Like the Paris Métro.’

‘I see what you mean, like the Guimard entrances. It has a Maison Liberty label, and that closed down in 1932, I think? My assistant will check the date. Mark it down for Tokyo.’ He looked up, walking through, and noticed Mira at last. ‘Hey – you can’t just walk in—’

‘Excuse me, you’re blocking my view of the Picasso,’ she said.

‘That’s rather rude.’ He stepped to one side.

‘You started it.’ Mira glanced at him. ‘What have you got against art history?’

‘Ah, you must be—’

‘The so-called consultant?’ She studied the drawing. ‘It’s charming.’

‘Is that your professional opinion?’

‘You’re quite charming, too, aren’t you?’

‘I try.’

‘I think you’ll find that’s a Godwin as well.’ She pointed at an ebonised chair.

‘Why is it architects never design for comfort?’ He stuck a blue label on it. The mirrored hall reflected several elegant Miras with her dark hair slicked back into a chignon. Her Chanel red smile was confident rather than friendly. ‘Miranda Hutchinson. Mira.’

‘How do you do? Edward Brookes,’ he said, shaking her outstretched hand.

‘What do your friends call you?’

‘Ned.’ She noticed he didn’t apologise. Never complain, never explain. Wasn’t that Kim’s motto, too?

‘Do we know one another, Edward?’ she said.

‘No. I would have remembered you.’

‘Hmm. You’re terribly familiar.’

‘There’s a lot of us about. I’m with Bonhams. This is Serge, from the local art movers.’

‘Enchanté, mademoiselle,’ he said, then noticed the simple gold band on the ring finger of her hand as she folded her arms. ‘Madame, pardon.’

‘Is Mr Hutchinson travelling with you?’ Ned said.

‘I’ve been let out for good behaviour,’ Mira said.

‘I wasn’t fishing. I was just curious.’

‘Yes, well you know what they say about that.’

‘I’m the cat in this scenario?’

‘Let’s start again, shall we?’ She didn’t wait for Ned to answer, and opened the high double doors to the salon, where she turned, slowly, allowing her gut instinct to kick in about the room.

‘Surprising, isn’t it?’ Ned said, following her. Even in the half-light, she could see that the apartment was strikingly modern. White silk drapes hung around the shuttered windows, and a pale carpet covered the light oak boards. Low white couches sat either side of the marble fireplace, above which a circular silver mirror with a coronet hung.

‘They said this hasn’t been touched since the twenties?’ Mira unclipped her red leather folio and pulled out the papers.

‘1923, apparently,’ Ned said. ‘The client is selling up, including the contents.’ He put one hand in his pocket and leant against the doorframe. Confident, Mira thought. Knows he’s attractive. She couldn’t help smiling as Serge strutted chest-first like a rooster through the apartment to the kitchen with a stack of carboard boxes, winking at her. So does he.

‘What do we know so far?’

‘Not a lot.’ Ned gestured at a bunch of keys on the table. ‘The lawyer has just gone. He was holding the keys for our client—’

‘The Kurosakis?’

‘Yes. Isobel Bright’s heir, Genji Kurosaki, has just died.’ Ned said. ‘Why are you here?’

‘I didn’t get the grades to be a brain surgeon?’

‘Oh, really,’ Ned said, walking away.

‘You give up rather easily,’ Mira said, tilting her head.

‘I have work to do. And I’m more than capable of doing it without distractions.’

‘My godmother, Kim, worked with the Kurosakis’ textile firm. She’s a designer.’

‘Nepotism, then?’ Ned sighed dramatically. ‘Usual story—’

‘She had no idea Isobel’s apartment existed until the family contacted her for advice. She suggested I might be useful. I wrote my thesis on Maison Bright. Very little is known about Isobel’s designs, but she was revolutionary. She should be as big as Chanel. If you are concerned about my credentials—’

‘Not at all. A First from the Courtauld, a Masters from Parsons, and you’ve worked with some of the top designers—’

‘You’ve done your homework.’

‘I took some persuading.’

‘And?’

‘I want all this assessed and packed quickly and efficiently. We have one week in Paris before everything closes down for the summer—’

‘Shall I tell you a secret?’

‘I love secrets.’

‘I shouldn’t be here.’ Mira’s index finger tapped a warning. ‘I’m midway through a project in London, but Kim thought I might be able to help, so I’m doing her a favour.’ Mira looked around the room, thinking. ‘No one knows what happened to Isobel Bright. One minute she was producing some of the most exciting fashion and interiors in Paris, and then she just disappeared. Hopefully we’ll find out why.’ Mira frowned. ‘Have you noticed something?’ She unhooked the shutters and flung them back, daylight spilling into the room from the French windows. Standing at the balcony looking out across the tree-lined Avenue Junot below, she stared down at a young couple walking along the leafy street, lost in one another. I wish Luke was here.

‘I have noticed it is time for a break.’ Serge smiled, looking from Ned to Mira, sizing up the tension. ‘The café on the corner? We can discuss everything like civilised adults.’

‘Look.’ Mira turned back to Ned, and ran her finger across the top of a marble table. ‘No dust.’ She waved her hand in the air. ‘This apartment hasn’t been sealed up since 1923.’ She sniffed dramatically. ‘Smell it. It’s aired.’

‘You’re right.’ Ned looked around with renewed interest. ‘Someone’s been keeping an eye on it.’

‘What else?’

‘All the mirrors?’ The alcoves either side of the fireplace had been hung with floor-to-ceiling mirrors just like the hall.

‘It doesn’t make sense. It’s so empty, and airy. If Isobel died, or went away in 1923, she lived through the Belle Époque. People’s taste tends to form early on. Their houses become time capsules of their glory years. Few people keep pace with fashion.’ She stood in the centre of the room, turning three hundred and sixty degrees. ‘Isobel Bright was cutting edge.’

‘You mean this place should be awash with stuffed ostriches and gilt canvases?’

‘Exactly.’ Mira leant on the fireplace. ‘Where’s the history? The taxidermy? The heavy velvet drapes?’ She frowned. ‘If someone had removed any paintings later on, you’d expect to see picture hooks, and ghosting on the walls.’ The wall opposite her was panelled in immaculate white silk. They’re screens, she realised, noticing the fine oak track at the top and bottom. An electric jolt of adrenaline coursed through her, just as it always did when she made a find. She strode over, and ran her fingers down the seam of the panels. The mechanism was stiff, but she felt it give a little.

‘Now what are you doing? We can’t just pull the apartment to pieces—’

‘Can you help?’

Ned threw down his clipboard. She caught a breath of his heady Givenchy cologne as the screens pulled slowly apart. ‘What on earth made you notice this?’

‘The mirrors either side of the fireplace are raked, to reflect something on this wall.’ The sliding screens juddered and stopped. Mira caught a glimpse of iridescent blue in the darkness beyond. She remembered seeing a damselfly as a child – that unearthly blue green. It had been so long since she had really seen colour, like that. Colour that made her feel alive. ‘There’s something here,’ she said, her voice catching with excitement. They pulled in opposite directions. Here was the scent of dust, of sealed air she had expected from the whole apartment.

‘I don’t believe it,’ Ned said, stepping back. A black lacquer frame stood almost to the ceiling. Hanging from it, a blue silk kimono with a pattern of waterlilies draped to the floor. ‘It’s exquisite. Falling water’s a common enough subject, but I’ve never seen one this good.’ Mira took a pair of white cotton gloves from her case, and touched the luxurious fabric, the still-bright colours of the silk. ‘I’ll be damned,’ Ned said, turning. The kimono was reflected perfectly in the mirrors either side of the fireplace. ‘You are good.’

‘It’s the waterlily kimono!’ Mira grabbed the photocopy of an old letter from her file to show Ned. ‘When I did my research I came across an interview with Hiro Kurosaki in the Liberty archive talking about how he met Isobel. He mentioned the kimono.’ She gazed up at the gown, the silver threads sparkling in the light like sunshine on water. ‘Why is it hidden away here? It’s an important piece.’

‘You’re not kidding.’

‘No, look, the sleeves,’ she said, lifting them. There are kosode, hirosode, but this is furisode – a very wide, very long sleeve.’

‘I thought you were European not Asian design?’

‘I happened to read a book, at my godmother’s place last night.’

‘Did you now?’

‘Couldn’t sleep, and it was on the nightstand. Kim’s a textile designer.’ Mira unfurled the wide obi belt across the carpet. ‘This is over four metres long. It’s a formal ontono obi, a palace sash.’

‘The kind of thing an Emperor’s consort would wear?’ Ned rubbed his chin, thinking. ‘I’d say mid-Edo, eighteenth century?’

‘Now I’m interested,’ she said. ‘What happened to Isobel, and why was that hidden there?’
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PARIS, 24 JULY 1985

‘So, Edward, are you based in Paris?’ Mira said as they walked back from the café-zinc along Avenue Junot. Dappled sunlight cloaked the pavement, the white trumpets of tobacco plants nodding in the breeze.

‘Tokyo,’ he said.

‘Is that the link, with the kimono? The pared-down feel of the apartment?’

‘Shibui,’ Ned said. ‘Elegant simplicity.’ He frowned, scanning his notes. ‘I’d rather hoped for more. Bonhams sent me and my assistant over from Tokyo because we were told this was going to be an important sale. On first glance we have an early Picasso sketch in the hall, a nice Georgian silver mirror. There are some good first editions, and a well-chosen collection of arts and crafts, and Art Nouveau furniture, plus some Japanese pieces. Yes, the kimono is great, but Isobel Bright was a well-known designer. I was expecting a treasure trove, stuffed to the gills.’

‘Where are the clothes?’

‘And the homeware she designed? The kitchen looks like it’s never been used.’ He brushed a fleck of croissant from his tie. ‘God, what I wouldn’t give for a decent bacon sandwich…’

‘There’s so much ephemera in life,’ Mira said. ‘With clients it’s always the same. Their life is in all the nonsense – the tickets marking pages in books, the letters and photographs. It’s like their homes miss them, when they’re gone. This one seems to have been picked clean.’ Mira thought of her own mews house in London, the boxes of photos she kept meaning to put into albums, the duplicate paperbacks and records on the shelves when she and Luke merged their collections. There was so much she had meant to sort out when they moved in together, but their home had become a cosy, messy blend of their lives before they met. Still, who wants to live in a show home? she thought. Isobel did.

‘Our instructions are that house clearance items go to Drouot. Anything of importance ships to Tokyo for inspection before the auction,’ Ned said. ‘It’s really not going to take long.’

‘Items from a Private Collection?’ Mira said. ‘Is that how you’ll stage the sale?’

‘Something like that. My area is twentieth-century decorative art and furniture. It will go into a mixed sale.’

‘You’d get a better result if there’s a story behind the collection.’ Mira pulled a grainy photocopy of an art catalogue from her folder, and Ned whistled. ‘This nude by Orlando Schiffer was rumoured to be of Isobel Bright.’

‘You have done your homework,’ Ned said, folding his arms.

‘It disappeared after that show. Perhaps it’s in the apartment somewhere—’

‘Look, Mira, please don’t tell me my job, and I won’t tell you yours. Whatever that is.’ Ned said under his breath.

‘Hold on.’ Mira placed her hand on Ned’s arm. ‘I understand that you don’t like “so-called consultants”.’

‘It was unfortunate you overheard that.’

‘I am good at my job. I have curated several collections worth millions of pounds.’ She held his gaze. ‘The Kurosakis have employed me to make the most of this estate sale, and that is what I’m going to do. From what I understand, with the death in the family, the younger generation aren’t interested in keeping the apartment going. It’s our job to get the best price for the contents. If you prefer, you do your work and I’ll do mine, Ned.’

‘Ned, now, is it?’ She saw him relent.

‘I’d prefer it if we work together.’

‘Deal,’ he said, shaking her outstretched hand. ‘You’ve already proved yourself. We might have missed the kimono, if it wasn’t for you.’ Mira slipped on a pair of Ray-Bans. ‘Late night?’ he said, seeing her wince.

‘I caught up with a few friends.’ She glanced down Villa Léandre as they walked on. The English-styled Art Deco houses on the cobblestone lane reminded her of somewhere. ‘Do you believe in déjà vu?’

‘Crikey, I haven’t felt that for years.’ He glanced at her. ‘Are you staying nearby?’ Serge stood by the entrance to the apartment building, whistling and waving traffic past a white van that had parked up on the pavement. A team of men unloaded blankets and bubble wrap, carrying them inside.

‘Kim is out of town, so I’m staying at her place on the Île Saint-Louis.’

‘Wow. I love it over there.’

‘It’s tiny, but it has the most amazing view.’ Mira jotted down the address, and tore out a page from her notebook. ‘In case you need to get hold of me. Kim doesn’t have a phone, but you can always drop by. Where are you?’

‘Hôtel Chopin,’ he said. ‘Do you know it? Great old place in Passage Jouffroy. It’s convenient for Drouot, and the light in those places, it’s like you’re underwater… Well, I like that old Paris feel.’

‘I knew the heart of a romantic beats behind that clipboard.’

‘Makes a change from Tokyo,’ he said.

‘The city with no memory?’

‘Ha. Tokyo’s constantly changing. I took a run through my old neighbourhood the other day, and they’ve already demolished my first apartment building.’

‘How did you end up there?’ Mira asked, her heels clipping across the tiled courtyard of the building. Men were loading packing materials into the narrow iron elevator, so they took the stairs.

‘SOAS, Oriental department at Sotheby’s, fell in love with a girl, usual story.’ He looked down at her. ‘The job at Bonhams came up, and I like Japan.’ They stood at the door to the apartment. ‘After you,’ he said.

‘Hold on,’ Mira said as it swung open. ‘Didn’t we lock this door?’

‘Hello?’ Ned strode into the hall. Mira heard the sound of running water in the kitchen.

‘They’re in there,’ she said, and Ned strode ahead. A tiny old woman with soft white hair pulled back in a low bun stood at the sink rinsing out the saucer Serge had used as an ashtray.

‘Bonjour,’ she said. ‘I would prefer it if you don’t smoke in the apartment.’

‘Who are you, madame?’ Ned said in French.

‘I am the housekeeper,’ she said, gesturing with her chin. ‘I live upstairs.’

‘Madame,’ Mira said, ‘is it you who has taken care of the apartment all these years?’

‘I was not born when Mademoiselle Bright left,’ she snapped. ‘My grandmother worked for her at first, and my mother, then when they passed away, I took care of it as I promised them I would. Now, my job is done.’ She pointed to her key on the counter. ‘I was born in this building. The owner pays me a pittance to keep an eye on the apartment, but it was not about the money. I love this place.’

‘Perhaps we should introduce ourselves.’ Ned said. ‘I’m with Bonhams. We have been appointed by the owner’s lawyers to assess and clear the contents.’

‘Vultures,’ the woman said, clicking her tongue. She walked through to the salon, her soft leather ballet pumps making no noise on the deep carpet. She glanced at the kimono and gestured for the screens to be closed. ‘It should be covered. It is very ancient, very precious. The light is not good for the silk.’

‘Madame,’ Mira said, ‘what else is there?’

‘You’ll see,’ she said. A black cat waiting on the first step in the hall followed her upstairs, its tail an exclamation mark against the marble steps.
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LONDON, 1875

‘Anyone in, miss?’ a delivery driver asked Bel, jumping down from his coach in Kingly Street. He rubbed his hands. ‘’Ave a word with your boss. Howell and James have the right idea – free beer and cheese under the shop for the coachmen.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Bel said. The door opened and she swept inside. Liberty had flourished and thirteen people joined the original staff, each hand-picked by Arthur Liberty. It’s more like a family than work, she realised as she walked through the bustling offices. She bid good morning to Mr Liberty, who sat at the cash desk with two female clerks going through the ledger.

‘Morning, Miss Bright,’ he said, glancing up. She could see he was in one of his stormy moods, so she walked on. ‘Next time a client insists on settling his bill in gold, tell me,’ he said to the clerks.

‘Good morning, Mrs Judd,’ Bel said as the woman swept past carrying a tea tray. She was armoured with whale bone, her brawny arms red from washing the cups ready for elevenses.

‘Mr Judd’s out this morning,’ Miss Browning called over, checking the order book as Bel took off her coat and hat. ‘He’s taken some goods on appro up Princes Gate.’

‘Shall we start with the new delivery, then?’ Bel said, rolling up the sleeves of her white blouse and tying an apron on.



‘How’s your new boarding house?’ Miss Browning said later to Bel as they unpacked the last tea chest of blue and white porcelain. ‘Do you like your rooms?’

‘Room,’ Bel said. She pulled the packing straw from a vase, and unwrapped the print protecting it. ‘But I am moving up in the world. There’s a tweenie who takes care of housekeeping for us all. It’s heaven,’ she said, noting down a description of the Moon Vase in the stock book. ‘Mr Kurosaki helped me move my trunks in.’

‘Did he now?’ She raised an eyebrow.

‘Not like that. He’s so kind. We had to sneak in. My landlady is a bit of a battleaxe…’

‘No gentlemen callers,’ Miss Browning said, putting on an accent. ‘Lots of girls have an uncle who’s not an uncle…’

‘This is a proper house, for proper young ladies,’ Bel said, imitating her refined tone. She sucked at the burn on her index finger.

‘I know the sort.’ Miss Browning gestured with her chin. ‘What’ve you done now?’

‘This? I burned myself on the goffering iron helping Mrs Harris last night.’

‘You’re still working for her, too?’

‘I don’t like to leave her short-handed with the laundry, and she said I’m the best she’s ever had with the fine ruffles and ribbons.’

‘With your nimble fingers, you could work for Worth or Doucet.’

‘Haute couture? Don’t be silly.’

‘Why not? You’ll wear yourself out, you will.’ Miss Browning shook her head. ‘You shouldn’t be working all the hours God sends.’

‘I’m making my way, don’t you know?’ Bel shot her a quick smile. She thought of the simple white room and gleaming brass bed waiting for her, and smiled. She had lain on her stomach late last night, leafing through her copy of The Ladies’ Oracle by Cornelius Agrippa. Shall I soon be courted? she asked, turning the pages to find the answer: One thinks about it and only needs a word of encouragement… She wrote her journal by lamplight each night: ‘Tom, Tom, TOM…’ There were pages describing their every meeting. ‘Our conversation went something like this: Good day, Miss Bright. Good day, Mr Ferris…’ His dress, his hair, his countenance were dissected in minute detail. ‘He is the kindest, most charming of men…’ She drew a lavish heart with ‘TF & IB’ enshrined in lace. ‘We have so much in common. I could talk to him for hours about art and design – I learn so much!’ There was an entire page filled with her practice signature: Isobel Ferris. Mrs I Ferris. Mr and Mrs Thomas Ferris…

‘Bel?’

‘Sorry.’ She came back to the present, and turned over a cloisonné vase. ‘Mark this down for five guineas a pair.’ She glanced up at a cry of pleasure from a group of men inspecting the new delivery of ceramics. She recognised a couple of the painters with Orlando Schiffer among them.

‘There is so much one can learn from a teapot,’ one of them declared.

‘Those Pre-Raphaelites would turn up to the opening of an envelope,’ Bel said.

‘It was the same at the Oriental Warehouse. Soon as they heard there was a delivery from Japan, they’d be round. I always think they look like a flock of rooks picking over the bits, flapping around.’ She gestured at Schiffer. ‘He’s a right one. Tried to get me to go to some séance with that Home fellow. I don’t hold with all that spirit-rapping nonsense.’

‘Me neither.’ Japan, Bel thought, unwrapping a ginger jar. How I’d love to see it. ‘All the artists are mad for anything exotic, have been since the International Exhibition.’ Bel smoothed out the Japanese print. Hiro glanced over her shoulder on the way past to the office. ‘I can’t believe they use these for packing china.’

‘Fuji-san,’ he said, pointing at the mountain.

‘They’re so beautiful, they should be framed.’ She tilted her head. ‘Perhaps we could use some in the scheme for Mr Schiffer.’

‘It would be like giving coins to a cat.’ Hiro glanced at Bel. ‘He does not have the subtle eye you do. This is Nagasaki,’ he said, picking up a print of a geisha walking through a snowstorm. ‘A floating world of pleasure.’

‘Floating?’ Bel said.

‘Ukiyo-e. Only make-believe.’

‘I think it’s lovely.’ Bel tucked it under the counter.

‘It is not real Japan,’ he said firmly, walking away to the offices.

‘People need make-believe places…’ She paused hearing Orlando exclaim: ‘Hello…’

A Japanese woman in a lavender kimono and wooden sandals entered the store. Her black hair shone, swept up in a gleaming roll, secured with gold pins that caught the spring sunlight from the street. She stood in the doorway, framed by the light, and gazed calmly around the store, looking for someone.

‘Stay right there.’ Orlando leapt up. He framed the doorway with his hands, and pulled a small sketchbook from his pocket, quickly measuring up her figure with his pencil. ‘Kirei desune,’ he said. ‘Very pretty.’

‘Dozo yoroshkiu. Sumimasen. Excuse me,’ the woman said. Her voice was low and softly accented.

‘Don’t move,’ Orlando said, sketching furiously.

‘May I help you, miss?’ Bel said, sweeping past him.

‘I am looking for my brother,’ the woman said. ‘Hiro-san.’

‘Of course,’ Bel said, gesturing to the office. She has the same stillness to her, she thought. The same strength. Bel studied her face. But a melancholy, too. She liked her on instinct. ‘I’m Isobel Bright.’

‘Ah, Miss Bright. I am Chō Kurosaki,’ she said, bowing. ‘My brother talks of you.’

‘Does he?’ she said as they walked through the store.

‘He says you have excellent taste.’

‘Thank you,’ Bel said, pushing open the door. Taste? she thought, surprised to find she was disappointed. Is that all he said of me?

‘Chō-san?’ Hiro rose from his desk. ‘Is that the time already?’

‘Miss Kurosaki? We’ve been so busy all day, the time has flown,’ Arthur said, pushing back his chair. ‘How are you enjoying working at the new Japanese Village? I said to Emma we must visit you in Ally Pally.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Chō bowed. ‘It is…’ Bel saw the woman frown. You’re too good for that place. ‘It is agreeable, sir.’

‘Splendid.’ He slammed shut the large ledger in front of him. ‘Are those blasted artists still out there cooing over the fans? Show them out, would you, Miss Bright? Get young Mr Carty to help you if you need reinforcements.’

Bel strode back into the store, and clapped her hands. ‘Gentlemen, the shop is closing now,’ she said. ‘Do return on Monday if you wish to purchase any of the items—’

‘That girl.’ Orlando sauntered over. ‘Who is she?’

‘Mr Kurosaki’s sister.’ Bel ushered him to the door.

‘Giver her my card, would you?’ Orlando slipped a silver case from the pocket of his purple velvet jacket. ‘I should like to paint her.’

‘I do not think she is an artist’s model, sir.’

‘Any gel would be lucky to be painted by Orlando Schiffer. And I pay a fair rate – seven shillings an afternoon.’ He stared pointedly at her. ‘A fair rate, isn’t it?’

A man who refers to himself in the third, Bel thought, her smile holding, just.

‘They’re queuing up for portraits, isn’t that right, Rossetti?’ he said as the artists walked out. ‘They say Millais has three hundred guineas a painting. Now, if you were to sit for me, Miss Bright, I should double that…’

‘I don’t think so. Good day, Mr Schiffer.’ Bel closed the door behind the last of them, and turned the sign to ‘closed’, her heart pounding. He knows what I did. She remembered the cold air on her skin, the stares of the men. He’s just toying with me. Bel bit her lip. What if he tells Tom?

‘Blimey, my feet,’ Mr Carty said as they pulled down the blinds.

‘I could hardly walk home last night,’ she said. Home, she thought, still thrilled at the novelty of it.

‘You’ll get used to it, miss, we all do,’ Mr Carty said. ‘Soak ’em in a bit of Epsom salts, and then rest with ’em up against the wall for a while.’

‘Miss Bright,’ Hiro said, his sister at his side. ‘We would like to invite you to take tea with us tomorrow.’ Chō smiled and bowed, offering her a card with both hands. ‘My sister has not met many English ladies and she would like to get to know you better.’ He paused, and something in the warmth of his expression quickened her. ‘As would I.’
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LONDON, 1875

‘Welcome, Miss Bright,’ Hiro said, bowing as he opened the door. ‘Please come in.’ He was dressed in a plain blue kimono, and white tabi socks with woven slippers.

‘Mr Kurosaki.’ She felt unmoored, seeing him out of context. Hiro looked younger, less formal. At the door, he gestured for Bel to remove her boots, and take a pair of slippers. She took his offered hand for support, and felt his lean strength.

‘Did you have a good journey?’

‘Yes, I haven’t been out here since the old Ally Pally burned down,’ she said, wriggling her feet into the slippers. ‘Thank you.’

‘It is an amusing place, full of visitors.’ Hiro led her through to the back of the house. ‘Judd sold two cases of Japanese sunshades during the exhibition over the bank holiday, a shilling a piece, he said.’

‘What brought you here?’

‘The Japanese Village,’ Hiro said, turning to her. ‘When we decided to seek our fortunes in London, people from our village near Kyoto had already settled here, working in the grounds of the Palace.’

‘How interesting.’ Bel offered him a waxed paper parcel tied with silver string. ‘I brought you an almond cake.’

‘You are too kind,’ he said, bowing.

‘Thank me later. I am not much of a cook.’

‘Chō-san is very happy you are able to join us for tea,’ he said, leading the way to the garden flat at the back of the house. ‘Sadō, the way of tea, is very important in our culture. It has the spirit of wabi sabi.’

‘What’s that?’

‘It is a belief that beauty is imperfect, impermanent.’ Hiro looked down at her, his dark eyes gleaming in the half-light. ‘It celebrates simplicity and nature.’

‘Gosh, all that from a cup of tea?’ Bel smiled up at him. ‘I always think it’s the slight imperfections that make someone beautiful too.’

‘The gap in the teeth?’ Hiro gestured to her lips. Bel was aware suddenly of their closeness, the warm sandalwood incense scent of him. She could hear the sound of a family in the apartment above, the cry of a small baby, someone pacing across the wooden floor. She thought of the nightingale floors she had read about, in a castle in Kyoto, designed to squeak and chirrup with the lightest ninja’s tread. This house seemed to pulse with life.

‘Do come in,’ he said.

Once the door to Hiro’s rooms closed, she found herself in a tranquil white space, with a woven tatami rug on the bare boards, and a low wooden table fashioned from what looked like a cut-down kitchen table. The doors at the back of the flat opened out onto a small gravelled yard, with plants in low terracotta pots.

‘How lovely,’ she said, walking outside. ‘So peaceful.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Have you lived here a long time?’

‘My sister and I came over from Japan a couple of years ago,’ Hiro said, stooping to remove a fallen leaf. In a corner of the yard, windchimes blew softly in the breeze. ‘For two hundred years, Japan was cut off from the West – we say sakoku. Then, a few years ago, the “bamboo curtain” fell.’ He swept his arms dramatically, and Bel laughed.

‘You make it sound like a fairy tale. Sleeping Beauty.’
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