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Inventing Miss Casey

The shrill whistle woke her. For a second she didn’t move, feeling the rattle of the steam train jolting her as she remembered her midnight flight across the moonlit field. How she’d spotted the stationary train impatiently puffing silvery clouds into the night air, how she’d managed to prise open the wooden carriage door with her shaking fingers and how she’d curled up in a tiny space behind the industrial cargo and packing boxes from the mill. How the exhaustion and terror had transported her to blackness.

Now her legs were stiff and her cheek was sore from where she’d been leaning against the cold metal machinery. And she was cold. So very cold. Her teeth chattered as she shivered in the icy air. She had that same fluttering feeling she’d had when she’d fallen asleep, as if the fear were darting around inside her, like the birds in her mother’s aviary.

How long since they’d last stopped? How far till she was far enough away?

Would she ever be far enough away?

She thought of the drama that was bound to be unfolding by now. She imagined her parents’ drawn faces when they discovered Clement’s body in the stable . . . her mother’s muffled scream.

Would they even be thinking of their daughter? Would they have noticed her absence yet? Probably not, she thought bitterly. Her mother had always been a muddled, ethereal presence – prone to lengthy bouts of illness, and concerned only with her birds and her absolute insistence on quiet. Her father, on the other hand, had always been as tempestuous as her mother had been timid, and he’d made it perfectly clear that Anna, like her mother, had always been an irritation to him. Lower down on his pecking order than the dogs.

Perhaps, though, her parents had drawn the correct conclusion straight away. Helped, no doubt, by Mark, the stablehand. He’d never liked her and she had no doubt that he’d readily describe how he’d seen her running for her life. And if he had, then the police were bound to have been called. Perhaps they were already chasing her . . .

Again, she fought down the fluttering fear. She’d got away, hadn’t she? She’d escaped.

Underneath the wooden carriage door, she could see an inch of the world outside. It was late February and the tracks flashed by with tufts of frosty grass.

She got to her feet, hobbling as they were so numb with the cold. She stretched her arms up with difficulty, the full sleeves of her mother’s best Sunday woollen coat stiff with the layers of clothes beneath it. Her breath steamed in front of her face as she stamped her feet, pressing her hands into her armpits and shivering again. Then she rubbed her face and felt the indent of the machinery’s steel stamp on her skin from where she’d been leaning against it. ‘Casey,’ she read now on the brown-grey iron.

Casey.

That could be her name.

Miss Casey. It was good to make a new decision for a new day. Like the decision to hide on this train. Fast and life-changing. Where there’d only been despair, this was a whole new way of living. Impetuously. Impulsively. The opposite of who she’d been until now – pushed down, trodden upon, so suppressed that life had been an agonizingly slow grey. But not any more. Because now that she’d run away from Darton Hall, she – Anna Darton – could be anyone. Anyone at all.

Casey . . . yes.

She’d take it. Isn’t that what she’d decided? That she would reinvent as she went along. Because that was the only way she could cope with this terrifying descent into her future. Like she was sand pouring through an hourglass.

Verity. It came quite suddenly. She didn’t know why. She’d certainly never known a Verity before. Apart from the mill worker who’d once danced around the maypole on that holiday long ago. The full-breasted girl’s smile flashed in her mind’s eye.

Verity. Yes. That worked, she decided. Because, as of this very moment, for the first time in her life, she was free to be the truest version of herself. And, since this was 1926, she could be as modern as she dared to be. As modern as those brave suffragettes who made her father furious.

‘Verity Casey,’ she said aloud. Around her, the rhythm of the train sounded like the start of a song. Verity Casey didn’t have to be scared. She could be fearless.

She would be fearless.
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Sixty Seconds

The train slowed as it entered the suburbs of the city, the brakes on the huge wheels making a deafening screech below the boards of the carriage. After fiddling with the catch for twenty minutes and some serious hefting, she’d managed to slide the door open several inches, and now she – Verity – stood and watched the slums slide by. The sun had come up and she bathed her face in it, longing for some much-needed warmth.

She hadn’t dared to hope that the train might have been travelling south, but during the last hour they’d slowed and passed through a station and she’d heard someone calling out that this was a freight train to London.

It was a gift. The train might have been going anywhere – she hadn’t cared a jot, only that it was somewhere other than that oppressive Lancashire valley she’d always called home. But this wasn’t somewhere else. This was London. The home of artists, poets, flapper girls, musicians and the kind of people of consequence that she longed to breathe the same air as. Somehow, coming to London changed everything.

She peered out at the tracks below her and at the high brick walls banking them, stained black with soot, thinking how inhuman it all seemed and not at all like the lively hub of activity she’d imagined from the occasional copy of the Daily Sketch that she’d read. She didn’t care, though – anything to distract her from the constant thoughts of Clement, which seemed to burn through her mind. Don’t think about him now, she told herself. Don’t think about it at all. You’ve ended it. Clement’s lifelong reign of terror is over.

She took a deep breath of the smoggy air, breathing in the sulphurous tang, which reminded her of the smell of struck matches, and she wondered whether Martha would be lighting the fire in the drawing room this morning. For a heady moment, as she thought of Martha there and herself here, the lightness of her freedom soared inside her. She was free, wasn’t she? At last.

Above the railway embankments, brown tenement blocks rose to the white sky. She saw a line of drying washing – tatty grey bloomers stretched between two grubby high windows. Talk about airing your dirty linen in public, she thought.

She smiled, remembering how she’d added some lace trim to a pair of her own bloomers, then dyed them pink with beetroot juice – much to Martha’s horror. But what her mother’s stern housekeeper didn’t understand was that having jaunty bloomers and that tiny bit of pretty lace below her dowdy skirts had the capacity to infinitely brighten a girl’s day.

But then Martha, with her grey hair and grim scowl, had always belonged in the same camp as her mother – the one that believed all clothing should be utilitarian and functional. Just like the way they approached life. Afraid of doing anything that might attract even a tiny bit of attention. And it was dull, dull, dull.

Should she be feeling guilty that she was free of them now? Probably, but she wasn’t. Instead she smiled, silently blessing the people in the tenement blocks, despite their terrible underwear. God bless you, she thought.

She ached to be right there. In the city. Amongst the people. The shops and theatres and cafés. They were all here – tantalizingly close. She could almost smell it. But how? How could she become a part of it? Now that she’d run away, what on earth was she going to do to get by? And, as if directed by her thoughts, her stomach let out an almighty growl of hunger.

She ducked out of sight now, as another train pulled up on a parallel track. It had dark-green livery, its windows embossed with gold lettering. Sneaking a peak, she saw a man in a smart suit stretching up to retrieve a leather suitcase from the overhead rack in one of the busy carriages.

Who knew where that train was going? Or this train, for that matter? In fact, now that she thought about it, perhaps this one wouldn’t stop at a passenger station at all. And how would she explain herself, if anyone caught her here amongst the machinery? She might get punished – or, worse, found out.

But on the other train, in a crowd, she could blend in and disappear. Quickly she grabbed her carpet bag from the corner. She had to get on that train right now. Her heart hammered with the decision she’d made. It was so risky. If anyone looked out of the window, they would see her.

Take everything one minute at a time, from now on. She forced the words into her head, as if she were spelling them out on the typewriter in Papa’s study.

‘Sixty seconds,’ she whispered, bracing herself. ‘Come on, Verity Casey. You can do it.’

She yanked her red woollen beret down low over her head and pulled up the collar of her coat. Then, quick as she could, she threw her bag onto the track and, willing herself to be all right, she jumped.
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King’s Cross

She landed on the hard gravel, her heart pounding. She’d never felt so exposed, or so small. But her survival instinct kicked in as she looked at the great iron underbelly of the train with its terrifying pistons.

You can do this.

She picked up her skirts and hopped across the tracks onto the wooden sleepers, as if she were running away from Clement on the stepping stones across the brook. She’d always been faster than him. She always would be now.

The outside door of the train was higher than she’d expected. She hauled herself up onto the latticed metal step with difficulty, in order to reach the wooden handle. She heard a rip coming from one of her skirts as she yanked it free.

The door swung open towards her, almost making her lose her balance.

Sixty seconds. Nearly there . . .

She threw her bag into the carriage and then hauled herself up. Once through the door, she stood quickly, brushing herself down, realizing she was shaking all over. Had anyone seen her? It was hard to know, but suddenly the train was moving. Passengers began stirring in the compartments on either side of her.

‘Are you well, Miss?’ It was a man – a conductor, she realized with a jolt, his brow furrowing beneath his peaked cap, as he walked between the carriages and spotted her in the small walkway. A second earlier and he’d have seen her ungraceful entrance.

She watched him now as he looked from her to the wooden door, but she saw immediately that he had dismissed the thought that she could possibly have come from outside. She looked down at her knuckles, which were still scuffed and bloodied. She’d forgotten to put on her gloves and she needed to smarten up. To not look like . . . like – goodness, she could hardly even think the word – like a criminal.

She pressed herself against the corridor wall and shoved her hands behind her.

‘Taking some air, that’s all,’ she said, trying to mask the tremor in her voice with a haughty lift of her chin – just one of the things she’d picked up from those ghastly elocution lessons that her mother had insisted upon. She was aware that a strand of her long hair had fallen out of the bun she always wore it in, and she had to resist the urge to blow it away from her face.

‘Be careful, Miss. It’s a long way down to the track. Wouldn’t want a pretty young lady like you to fall out and ruin that nice coat,’ the conductor said, tipping his hat, before moving along into the next carriage. ‘King’s Cross in two minutes,’ she heard him say.

She looked down at her mother’s lilac checked wool coat. She realized now for the first time how conspicuous her clothes made her look, how the guard would already be able to identify her by her coat and hat, if anyone were to ask. But they wouldn’t, she reassured herself. She was about to be just one person in a teeming metropolis.

She opened the window, leaning out as the platform came into view. Railway porters hauled trolleys along it through the crowd of passengers. The train slowed and shuddered to a halt in a bellowing hiss of steam beneath the round clock, the hands of which now clicked to half-past nine.

Anna – no, Verity, she reminded herself – opened the door and jumped down, before hurrying along the platform to a wooden bench. There she hastily pulled on the kid gloves she’d stolen from her mother’s tallboy. Then, pretending that she had somewhere important to be and holding her head high, she made her way with the crowd towards the ticket barrier.

A portly inspector with a bushy grey moustache was punching tickets as he ushered passengers through to the busy concourse. What would he do to her when he caught her without a ticket?

But she was Verity Casey and she was all brand new, she reminded herself. Verity Casey could very well have lost her ticket. She could very well be down from, say, York, and visiting her aunt in a smart London townhouse.

Believe me, she willed, approaching the inspector and smiling shyly at him. Cook had always told her that she could get anything by batting the eyelashes of her baby-blue eyes.

‘Ticket, Miss.’

‘Oh yes, of course,’ she said, laughing at her own silliness at not having it ready. She put her hand in the coat pocket of her mother’s coat, holding eye-contact with the guard and then frowning. ‘Oh, that’s strange. It was here a second ago,’ she said. She made a show of checking the other pocket and then her bag. ‘Oh no! Don’t say I’ve dropped it.’ She looked behind her at the ground, then back at the guard, believing her lie so thoroughly that she might actually be able to summon tears.

‘Excuse me. Excuse me!’ A woman directing a porter with a trolley full of luggage bustled up from behind. ‘Whatever is the hold-up? We’re in a hurry here.’

The inspector met Anna’s pleading eyes and made a decision. ‘Go through, Miss. But be more careful next time.’
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Headlines

Clutching her bag and trying to look like she had a purpose, Anna headed out of the station, looking at the motorcars and omnibuses, the taxi cabs and the bicycles. It was noisy and quite overwhelming, and the air felt thick with fumes. But it was intoxicating to be in the city, nonetheless.

She passed signs to the Metropolitan Railway and saw people disappearing down steps into the pavement to the Underground, then stared up at a hoarding advertising a show at Drury Lane. Wasn’t that a fancy theatre in Covent Garden? She would love to go there, she thought. And she would do so! From now on, she could do whatever she wanted.

She was jostled along in the crowd on the pavement to the queue for the taxis and couldn’t help feeling how purposeful everyone seemed to be, as two large women in black dresses and with grand plumes in their hats bustled by with two dogs on a lead, followed by a boy pushing a wooden cart filled with clanking milk churns, and then three gentlemen, all with walking canes. The one with the busy moustache tipped his hat at her.

All of these lives, she thought, all these people with so much purpose – they made her feel so insignificant. Darton Hall suddenly seemed like a very, very long way away.

She was nearing the front of the queue and wondered whether she should get into a taxi. But to go where? She didn’t have a clue where to head for in London, or where to stay.

Giving herself time to think, she left the queue and walked along to where a boy was selling newspapers, but it occurred to her now that she herself might well make the news soon. She imagined the headlines, and the boy yelling them out: ‘Heir to Darton Mills Fortune Found Dead. Sister Missing.’

She stopped still and scanned the newspapers for those very words, her heart in her throat, before reassuring herself that it was far too soon for the scandal to have gone to press. But it wouldn’t be long. With the high level of resent amongst the mill workers about their working conditions, any misfortune that befell the hated Darton family would most likely be celebrated and gossiped about in the newspapers.

Her attention was caught by a report on the front page of the Daily News. The word flashed out at her, as if she’d been snapped by a press photographer: ‘MURDER’.

Clement’s bloody face flashed before her, like another pop of the photographer’s bulb. Is that what the newspapers would say? When they found out what had happened to him? Because she knew for a fact that they wouldn’t understand that she’d had to do what she’d done. That she’d had no choice. But nobody had ever believed her in the past. Not over Clement.

She imagined herself in the dock, her hands cuffed, the judge stern in his white wig, his sentence unforgiving. But if she were faced with the same situation again, she’d do the same thing. Over and over. Of that she was sure.

Even so, she was aware now that the knowledge of it – her crime – was, with each passing hour, expanding into a thing. Something that was difficult to label: guilt, terror, disbelief – at all the decisions she’d made and everything she’d left behind. But, mostly, a sense of righteous indignation. Clement had got what he’d deserved. Hadn’t he? If she hadn’t have done what she’d done, he’d have tormented her forever. It was a choice: his life or hers.

Don’t think about it. It’s gone. It’s over, she told herself, forcing herself to keep moving.

‘You looking for something, Miss?’ the boy on the newsstand asked. He had a strange cockney accent and she felt startled that he’d addressed her, but saw that he was only being friendly.

‘Oh, no. Well, perhaps a hotel.’

‘Try the Midland Grand. Just up there,’ he said, nodding along the street to an imposing red-brick building with a clock tower. ‘All the smart people go there.’

‘Thank you,’ she mumbled and he nodded, before hollering out, ‘Extra! Extra! Read all about it.’
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The Grand Hotel

Anna walked intrepidly up the stone steps of the large hotel, catching the eye of the doorman in his smart grey livery. He was older than her, but not by much, and he was handsome, she realized. She wasn’t used to seeing such clean-shaven, groomed men and she felt herself flushing as he smiled at her.

‘G’day. Welcome to the Midland Grand,’ he said, tipping his hat.

‘Hello,’ she said.

‘Can I help you with your bag?’

‘Oh no. Thank you. It’s not heavy.’

But just then she tripped up the last step and he caught her elbow as she stumbled. She recovered quickly, feeling embarrassed.

‘I’m sorry,’ she apologized.

‘Don’t be.’

He steered her inside the wooden revolving door and told her to walk straight on, and she had to suppress the urge to laugh nervously. A revolving door! The doorman caught her eye as he came in after her and grinned.

‘You want to go again?’

‘No, no, thank you,’ she said, although another turn would be fun.

‘I’ll find you the bellhop,’ he said, standing on tiptoe, as if looking for someone.

Her attention was caught now by the inside of the hotel. A vast staircase rose from the prettily patterned tiles and split into two, gliding upwards, all lit by windows that must be at least fifty feet tall. The walls were painted red and there were large urns filled with sumptuous ferns.

The foyer was busy – a group of older women heading for the lounge area, waiters passing by carrying silver trays aloft. There was the faint sound of a string quartet playing.

‘I am meeting my aunt,’ she explained to the doorman, hoping her lie sounded plausible, ‘but she’s been delayed. So I need a room. A single room. Just for the night.’

‘Very good, Miss,’ the doorman said, as if this were a perfectly reasonable explanation. ‘I can’t see the bellhop. Follow me and I’ll take you over to reception.’

He made a path easily through the crowd, carrying her carpet bag in front of him, but Anna almost had to run to keep up with him. When they got to the imposing reception desk, he summoned one of his colleagues to attend to her. Then he withdrew, tipping his cap again.

‘I’m Wilf,’ he told her. ‘If you need anything – anything at all during your stay – I can help,’ he said and his smile was so friendly that she grinned back. Maybe London wasn’t going to be so difficult after all.

The man at the reception desk made a show of checking his bookings, before agreeing to find her a room. To stay just one night was going to cost her one-third of what precious little money she had, but it was too late to back out.

‘If you’d sign in here,’ the man said, twisting a heavy leather-bound book towards her. But when he looked up at her, she saw a narrowing in his eyes, as if he’d seen right through her.

Unsettled by his scrutiny, she wrote her name – Anna Darton – and her address, almost without thinking; and then, realizing her mistake, she hesitated, but it was too late to cross them out. The man gave her a quizzical stare, but didn’t question her any further.

She felt her cheeks burning as she followed the liveried concierge into a lift and then along the carpeted corridor on the third floor. Why hadn’t she written ‘Verity Casey’? She was supposed to be all-new, she remembered, but at the first test she’d failed.

The concierge opened a door into a comfortable-looking bedroom and placed her shabby carpet bag on a wooden suitcase stand, before tipping his cap. He didn’t meet her eye and, as he backed out, she wondered whether she should have tipped him.

‘Wait!’ she said, delving in her pocket. She pulled out a note. ‘Here,’ she said, handing it over.

‘It’s far too much, Miss,’ he said, looking surprised.

It was, but she didn’t have any change and she couldn’t exactly ask the boy for any. So instead she swallowed the rising feeling that she was way out of her depth and decided that, on this occasion, she could be generous. She waved her hand as if such tips were commonplace.

The boy grinned and left. Finally alone, she shut the door and leant back against it, letting out a long breath.

The room was small with a tiny tiled fireplace, and a mantel above it with an oval mirror to reflect the light from the window. By the window was a wooden bed with a light-blue silk eiderdown and a prettily upholstered chair to match. Compared to her bedroom at home, it was gloriously modern and comfortable. A wooden rail housed a set of folded monogrammed towels. Just for her.

She stared at the room with its fancy cornicing, wondering what she should do now. And all too soon her mind was buzzing. She’d done it. She was really here, in London. In a grand hotel, where she’d given an equally grand tip. It made her feel both flamboyant and deliciously reckless.

She grabbed a towel, checked both ways along the corridor and then walked along to the communal bathroom. She locked the door and stood by the large porcelain sink, staring at herself in the mirror, feeling that her blue eyes belonged to a stranger. How different she was from the child she’d been just days ago. It was as if she’d grown up ten years overnight, and her face showed it.

She turned away from her reflection and changed quickly out of her clothes, washing herself in the bath and then putting on her smartest blue dress. It was such a relief to shed the layers of clothes.

She went back to her room and took down her long hair, brushing out the knots. Her hair still smelt vaguely of home and she quickly plaited and pinned it. Then, satisfied with her appearance, she looked out of the small window at the other windows facing the back courtyard of the hotel and decided to be brave. Now that she’d come this far, she had to explore. Who knew how much time she had before someone caught her out? And when they did, she wanted to have some memories – good ones – to show for her time on the run.

Feeling too nervous to use the lift alone, she shrugged on her coat and walked slowly down the staircase, admiring the art on the walls and the smooth wooden handrail. She passed several other guests and wondered what they made of her. Did they see Verity Casey, a smart young woman who might fit into London society, or Anna Darton, a frightened girl who had committed a terrible crime? She hoped it was the former.

‘Your first time in London then, Miss?’ the doorman, Wilf, asked, as she stepped outside again.

She nodded, bowing her head down. Was it that obvious?

‘How far is it to Piccadilly Circus?’ she asked.

‘Take a bus. From just there,’ he said, pointing to the omnibus stop. ‘You’ll see all the sights, that way.’




6

Eros

Anna was used to hearing her father’s suspicious ranting about the ‘flagrantly immoral’ types in London, but looking at everything from the top of the omnibus – the sheer colour and magnificence of the city – had resolved everything in her mind. She was going to be a flagrantly immoral type herself. As soon as possible.

She was so absorbed in looking at all the people and buildings that she only just made it down the outside steps of the omnibus in time to get off at the bottom of Regent Street.

She stood on the pavement, taking in the honking motorcars, the statue of Eros and the curved foyer of the Criterion Theatre. She’d only ever seen Piccadilly Circus on a cigarette card that she’d stolen from Clement’s bureau, but now she wanted to pinch herself. She was actually doing this. She was actually here.

Pigeons applauded themselves into flight and a tiny, foolish part of her felt they might be congratulating her, too. Because she realized now that she hadn’t actually expected to get away. Not really. Not disappearing like this. It filled her with a strange, nervous euphoria.

She stared at a pair of women draped in fox and mink furs, and at a small child in a fawn three-piece suit and matching cap, skipping along beside a nanny pushing an unwieldy navy-blue pram. A veteran soldier limped along on crutches. The poor man. Another brave soul wounded by that dreadful war. Why had it taken all the good men, and spared monsters like Clement?

She crossed the road and went right up to the statue of Eros, her dark thoughts about Clement unsettling her so much that she shuddered. Perhaps if she touched the famous statue, it would bring her luck. Perhaps it would make Verity Casey real. She willed it to be true, as she walked up the steps and reached out her trembling hand to the curved, blackened brass. The fish-heads in the intricate design eyed her coldly.

She trailed her hand along the smooth edge of the trough, walking round the statue, reading its inscription: The strong sympathies of his heart and the great powers of his mind . . .

Clement’s strong heart had stopped now. And his sharp mind was dead, too. Caught by the enormity of these granite-like facts, Anna stared up at Eros’s bow against the grey clouds. She’d done that to him. Her brother was gone forever. Because of her. And suddenly an image of Clement as a little boy giggling at Christmas, with the cream from the trifle around his mouth, made her gulp and caused tears to spring to her eyes.

A light drizzle was starting to fall and people were hurrying along the pavement, putting up their umbrellas. From her vantage point, each black disc seemed like a personal rebuff, a reminder of her guilt and hopelessness.

Now the heady euphoria she’d felt earlier popped, and the facts seemed to slap her one by one, as tangible as the raindrops. She was on the run from everything, and from everyone she knew. A lone fugitive in this terrifying metropolis, with just two pounds to her name and not a friend in the world. Terrible things could happen to a girl like her. She had assumed that she’d land on her feet, but what if she now fell flat? What then?

She stared up at the tip of Eros’s bow, her face in the rain, and made a wish: Please, someone . . . please save me.

But nothing happened. Anna waited for a full five minutes, feeling the drizzle getting heavier and soak through the wool of her coat, willing it on like a punishment. She knew she should find somewhere to shelter, but somehow she was rooted to the statue. At least standing here, in the centre of London, she could imagine that, momentarily, she was the calm in the eye of a storm. Were she to step away, then a whirlwind of trouble and indecision would surely sweep her up.

She sneezed loudly, then shivered, her teeth chattering. She remembered the train now, and how she’d spent the night feeling frozen to her core.

‘Come on,’ she said, out loud. ‘Pull yourself together.’

What would Martha tell her to do? No doubt she’d prescribe a hot meal and a good night’s sleep. Yes, that was probably the best solution. She caught the bus back to the hotel and was disappointed that her new friend, Wilf, wasn’t on the door. She had an early supper of steak-and-kidney pie and beans, alone in the dining room. It was delicious, but she couldn’t help calculating how expensive each mouthful was.

As she ate, she tried to focus on the events that had happened before she’d fled Darton Hall, but they seemed to be blurring in her memory, as if they were being smudged out.

When she thought of home now, she could only see the blurred grey blocks of Darton Hall in the evening rain. She remembered everything that had preceded her flight as if it had happened to someone else in another time. How she’d argued with her father about Clement, and he’d slapped her face and sent her to her room, where she’d flung open the musty drawers of her tallboy and pulled her clothes into her carpet bag on the bed, tears coursing down her face.

She wondered now what would have happened if she’d managed to leave just with that resolve. Whether her anguished fury would have held. Or whether she’d have crumbled and slunk back to the Hall, before anyone had noticed she’d gone. Whether she’d have succumbed to the pattern that had shaped her life: fear and guilt leading to remorse and penance.

But instead Clement had intercepted her flight, and her resolve had turned into a necessity.

And now it was done. She’d gone for good.

After dinner, she walked slowly around the public areas of the hotel, marvelling that there was a Ladies’ Smoking Room and wishing that she had the nerve to go into it. There was a lecture going on in one of the large rooms and a cello recital in another, but she couldn’t bring herself to step into the crowd, for fear of being noticed. Yet she longed for someone to talk to – anyone who might stop her being alone with her conscience. But everyone ignored her. And later, as she crawled into the single bed, Anna felt so alone that she cried herself to sleep.
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The Waitress

Anna woke up shivering, although the room was quite warm, the maid having lit the fire last night. At first she thought she was still in Darton Hall and then she remembered and leapt out of bed, as if she could distance herself from the terrible sense of guilt. She dressed quickly, counting her money and realizing that she was going to have to make a plan.

She hadn’t been thinking straight yesterday, but now it seemed glaringly obvious: if her parents had alerted the police and they worked out that she might have got on a train, then surely they’d come straight to the nearest hotel and find her. And there would be the evidence: her name in the book.

No, there was only one thing for it. She had to find somewhere else to stay. And fast. And that wasn’t all; she was going to have to find some kind of a job. It had never occurred to her that existing in the city would be so expensive. She had no qualms about getting her hands dirty. She’d learnt all about the young society women who had worked at Guy’s Hospital during the war, and she knew that she wouldn’t have a problem ‘mixing with the masses’, as her mother would say. But how?

At breakfast, she sat at the small table between two leafy aspidistras, looking at the other diners, wondering why her head was aching so much. She caught the eye of several people, wondering if any of them might take pity on her and talk to her, but they resolutely continued to mind their own business.

She felt overwhelmed by the choices she was going to have to make by herself, without any guidance. She tried to remember her pledge to live impetuously, but it was so much harder than she’d imagined, now that she was here.

She’d been so desperate to get away, but now the impulsive decisions she’d made – one after the other, in the last forty-eight hours – suddenly felt overwhelming. And foolish, too. There’d been no plan. There still wasn’t a plan.

‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, but is it difficult to get a position at a hotel like this?’ Anna asked the waitress as she poured her tea.

The young girl look startled. She had a plain face with large brown eyes. ‘I couldn’t say, Miss,’ she said, sounding defensive, as if Anna were questioning her right to her job. ‘I know there’s a waiting list. Always is.’

Anna nodded, smiling at the girl. ‘I see.’

She felt stupid that she’d offended the waitress. And pathetic for even attempting to cross the class boundary that the girl clearly felt lay between them.

‘You see, I can’t afford to stay here,’ she confided, hoping to salvage the situation. She longed for the girl to see her through sympathetic eyes.

‘Not many people can. It costs more for one night than I earn in a month.’

This was sobering news. How would she survive, if someone like this girl, with a decent job, earned so little?

It was only now that Anna realized how pitifully ill-prepared her life so far had made her, for her present situation. Her ability to ride a horse, or to execute some balletic pliés and pirouettes, was obviously going to be useless in London, as was her mediocre ability to play the piano. She could sew and she loved the idea of fashion, but how could she use any of these skills to earn money?

‘I need to find somewhere else to stay. Before my aunt joins me,’ she said hurriedly, remembering her lie. ‘Do you know where I might happen to find cheap lodgings?’

‘I live with my parents,’ the girl replied, with a shrug. ‘I couldn’t say.’
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The Boarding House

Anna packed her bag slowly, eking out her stay in the hotel until the last possible minute. She’d thought she’d be able to come to London and reinvent herself, and fall effortlessly into a life of glamour and plenty. She’d been so convinced that there was a space in this city, just waiting for her to fill it, but now she saw what a fool she’d been.

Cramming her clothes into the carpet bag, she tried to steel herself for the outside world. This had probably been the easy bit, she concluded. Now the real test of her strength would begin, although every part of her longed to crawl back into the comfortable little bed and pull the quilt over her head.

When she checked out, she was pleased to see Wilf at the door.

‘Where are you off to?’ he asked her.

She looked up at the grey sky and the busy street. ‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know?’ he checked, with an amused grin, and she realized how naive she must seem.

‘My aunt is delayed and I’ve decided to stay in London, but I’ll need a cheaper place to stay.’

‘You’ll need a boarding house,’ he said. ‘Hard to find a good one. I know that much. I heard there were places in Brunswick Square.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘Bloomsbury.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, as if she’d heard of Bloomsbury. She wished she had some money to spare to tip him.

‘Take the Tube, I would,’ he said, seeing her confusion. ‘You’ll find the maps at King’s Cross. Good luck, Miss,’ he called after her as Anna set off, and she felt a pang at leaving such luxury and kindness.

She bought a map, but it was difficult to find Brunswick Square, especially as the Underground was much more confusing and frightening than she’d expected.

She sat on the edge of the upholstered seat, gripping the armrest, watching her reflection in the dark window. As the lights flickered, she felt fear race around inside her. What if the Tube train got stuck, or stopped? She didn’t like the feeling that the man who was hanging onto the leather strap was giving her, or the noise of the train as it whistled through the tunnels. She felt terrified that she might get lost, then remembered that, technically, she was already lost. She sneezed and shivered. She really didn’t feel very well.

By the time Anna found Brunswick Square, her head was pounding. Walking along the pavement next to the black railings, she looked up at the row of dirty terraced houses. This was a far cry from the Midland Grand.

But she had no choice, she reminded herself. And she so desperately wanted to lie down. She could feel chills racing up and down her spine. She had always been strong and never prone to sickness, so now the thought that she might be ill came as a shock. How would she look after herself if she became poorly? Because what would happen if she got really sick? What if she died?

In the front window of the third house Anna saw a sign saying ‘Vacancies’ and she opened the iron gate, which squeaked loudly. She knocked on the door, praying that it might be opened by a friendly face. She was met by a red-faced woman with rough hands and a dirty apron. Her eyes were cold as she looked Anna up and down. When Anna explained that she was looking for accommodation and had seen the Vacancies sign, the woman tutted.

‘You’re a fine little one, ain’t you?’ another woman leered. Anna realized that the voice belonged to a woman on the doorstep of the next-door house, who was addressing her over the railings. She was wearing a shawl with red fringing, her hair dyed the most alarming orange, her lips smeared red to match her shawl. ‘You looking for lodgings?’

‘Yes,’ Anna admitted, taking a step towards her.

‘Oi, Rose, leave her alone.’ This was the landlady, who now stepped forward and grabbed Anna’s arm. ‘Come in here, Miss,’ she said.

Anna looked in confusion at Rose, the other woman, who laughed knowingly and licked her lips. She followed the landlady through the grubby front door.

‘You don’t want to be talking to the likes of her, believe me,’ the woman said. ‘She’d eat you for breakfast, if she could.’

Anna felt confused. Apart from Wilf, Rose had been the most friendly person she’d met since arriving in London.

The whole house smelt of suet cooking, and the wallpaper was black with streaks of damp. Anna reassured herself that it wasn’t that bad, but even so, it took all her effort not to put the cuff of her coat over her nose to mask the smell.

In the kitchen at the back, a giant pot bubbled on a black stove, and the sink was piled with dirty plates.

‘I’m Mrs Jackson,’ the woman said.

Anna nearly introduced herself as Verity Casey, but thought Mrs Jackson might laugh at her, so she said her name. ‘I’m Anna.’

Mrs Jackson looked suspicious. ‘You staying long? You got work?’

‘No, I haven’t. You see, I’ve just arrived and—’

‘You don’t look very well. Are you in the family way? I’m not taking you, if you’re in the family way.’

‘No!’ Anna said, astonished that the woman had made such extreme assumptions about her. ‘I seem to have a headache. That’s all.’

‘Yes, well, I’m sorry to ask, but one of my last tenants caused a terrible commotion.’

‘Who’s this then?’ Anna turned to see a man with arms like hams coming through the back door, in a grubby collarless shirt, his braces hanging down.

Anna backed away. This wasn’t good – these people . . . they were the wrong sort. She could sense it now, as the hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and the man looked her up and down. She shouldn’t have come in, she realized. She should have looked around and found a respectable place.

‘New one. Fresh in,’ Mrs Jackson said.

The man came right up to Anna and looked into her face, before feeling the wool collar of her coat between his grubby fingers.

‘A month up front,’ the man said. Anna recoiled from his breath. ‘And she can have the room on the third.’

She wanted to run, but she forced herself to stay calm, although her stomach churned with misgivings. She handed over almost all the rest of her money to the man, who terrified her nearly as much as Clement had. She was furious with herself as they climbed the rickety stairs, but she felt as if all her energy had drained away.

They passed a girl with blonde hair on the way. She was wearing a fashionable dress and looked at Anna appraisingly.

‘Oh, a new girl,’ she said, but Anna was unsettled by the knowing smile that she gave her. ‘Good luck in that room.’

‘Don’t mind Suzanna,’ Mr Jackson said. But Anna looked after her, as she flounced down the stairs. She could hear the voices of other young women and felt slightly heartened. Could she possibly find friends here?

Mr Jackson opened the door to a small room at the end of the corridor. A chipped chamber pot was balanced on a chair, catching drips from a leak in the ceiling. The air was acrid with stale smoke and damp. So this was what the girl Suzanna must have meant, about needing luck for this room. It was dreadful. She couldn’t even begin to think what Martha would say about her staying somewhere so awful, but it was too late to back out now.

She shivered and tried to smile and tell Mr Jackson it would do nicely, but he just slammed the door. Anna bit her lips together, telling herself to be strong, as she put down her carpet bag. How could she have been so stupid as to have handed over all her money before checking the room? She felt annoyed with herself that he’d taken advantage of her so easily. And that girl, Suzanna, must have thought she was a complete fool.

On the other side of the wall, she heard a couple arguing. And then she heard the sound of someone being struck, and a scream. Anna gasped, ran to the door and opened it. Mr Jackson was standing on the other side, leaning against the rickety bannister, as if he’d been waiting for her.

‘You mind your own business, Miss,’ he said, nodding for her to go back into the room. ‘There’s a good girl.’
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March 1928

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What’s wrong with this?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Like what?’

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

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

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

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

‘Why not?’

‘Because . . .’

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

‘I’m not moping.’

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

‘What?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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