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The doorman barely glanced at me as I approached, slipping past him and down the stairs into the basement club, the stale air thick with cigarette smoke. No one here knew who I was; no one cared. It was a risk, but I’d had to come. The wig that concealed my real hair, the long trench coat that hung almost to my ankles, the glasses from a dress-up box, they lent to me a new persona. My own mother wouldn’t have recognised me, let alone Lena Aldridge. She may have possessed both common sense and ambition, but from what I’d learned about her, she rarely used the two together. Why else would she still be working at the Canary Club?

The place was a dive but it was packed. The drinks were cheap and the clientele was mostly made up of young couples, none of whom gave me a second glance. I lurked at the back of the room, out of place without a companion by my side. The club wasn’t as sleazy as I’d expected, a pleasant surprise. Apart from the owner that is. I could see Tommy Scarsdale, sitting right at the front where I’d been told he would be, on show for the crowd. A too-young girl leaned into him and he gave her a sloppy-looking kiss. He was more than old enough to be her father. He deserved everything coming to him.

I slid behind a table in the back, out of sight, as Lena was announced to the stage. I’d heard so much about her that seeing her for the first time, it was as though I already knew her. I ordered a drink from a girl whose skirt was short enough to show off her stocking tops. The waitress’s cheeks were rouged like a clown’s and her caked mascara had begun to flake in the steam caused by a low ceiling and damp weather, every newcomer laden down with a wet coat and a sodden umbrella to add to the humidity.

Lena can sing, I’ll give her that. Her dress was cheap and she looked like she’d rather be somewhere – anywhere – else, but every man in the audience was watching her, most of the women too. What must that feel like, to hold sixty or so random strangers in the palm of your hand? A temporary sort of power, but still…

Beside me, two couples were trying to force themselves into a space made for one, the girlfriends giggling as they squeezed onto the same chair.

‘Here.’ I offered my table, standing up as I pushed my untouched drink away. ‘I’m leaving in a moment anyway.’ They smiled and thanked me, then lost interest. I loitered by the exit, my heart beating hard, in time to the drums on stage. Not long now. As long as everything went to plan.

I watched Tommy Scarsdale knock back his drink. An Old Fashioned, to which he had added his own sprinkling of cyanide. A green-bound Agatha Christie novel from Hatchards on Piccadilly gave me the idea, the best sixpence I’d ever spent. It wasn’t long before he realised something was wrong, his hand clutching at his neck, ripping at his tie, trying to catch a breath. Lucky for him, it was over quickly, not that I could see. Being right at the back, those closer stood to get a better look at the dying man. Macabre, really.

It didn’t matter that I couldn’t see the man on the floor, that I had to imagine his body seizing in the throes of death. I could see Lena just fine. The horror on her face, the realisation that this man she had despised, had so often wished dead, was dying right before her. She stood there, frozen to the spot, then looked across at her friend, the new widow, their eyes meeting. Shared guilt.

The first doorman charged down the stairs and began to push his way through the crowd. When the second doorman appeared, I slipped past him while his back was turned and ran lightly up the steps before anyone could stop me. Outside, the rain had ceased. I took it as a sign of my good fortune continuing and walked home on a cloud of jubilation. I’d done it. I’d actually pulled it off.

There was no turning back now.
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Wednesday, 2 September

Queen Mary

I stared down into the churning water, wondering how long it would take for an object to strike the surface if it fell from such a height. I had found a spot at the quieter end of the promenade deck, several storeys above the fierce, white-capped waves. Opening my hand, I let the bottle fall, holding my breath as it began to spin, almost hitting the side of the boat. Small and brown, the bottle looked ordinary but its contents were lethal and I welcomed its demise, destined to sink until it came to rest on the floor of the English Channel. I felt a weight lift and wiped tears from my cheeks as my body sagged forward over the railing, my legs shaking. For days I had carried death with me and finally I was free of it.

The ship sailed on towards France, Cherbourg our only port of call before striking west for New York. She brushed the waves aside as gracefully as the women of Hampstead danced their breaststroke across Kenwood Ladies’ Pond. Smooth. Effortless. Even so, I hoped that anyone seeing me in such a state would assume an attack of seasickness, that they’d glance out on the relative calm of the sea and take pity on me, wondering how I’d survive once we hit choppier waters. Only I knew that my nausea had nothing to do with the sea.

I had left London that morning, catching the boat train down to Southampton and holding my breath at each station stop until I was sure that the police weren’t coming aboard, hot on my trail. Boarding the ship had been finely managed chaos, crowds of people everywhere as families roamed the dock, waiting to wave off their relatives, the Queen looming over us, regal and magnificent. I had felt anonymous in the hubbub, trying to look as though I knew what I was doing, accidentally overtipping the porter who carried my solitary trunk. It was never too early to get used to American customs, Maggie had told me as she waved me off in the taxi from Hampstead. It’ll be like learning a role for a play, she’d said. I was good at that. It was getting the roles in the first place that I’d always struggled with up to now.

I was reaching into my handbag for my cigarettes, hoping the familiar rush would calm me down, when a gust of wind tugged at my headscarf. I put a hand to the knot, checking it was secure. Someone else wasn’t so lucky; I heard a cry and saw a navy felt fedora tumble along the deck like a top. A young man, freshly graduated from boyhood, caught it in mid-air, bowing as he handed it back to its blushing owner. She was quite obviously taken by him, but she was a plain girl, bless her. They exchanged a few words, but I saw his gaze wander as she talked, her conversation slowing to a trickle as she realised he wasn’t listening.

He glanced in my direction and I turned away, struggling to light a match in the breeze. I knew his type too well. Handsome, the sort of chap who’s used to women fawning over him. Pay him too much attention and he’ll extricate himself in a heartbeat, as fedora lady had found out. I’d forgotten that if you turn your back and act as though you couldn’t care less, they’re as hard to get rid of as a white cat hair on your best black dress.

‘Can I offer some assistance?’ He appeared by my side, gold lighter in hand.

‘Oh, thank you!’ I widened my eyes and tried not to smile at his predictability. ‘This wind!’ I put on my posh voice, the one Maggie and I used when we went to a fancy hotel for afternoon tea.

‘You’re English?’

I nodded. ‘And you’re American.’ He was too fresh-faced and healthy looking to be anything but. Even wealthy Englishmen have a pallor to their skin that marks them out from any other nationality. Blame it on the grey skies and overabundance of cabbage in the diet.

‘That obvious, huh?’ He ran a hand through his blond hair, a grin adding to his boyish air. He was tall, almost a foot taller than my five feet and a few inches. ‘I admit, I wondered if you were Italian maybe, or Spanish.’

‘My grandmother was Italian,’ I lied, parroting what I’d been told to say. ‘Not that I ever knew her. She died before I was born.’

I leaned my head towards the lighter’s flame, my hand brushing his as we protected the flame with our palms. He might be young but he knew a few tricks already. He hadn’t told me his name but we were standing so close to one another that his hand brushed my hip as he lowered it. I fought the urge to take a step back.

‘Thank you.’ I smiled as my anxiety was replaced with a more familiar electric tingle from the nicotine. I held out my hand, forcing some distance between us. ‘I’m Lena. Lena Aldridge.’

‘Francis Abernathy.’ He shook my hand. ‘But everyone calls me Frankie.’ He lit his own cigarette and leaned next to me on the railing, still slightly too close for comfort. ‘So, what’s taking you to New York?’

I considered my answer for a moment before deciding to stick with the truth. Frankie was young, after all, less likely to judge me unfavourably for my profession. ‘I’m a singer. And I act a little.’

‘But you don’t call yourself an actress?’

‘I’ve had a few bit parts on the stage but nothing big,’ I admitted. ‘Yet, I should say. That’s why I’m going to New York. I’ve been offered a job, on Broadway.’

‘Really? Broadway?’ He looked impressed. ‘I’ll have to come down and see your show. I’m sure you’ll be spectacular. You certainly look spectacular.’

The small relief from my cigarette was waning. I really didn’t want to talk to Frankie, but he made no attempt to leave and the silence became excruciating. ‘You live in New York?’ I asked, snatching at the first question that dropped into my head.

He nodded. ‘Just graduated from college. My mother wanted me to go to law school, but I’m done with books. I’m going to work for my grandfather. Earn some money. I think it’s important for a man to learn to stand on his own two feet, don’t you think?’

Nothing shouted independence like going into the family business. ‘I do like a man who knows his own mind.’ I smiled sweetly and dropped my cigarette end overboard. ‘Well, it was lovely to meet you, Frankie. Thank you for the light.’

I left before he could wipe the look of surprise from his face. He wasn’t used to having people walk away from him, I could tell. It was a petty attempt to teach him a lesson, but I craved a moment of control; the last few days had been a nightmare, one where I was falling from a great height, my legs kicking, arms grasping at thin air. I was hoping to wake up before we reached New York. Before I hit the ground.

Anyone could travel on the Queen Mary, they said, and that was true enough as long as you knew the rules. Up here, mingling with the likes of Frankie Abernathy, the air was reserved for the wealthy. They called it cabin class, avoiding the crass bluntness of the term ‘first’, though that was absolutely what it meant. It reminded me of those boorish upper-class men I’d spent too much time with recently, spouting their fake Cockney slang and frequenting the Soho nightclubs, splashing their cash on cheap gin for good-looking girls. When you’re at the top of the ladder the only natural way to look is down.

The cabin-class smoking room was set out like the lobby of a luxury hotel, its walls lined with huge surrealist paintings. To complete the picture of English gentility there was a grand fireplace at the far end of the room and they were doing a roaring trade in cocktails from the small bar. I looked around and congratulated myself on my timing, darting forward to grab a table as a couple vacated it. I untied my headscarf and gave my hair a quick pat to make sure my curls were still behaving. I’d spent the previous afternoon in the Hampstead hairdressers that Maggie always used. For the price I’d paid I wanted to get at least a few days’ wear.

‘A dry Martini, please,’ I told the waiter who came trotting over to take my order.

I had no sooner lit another cigarette than Charlie Bacon arrived, pulling up the chair opposite. ‘I’ll take one of those,’ he said to the waiter as he delivered my drink, the sparkling glass adorned with olives on a stick, just like in the movies. ‘No regrets?’ he asked me.

‘No.’ I picked at a rough cuticle on my left thumb.

‘Good.’ I could feel his eyes on me. ‘Lena, you need to forget about what happened in London. It wasn’t your fault.’

‘I’m fine,’ I said, wishing he hadn’t brought it up. ‘It’s been a long few days is all.’

Charlie Bacon. Who was he? A fixer, he’d called himself. A man who solved problems, a former New York police detective now working as assistant to a Broadway impresario named Benny Walker. A week ago that name had meant nothing to me, but Walker was the man who’d paid for my passage to New York, apparently on the basis that he’d known my father decades earlier and had sent Charlie Bacon to London to check in on his daughter and see if she was anywhere as good as old Alfie. It’s a new musical, Charlie had told me when I’d asked if Mr Walker wanted me to do a formal audition. He needs a singer first and foremost. We can worry ’bout the acting later. There were plenty of good-looking girls getting jobs in the West End who couldn’t act for toffee, so why couldn’t it be my turn?

‘I sent a telegram to Mr Walker, so he knows we’re safely on our way.’ Charlie’s Martini arrived and he raised his glass. ‘To new beginnings.’

I clinked the edge of my glass against his and closed my eyes against the potent fumes that floated up from the glass as I took a generous sip. God, it was good. ‘So, what now?’

He shrugged. ‘We travel to New York and Benny Walker changes your life. What more could a girl ask for?’

‘What if—’

‘What if nothing, Lena. I told you. Benny’ll look after you.’ He drained his glass and gestured for the waiter to bring two more. ‘You won the lottery, honey. Learn to appreciate your good fortune.’

‘I do.’ I really did appreciate the opportunity, even coming out of the blue as it had. They do say that life changes when you least expect it, and enough bad things had happened to me that I deserved some good luck at last.

‘And on that note,’ he continued, ‘I’ve been down to the dining room to check on the table assignments. They’d shoved us at the back with a bunch of nobodies, but I convinced the guy in charge to move us.’ He looked very pleased with himself. I wondered how much it had cost him. In the few days I’d known him, Charlie Bacon had spent more in tips than I usually earned in a month. ‘Guess who I arranged for us to sit with?’

‘Marlene Dietrich?’ I’d overheard one of the other passengers say they’d seen her on their way over to England the month before.

‘Lena, be serious.’ He shook his head, disappointed in me. ‘Francis Parker!’

‘Who?’ I racked my brain but the name didn’t ring any bells.

‘Francis Parker, only one of the richest men in New York! God, Lena, you really haven’t heard of him?’

‘I doubt we mix in the same circles.’ I ground out my cigarette and decided to try one of the olives. From past experience I wasn’t sure that I liked olives very much, but Charlie already thought me naïve on several counts, a state of affairs that I wasn’t keen on. I took a bite and then swallowed the rest whole, swilling it down with the last of my drink to get rid of the taste of stale socks.

Bacon carried on: ‘Parker Godwin is one of the biggest firms in New York. Parker Godwin. As in, Francis Parker.’

Even I wasn’t quite dense enough to miss that connection. ‘What do they do?’ I asked.

‘Day to day? Something to do with roads. They say Parker paved America. But he has deep pockets – he’s known for his sponsorship of the arts. He’s the kind of man you could benefit from knowing. We dock in New York next Monday. That’s five days to win Parker over and convince him to come and see the show. We get Parker’s photograph in the papers, with you sparkling beside him, people are gonna want to know who you are. They’ll want to come to the show. You want to be a star, don’t you?’

‘But you said the part is already mine?’ I leaned back out of the way as the waiter placed our second round on the table.

‘It is, Lena, it is,’ Charlie assured me, ‘but you want more than a six-month contract, honey. Trust me, this business is only partly about what you can do on stage. It’s about who you know. Who can help you out. You want the whole town talking about you. More important, that’s what Benny Walker wants. You don’t want to let him down, do you?’

‘Fine.’ I tried to remember why I’d decided to trust Charlie in the first place, then realised that I’d actually had little choice in the matter. I’d needed to leave London and what he was offering was too good to turn down. ‘I can be nice. That’s all though, isn’t it? No funny business? I’m not that sort of girl.’

Charlie laughed. ‘God, no. Parker’s far too old for that. He’s eighty if he’s a day and pretty much wheelchair-bound. Just be polite. Listen when he speaks, laugh if he tries to make a joke, that kinda thing.’

I finished my second drink in two gulps. ‘I can do that. What time is dinner?’

‘I’ll meet you outside the dining room at seven o’clock sharp. Be on time and don’t drink any more, Lena. You need to make a good impression.’

I opened my mouth to protest that he’d been the one to order the second round of drinks, not me, but decided not to waste my breath. He was the only person I knew on the ship; best not to argue on our first day at sea. If Charlie Bacon really started to annoy me then I’d simply lock myself away in my cabin until we reached New York and emerge fresh-faced and ready to dazzle Benny Walker. I’d seen a parade of shops in the main hall earlier. I could buy a few paperback novels and be a lady of leisure, spend my days with Hercule Poirot and Lord Peter Wimsey. Eat peppermint creams from one of those fancy boxes with the tissue paper while sipping champagne that my steward would fetch whenever I rang the bell. It sounded glorious.

Of course, I should have known better. I thought that the part I had been offered wouldn’t begin until I arrived in New York, but the play had already begun. The director had their cast in place and the curtain had been raised for days. This was my role of a lifetime and, indeed, not every player would make it to their curtain call.
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Wednesday, 2 September

Queen Mary

Everywhere I looked were people: passengers mingling, waiters rushing around, balancing drinks on silver trays, stewards hurrying past with a smile and a greeting for everyone they passed, presumably hoping for a generous tip at the end of the voyage. I wove my way through them all, looking forward to enjoying the peace and quiet of my own cabin.

Less than an hour from the English coast, everyone still wore their best travelling costumes, hats pinned to freshly waved hair, the gents looking dapper with their scarves looped around their necks. Picture-perfect, and of course there had been a photographer ready to capture their likenesses before we set off from Southampton. Souvenirs to show off to the relatives, keepsakes to display on the mantelpiece at home. I’d ducked out of his way, not wanting anyone to catch sight of me, even in the background of someone else’s snapshot. Less than a handful of people back in London knew that I was on this ship. Best to keep it that way.

I called in at W. H. Smith and browsed the novels, purchasing two that I hadn’t yet read. As I passed the main lounge, the door swung open and I paused as I recognised the music being played on the piano. The song wasn’t sad but it brought a tear to my eye. ‘Maple Leaf Rag’. Alfie used to play it all the time.

When I was a tiny child, around four years old, I used to curl up on a pile of blankets, dozing fitfully behind the heavy cerise curtain that separated backstage from front of house at the Royalty Theatre. My heart swelled with pride as I heard the audience applaud, stamping their feet in appreciation when he finished playing. It was only when I grew bold one night and peeked through a gap in the curtain that I learned the truth: they weren’t cheering for Alfie. It was the men and women who strode across the stage in their fancy costumes, speaking in such an odd manner, pronounced and deliberate, who had brought the audience off their seats. My father and his piano were merely a background detail, as invisible to their captivated gaze as I was, crouching behind that velvet curtain, his music nothing more than an accompaniment to the real drama the people had paid to see.

I never called him Father, nor Daddy, Dad, Papa. He was Alfie and I was Lena. Partners, he called us, because we could rely on one another. Alfie had grand plans, but they were usually stymied by the simple need to keep a roof over our heads. We didn’t have much but the few memories I had of that time were fond ones, living in a cramped little room above a French bakery on Old Compton Street. The owner, Pierre, always had a croissant to give me in the morning, and when times were hard we lived off the bread that hadn’t sold and would otherwise go stale. On Sunday evenings when the theatre was dark, Alfie would fetch a bottle of Guinness from the pub down the street and pour an inch into a mug for me.

‘To you,’ he’d say, raising his mug, ‘the best daughter in the world.’

‘And to you,’ I would clink my own mug against his, ‘the best father.’

When I started primary school Alfie decided to move us out to Bethnal Green to rent a room in a terraced house with a family, the Harpers, whose father had gone off to war leaving them short of money. There was no room to swing a cat (the household’s ancient tabby kept to the yard where he had a habit of lurking inside the outhouse, terrifying anyone who dared venture outside to use the privy at night), but I had an extended family for the first time and our Sunday-night tradition expanded to include all eight of us.

Mrs Harper had five daughters and one of them, Maggie, was the same age as me. Like the best of friendships, we started out wary of one another and ended up joined at the hip thanks to Jilly Bunce from down the street. A common enemy we could unite against. The school bully, she picked on Maggie for being slow at reading and told the whole classroom not to touch me in case they caught my dirty skin. I was only a tiny thing at the time, easy to win a fight against she thought when I challenged her. Except that Alfie was a mean boxer. Childhood bronchitis had left him weak, an obvious target, so he’d learned to protect himself. He’d taught me a thing or two and I showed them to Jilly Bunce. Maggie had bought me a penny ice from the corner shop on the way home from school and we were the best of friends from that day on.

I’d returned to Soho once I was earning my own wages, moving from one tiny rented room to another. Until I’d stepped foot on board the Queen Mary, I’d always made do. Shared bathrooms, coins for the meter, tiptoeing up creaky staircases in the early hours of the morning hoping to avoid the judgement of my landlady.

Now all of that was behind me, so Charlie Bacon had said. My cabin on the ship was on the main deck, one flight of stairs down from where I’d left him. The room I’d called home for the past year would have fit inside it four or five times. To the left of the door as I entered was a double bed that felt like a cloud, not a spring out of place. The air smelt like a summer meadow, the cushions on the sofa were plump and the carpet felt like soft lawn beneath my stockinged feet once I’d kicked off my shoes. There was even a private bathroom attached, with hot and cold running water. Available at all hours, with no schedule to stick to or sign on the wall reminding tenants of the house rules.

I turned on the taps above the bath and sprinkled a layer of rose-scented bath salts as the tub began to fill. There was a knock and I let the bath run while I answered the door to my steward, Danny.

Danny and I were already on our way to becoming fast friends. He’d clocked me for a novice as soon as he’d set eyes on me but not let me feel a dunce. Instead, he’d explained how things worked on the ship, offered to unpack my belongings, and he didn’t take offence when I declined. He was a Hackney lad, it turned out, so we were as good as family anyway. I hoped this meant he wouldn’t hold it against me if I couldn’t afford to tip him as highly as my neighbours along the corridor.

‘Your dress, ma’am,’ he said, handing over the frock I’d sent out for pressing earlier. ‘Anything else I can get you before dinner? An aperitif, perhaps?’

It was tempting but I could hear Charlie’s warning in my head. ‘I’d love a pot of coffee please, Danny. Will it take long though? I’m about to take a bath.’

‘You go right ahead, ma’am. If it’s all right with you, I can let myself in and leave it on the coffee table.’

Being rich must take some getting used to, I thought, lying back in the bath and wallowing in the luxury of the hot, scented water. Being surrounded by people who did whatever you asked them to, whenever you asked them to. Danny always seemed to have a smile on his face, but I supposed that was the training.

The water had cooled and my arms swarmed with goosebumps before I finally climbed out of the bath, wrapping myself in a soft white towel. Its decadence made me sigh: nothing like the old threadbare towels I used at home, unable to justify the expense of buying new.

I was probably the most lightly packed passenger in cabin class, and even my one trunk had been borrowed. Like a bride I had several old items of clothing, one thing new, most things borrowed and one dress that was blue. The porters had deposited my luggage at the foot of the bed and, since declining Danny’s assistance, I had left it untouched. I lifted the lid and rummaged through my own meagre possessions, which had been thrown in haphazardly on top: a battered make-up case and a few cheap bits and bobs that you’d expect to belong to a girl who made her living singing on stage in a cellar nightclub. Beneath the tat were the real treasures, mostly donated by Maggie, or Mrs Thomas Scarsdale as her posh Hampstead neighbours knew her.

Maggie herself had made the selections, choosing those pieces she knew I coveted the most. Making amends, I thought, glancing at the red silk gown that Danny had brought me earlier, now hanging from the wardrobe door. The label of a very upmarket Regent Street boutique was still pinned to it, and I remembered trying it on a few months before when Maggie had been bed-bound and pale, ordering me to cheer her up with a fashion show in her bedroom while her arsehole of a husband was absent.

‘Take it, Lee,’ she’d urged. ‘When am I going to get a chance to wear it?’

‘You’ll be back in your old clothes in no time, Mags. Your mum’s like a rake and she’s had five of you.’

I’d lain beside her on the bed sipping cocoa, me on top of the covers, Maggie beneath, the bulky eiderdown concealing the pregnancy that had ended not long afterwards, like the three before it, in a miscarriage just late enough that she’d dared to get her hopes up. I wondered how she was coping now in London all alone. We’d done a good job of keeping up the pretence that everything was normal over the last few days. I might aspire to be an actress, but Maggie was the expert when it came to hiding her feelings. Being married to Tommy had done that to her. I ran my hand over the red silk and took a deep breath, feeling my anger fade away. Tommy was dead now and Maggie was safe. That was what I needed to remember. Murder might be a sin but if it stopped harm coming to others then perhaps it was forgivable.

Danny had nipped in as promised and left a tray with coffee pot, milk jug and sugar. He’d also had the forethought to provide a glass bottle of water, a hefty crystal tumbler already laid out on a coaster to protect the polished wood of the low coffee table. I poured myself a full glass from the bottle and knocked it back in one. Those bloody Martinis had left my mouth like a desert. I refilled the glass and poured a cup of coffee, taking both to the dressing table where I sat and surveyed the damage. My face was puffy and blotched from the heat of the bath, the booze, and several nights with little or no sleep. I mixed up some of my stage make-up with a dab of cold cream and applied it lightly, layering it until I looked more alive. A dab of rouge and a lick of mascara along my lashes and I was done. I wanted to look fresh-faced, not whorish.

Next was the dress. Cut on the bias and sweeping the floor, the front appeared modest but the back plunged so low that I had to twist awkwardly in the mirror to make sure that my knickers weren’t on show. A brassiere was out of the question. My only slight concern was that the deep colour of the silk made my skin look darker. Still, I’d fooled that boy up on the deck earlier and that was a good sign.

Charlie Bacon had told me that Americans could be funny about things like that, that even though segregation wasn’t strictly a concern in New York the way it was further south, it didn’t mean that people would turn a blind eye. To pass, to fit in, was paramount on the voyage itself. The last thing we wanted, Charlie said, was someone making a fuss. Americans most likely, not used to how things were done elsewhere, and with loud voices that were quick to protest. I had the same rights as anyone else on the ship, but it would hardly be the most auspicious of new beginnings. The plan was that Benny Walker would see me when I arrived and gauge the mood of the day before deciding how I was to be announced to the world: the half-caste daughter of his great childhood friend, or his new European protégée. Hence the story of the Italian grandmother, which had passed its first test with flying colours.

I pulled out Maggie’s white mink stole from the trunk and held it to my nose, breathing in Je Reviens. Both the stole and the perfume had been gifts from Tommy, the fur after one of his several affairs, and I wondered if she was trying to rid herself of bad memories. Beneath the selection of furs was her old jewellery box, the shiny black japanned box that I’d saved up to give her on her fifteenth birthday, when all either of us owned was cheap trinkets from the market. When I’d checked in my old carpetbag at the purser’s office earlier I’d waited behind a line of uniformed valets and maids, queuing to drop off their employers’ most treasured possessions for safe-keeping. The ladies of cabin class may not have their very finest jewels on show this evening but at least that meant I could compete. Maggie had gifted me a diamond necklace and a rope of pearls that would more than do for the few days we were at sea.

As I reached for the pearls, my fingers brushed against cool metal. A silver box stashed right at the back, a parcel label tied around it with the note: TAKE ME. How very Alice in Wonderland. I knew before I unlatched the lid what would be inside. A supply of fine white powder, the good stuff. She’d been quite the fiend for it at one stage, before Tommy’s girls had become such a thing that she hated showing her face around places where he might have been with someone else on his arm.

In recent months, since the promise of babies had been extinguished, she’d been all about the gin and sleeping tablets, so much so that I had worried she would end up doing something silly. I’d been too afraid to confront her, too scared of losing my job at the Canary and having no way to pay my rent. Too scared that Maggie would ask me what exactly her husband was up to and not knowing what to say. Of course, it had all gone tits up anyway. I sat down at the dressing table, careful not to waste a single grain as I took a couple of generous sniffs of the powder, blinking as my eyes watered and checking that my mascara didn’t run. I sat up straight and forced a smile. I was as ready as I’d ever be.

I reached the dining room bang on time as the clock struck seven, Charlie pacing impatiently by the grand doors. Any artificial confidence from the dope had dissipated by the time I’d made my way along the corridor from my cabin to the staircase that led me down to the dining room. My pride in the glamorous red dress evaporated against the finery that the other women wore. Silks from Paris, and a variety of furs that turned the ship’s corridors into an exotic menagerie. Maggie’s thin diamond necklace was a string of tarnished metal in comparison to the fine jewels that gleamed at throats and swung from earlobes that had been stretched from the weight of such wealth.

‘C’mon, Lena, hurry up!’ Charlie seemed jittery himself as he took my arm and dragged me into the great dining hall.

Two storeys high and carpeted in thick pile that my silver sandals sank into, the dining room was like nothing I’d seen before. The noise was terrific, the clamour of people laughing and talking as they took their seats at white-clothed tables. Waiters dashed about, pulling out chairs, pouring wine and handing out bread rolls using silver tongs. I felt like Alice once more, in a world that was somewhat recognisable and yet so disorienting that I tightened my grip on Charlie’s hand, scared that he might let go and leave me stranded.

‘Here we are.’ He showed me into a vestibule just off the side of the room, its round table laid out to seat nine.

Two guests were already at the table and I guessed immediately that the man must be the famous Francis Parker. He had been pushed up to the table in his wheelchair, his ancient back hunched as he wrote in a notebook, the entire page covered in tightly scrawled handwriting. He might be ancient but retirement seemed far from his mind. To his right was a woman whose appearance somehow brought to mind both grieving widow and vaudeville girl. Her hair was a glossy raven black and would have looked fabulous in a bob when she was younger, now grown an inch or two longer and clipped back from her pale face with jewelled barrettes. Her lipstick was bright red but her old-fashioned black dress hid her figure. Her gloves were black lace. Gothic glamour straight out of a ‘B’ movie.

‘Can I help you?’ She looked up as the pair of us loitered.

‘I believe we’ve been assigned to this table.’ Charlie stuck out a hand to Parker, the older man studiously ignoring it until it was awkwardly withdrawn. ‘Charles Bacon. I work with Benny Walker? I think that his office has been in touch with yours recently?’

‘Mr Parker doesn’t concern himself with the office directly these days. Mr Abernathy is the man to talk to about Parker Godwin.’ The woman waved a waiter over as Parker himself ignored us all. ‘Perrier water for Mr Parker, if you don’t mind.’

I tugged at Bacon’s arm. ‘Maybe we should sit somewhere else—’

‘We’re assigned to this table,’ he repeated.

The woman shrugged. ‘Sit down then, am I stopping you?’ She shook out Parker’s napkin and attempted to place it in his lap.

‘Go and sit down!’ Bacon hissed at me.

‘Where?’ I asked in a stage whisper, rolling my eyes as the woman glanced up at me and smiled.

‘Honey, come and sit by me. Come on, I don’t bite.’ The look she gave to Charlie Bacon said otherwise.

‘I take it you’re Mr Parker’s nurse?’ Bacon asked her as we took our seats.

‘His secretary, actually. Mrs Lancaster. And you are…?’

‘Charles Bacon, agent for Benny Walker. He’s big in—’

‘I didn’t catch your name.’ She turned to me, blanking Charlie.

‘Mine? Lena. Lena Aldridge.’ I stammered a little and felt my face flush with heat.

‘Lovely to meet you, Lena.’ She lowered her voice. ‘And you can call me Daisy. We don’t often have strangers at the table. This will make a pleasant change from the usual family bickering.’

The waiter reappeared with the Perrier, swiftly filling our water glasses, then our wine glasses from a bottle of white that had already been chilling in a bucket to the side.

‘I feel as though we’re imposing,’ I said to Daisy, Charlie’s head buried in his menu. ‘I didn’t realise this was a family table. Will they mind, do you think?’

Daisy cackled. ‘Let them! Sorry, that’s not fair. They’re not so bad, the Abernathys. They’ll be along shortly, you’ll see what I mean. And I’m always happy to have someone to talk to. Mr Parker is so busy, and I’m only the hired help after all. You, if you don’t mind me saying, don’t seem half as stuck-up as most. I don’t mind a little girl talk every now and then.’

Abernathy. Why did that name ring a bell? I sipped my wine and picked up the menu. ‘Gosh, they really have everything I could think of.’

‘The kitchens are so big you can get lost in them,’ Daisy told me. ‘My advice? Order anything you want. Don’t be polite and order chicken when you could have a whole goddamned lobster.’

Reading over the choices, I was distracted when the Abernathys did finally arrive, my head only snapping up as a male voice said my name.

‘Lena! What a coincidence.’

It was the young man who had lit my cigarette hours earlier up on deck, his name clicking back into my memory. Frankie Abernathy. What a coincidence indeed. It wasn’t to be the last.
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Wednesday, 2 September

Queen Mary

The new arrivals took their seats, Francis Parker finally relinquishing his notebook to a tall blonde woman. ‘Daddy,’ she said, passing it to Daisy to put away, ‘don’t be rude. It appears we have guests this evening.’

‘Eliza, you were late,’ he complained, his voice creaking as though it needed oil.

‘Sorry, Daddy.’ She bent to kiss his paper cheek. ‘Poor Carrie had a mishap.’

Eliza Abernathy, née Parker, was in her mid-forties, still a stunner as they said round my neck of the woods. Her hair was professionally styled and her skin was as pale as milk. Although she’d acknowledged our presence, she didn’t pay me or Charlie much attention, unlike the man I presumed was her husband. An older version of Frankie, he didn’t shy away from staring in my direction.

‘That’s Jack,’ Daisy whispered, mistaking my discomfort for curiosity. ‘He runs the company now that Mr Parker’s supposed to be retired.’

I was glad when Eliza shooed her husband further round the table and I could avoid his gaze. He’d probably once been as handsome as his son, and he definitely thought that he still was. The broken veins in his cheeks marked him out as a drinker even before he called for the waiter to bring more wine for the table and a large whisky for himself.

Directly opposite me sat Jack and Eliza’s daughter, Carrie, a slip of a thing, still of school age going by her childish frock, her hair left long though it had recently seen a hot iron, the front ringlets struggling to cling on to her fine hair.

‘Where’s Dr Wilding?’ Eliza asked Daisy, nodding at the sole empty chair left between Jack and Charlie. ‘I called his cabin earlier but there was no answer. Carrie was hurt but luckily there’s no harm done.’

‘Gust of wind slammed a door right into her face.’ Frankie’s laugh was unkind.

‘It was your fault!’ Carrie protested, shrinking back into her chair as we all turned to stare at her face. On first glance I’d assumed that her florid complexion was a hand-me-down from her father but now I saw that her nose was swollen, her eyes puffy from crying.

‘I am not the doctor’s keeper, I’m afraid,’ Daisy replied, buttering a bread roll.

Their conversation turned to the practicalities of the next few days and I returned to my menu, turning slightly to pick up on what Charlie was saying to Jack. Perhaps courting the Abernathys would be a nice distraction after all; they certainly didn’t seem boring.

‘Have I heard of Benny Walker? The name rings a bell,’ Jack said. ‘But it’s not really the sort of thing we do, you know. Of course, Mr Parker is a great philanthropist but he’s very particular about what causes he chooses to support.’

In other words, musicals weren’t their thing. Not high class enough for the Parker family name to be associated with. Perhaps if I’d trained as an opera singer…

‘Darn, that’s too bad,’ Charlie sighed. ‘I swear Benny said he’d been in touch with someone. But maybe you can just meet the talent now. Lena here’s the star of the new show.’

I tried not to smile and show that I’d been eavesdropping. My ego swelled a little more every time Charlie called me a ‘star’, even though I knew it wouldn’t be true until opening night had been and gone, and only then if I wowed the critics.

‘She certainly looks the part,’ Frankie said, raising his glass to me, and I managed to force a smile in reply. ‘Mr Bacon, I’m sorry but I doubt Grandpa would be interested in a Broadway show – he’s more of a museums and orchestras kind of guy – but I might be able to help.’

‘Frankie…’ His father spoke a quiet warning.

‘What? You said that I need to come to the firm with ideas. So, what about sponsoring the arts in a new way? Make sure that people of my generation know the name Parker Godwin.’

‘Son, we build roads. I can’t see how the youth of today can help us out with that.’

‘But that’s exactly it, Dad! No one cares about roads. They’re not exciting. No one walks down Fifth Avenue and wonders who paved it. The boardroom is full of men Grandpa’s age. We’re going to need to replace them sooner rather than later, and who’s going to apply for a job at a company that hasn’t done anything new since McKinley was president?’

‘Sure. We can talk about it later.’ Jack clicked his fingers at the closest waiter, waving his empty whisky glass. ‘Another. And we’re ready to order.’

‘You wouldn’t regret it,’ Charlie said, refusing to drop the subject. ‘Theatre attendance is on the up again. There’ve been some huge hits recently. Anything Goes, for one. And Jumbo. I mean, that was spectacular. People want to spend their hard-earned money getting wowed and that’s our business. It’s what we do.’

Charlie nudged me. I knew he wanted me to speak up but what was I supposed to say? I didn’t know anything about how to run a theatre or a company. I sang and I could dance a little and I could learn my lines. That was what I was getting hired for. That and the fact that Benny Walker apparently owed my father a favour. I felt unease stir in the pit of my stomach. What if I got to New York and it turned out this had all been a horrid mistake?

He leaned towards me. ‘You could stand to flirt a bit,’ he whispered. ‘I can’t do this all alone.’

‘You said I wouldn’t have to,’ I hissed back.

I looked up and saw that Carrie was watching me. She smiled and her pity made me feel ashamed. A young girl like that feeling sorry for me when I should have known better than to get pushed around by Charlie Bacon. I did know better, I reminded myself. This was all a means to an end and I didn’t have to do anything I didn’t want to.

‘Your guy needs to work on his sales spiel,’ Daisy said quietly as Charlie excused himself to go to the loo.

‘I’m sorry.’ I didn’t know what else to say.

‘Oh gosh, don’t worry. He reminds me of my dearly departed husband. Single-minded and damn everyone else. But you don’t work for him, do you? You work for this Walker fella?’

‘I suppose. My contract is with Benny Walker, at least.’ I’d signed it in a daze a few days before. I made a mental note to read over my copy of the paperwork before we arrived in New York. ‘And Charlie’s okay. He’s just anxious. It’s his job to make sure that everything goes well.’

A middle-aged man rushed up then, slipping into the empty seat next to Jack Abernathy. The tardy Dr Wilding. His appearance was everything I would have expected: serious expression, dressed smartly but with no regard for fashion, in a tweed jacket, bespectacled. A forgettable face. Brown hair with a slight curl and a beard shot through with grey.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said, taking off his glasses to wipe them on a pristine white handkerchief.

Eliza merely raised her right eyebrow and turned to her daughter, who had the waiter hovering behind her as she deliberated the menu choices. ‘Darling, just order the soup and the roast chicken. You were sick last time you ate foie gras.’ She leaned back and blew out smoke from her cigarette, her manicured nails tapping an impatient beat on her closed menu.

Carrie hesitated a moment longer before doing as she’d been told, rebelliously asking for the chicken to come with mashed potatoes rather than roast as the waiter had suggested. When it was his turn, Charlie ordered the foie gras followed by the sirloin steak and a Béarnaise sauce.

‘So rich,’ Eliza muttered.

My mouth had watered at the mention of steak but somehow I found myself asking for the salmon followed by the already approved roast chicken. Why Eliza’s acceptance mattered a jot, I couldn’t say, but her slight nod of approval calmed my jangling nerves.

‘Well, isn’t this nice,’ Frankie said, grinning at me. ‘Someone new to talk to at dinner makes a pleasant change. Here’s to new company!’ He raised his wine glass and the rest of us automatically followed suit.

‘This is my first time at sea,’ I confessed, and I sensed Charlie shift in his chair, no doubt hoping that I was finally about to dazzle the table with my conversation. ‘You’ll have to let me know if there are any special customs I should know about.’

‘Your first time on a boat, huh?’ Frankie seemed the only person keen to talk, which was a shame.

‘I think they prefer to refer to the Queen Mary as an ocean liner rather than a mere boat.’ Dr Wilding poured condescension on Frankie’s word choice. I thought it a bit rich, bearing in mind that to the Abernathys he was ‘staff’, here at their whim. Though it was Frankie, so I couldn’t really blame him.

‘Ignore Wilding,’ Daisy muttered. ‘He’s been in a foul mood since we left London.’

She started to tell me about her summer, their travels in London and around Italy. I smiled and nodded but I wasn’t really listening. A week earlier I would have been backstage at the Canary Club, pulling on my dress and warming up my voice ready to go out and sing. Tommy would have been there and I’d have told him to go home to Maggie instead of slobbering over girls who were half his age. He’d have slammed into his office and I would have had a moment of wishful thinking, of wanting to walk out, catch a cab to Hampstead and tell Maggie what her husband had been up to, but I never had the guts. When it was time, I’d walk on stage and sing by numbers, wishing I was anywhere but there. And now here I was, about to get everything I’d ever dreamed of, and still I couldn’t be happy.

The food arrived and more wine was poured. The cutlery was complicated and I was thankful for all the times Maggie had dragged me to fancy restaurants that I hated. Of all of us, it was Francis Parker who struggled the most. He had still barely spoken a word, but I wondered if this was more down to his physical condition. His hand shook as he tried to lift his fork to his mouth, frustration writ large across his face as Daisy leaned over to assist. He had ordered food that was bland, soft, easy to chew and to swallow.

I followed his lead, concentrating on eating rather than trying to join in one of the conversations that were happening around the table: Carrie and Eliza discussing whether to invite so-and-so for dinner the following week; Jack and Frankie batting away Charlie Bacon’s continued attempts to interest them in the theatre business. Dr Wilding had produced a medical journal from his pocket and folded it in such a way that he could prop it up on the table in front of him. I may as well have not been there at all.

‘Are you going to come with us, Lena?’ I looked up into Daisy’s pleading eyes, surprised. Dinner was now drawing to a close, our dessert plates scraped clean, the waiters clearing the tables around us.

‘Isn’t it a little early?’ Eliza checked the time on her slim gold wristwatch. ‘There’ll be nobody up there yet.’

‘By the time we get old Francis up there…’ Jack shoved his chair back impatiently. Both his wine and whisky glasses had run dry and no new drinks orders were being taken.

‘C’mon, Lena,’ Frankie encouraged. ‘You’ll love the Starlight Club. They have a live band and it’s not as busy as the ballroom.’

I looked at Charlie, who nodded. ‘All right then, just this once.’

We made a crocodile, trailing in pairs behind the family patriarch, pushed by Daisy. It took some skill to fit the wheelchair into the electric elevator, only Daisy and Eliza managing to squeeze in alongside. The rest of us waited for the second car to arrive.

I have never had a great love for lifts. It’s the sound of the mechanics that spooks me, the clanking and groaning of the chains, together with the jerky motion and the confined space. My phobias were not helped by being squeezed in among three taller men. Carrie was at the front, talking to the lift operator, with Charlie ahead of me. To my left was Frankie who, somewhat recklessly, had decided to glue his hand firmly to my bottom. There was no room to wriggle away and I knew that Charlie would kill me if I made a scene. I watched the floors tick up slowly as we rose, my skin crawling as I felt a thumb brush the bare skin of my lower back. When we reached the sun deck I stumbled out into the vestibule where the others were waiting for us.

‘Are you all right, Lena?’ Daisy asked me. ‘You look rather flushed.’

‘I don’t like small spaces,’ I told her, trying to hide my confusion. For as we’d tumbled out of the lift, I’d realised that it hadn’t been Frankie’s hand I’d felt; he’d walked out of the lift ahead of me.

It was Jack Abernathy who winked at me slyly as we gathered and made our way towards the nightclub.
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THE WEEK BEFORE

Friday, 28 August

Quo Vadis, Soho

Autumn had arrived early in London, the wind yanking at my umbrella as I tried to avoid the puddles, only for a careless driver to speed past as I waited to cross the road, spraying my calves with cold, dank water. An omen if ever I’d seen one.

‘Bad luck, love,’ the woman behind me said sympathetically as I suppressed a cry of desperate rage.

I was running late, no time to nip home for a change of clothes, even though it would take me less than ten minutes. I was always punctual and Maggie would smell a rat. I didn’t want her to start asking questions. It was a little after midday but already it had been a hideous morning, the sort that made you want to crawl back into bed and pull the covers up nice and tight, waiting for the next to dawn.

If I’d had any inkling as to how the rest of the day would unfold, I’d have taken things a step further and run for the tube to Victoria, jumping on the first train heading to the Sussex coast. It was where me and Alfie had gone when things got too much to bear in the city.

‘The only food the English know how to cook,’ Alfie would say as we walked along the pier eating chips out of day-old newspaper and sucking the vinegar from our fingers.

‘Don’t you like
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