
Chapter One

			“Charge!”

			Violet Unwin launched herself from behind the embattled trenches of the shop counter and into the blood and smoke and violence of outright war. She leaped over the landmines of unexploded cushions and swerved just in time to miss the certain devastation of falling shells. How narrowly she missed the sting of bullets whistling past her head. And oh—please, no—don’t let the fearsome airplanes stalking above spot her through the clouds.

			“Take cover!” Violet landed flat on her stomach with a winding thump. Maybe she should have taken into account the unforgiving solid concrete floor, but under the pressure of warfare there was zero time to think or, for that matter, feel. So what if her palms smarted from having grazed against the thin layer of scratchy green felt carpet? For these were the hazards of engagement and she was more than up for the fight. Oh yes.

			Undeterred, pressing her helmet tight against her head, she propelled herself ever forward. At the same time, she brandished her bayonet rifle at the surprised enemy.

			“Surrender your arms, and I will spare your life.” She poked the bayonet into the chest of her ambushed foe. The dressing-up mannequin rocked back on its pedestal with each press of her weapon. “Don’t resist. You know it’s futile.” The mannequin’s Lord Nelson style hat slipped down over its eyes. Violet lifted it back into place with the tip of her bayonet. “Denial is pointless. We have reserve battalions gathering at the base of that hill.” Violet turned and pointed to the bottom of the stairs located through a small doorway in the corner of the room. They were, after all, the wooden hill to her accommodation that she climbed every evening after a busy day’s work at her uncle’s costume shop.

			She rested her rifle against the chair outside the dressing room and stood to take a moment’s breath. She found herself staring at the doorway and at the short run of steps that angled away to the right and disappeared into the darkness. Her thoughts strayed from the heat and urgency of battle to the comfort and familiarity of her daily routines. What simple pleasure she found in the unhurried sequences at the beginning and end of the working day.

			Like clockwork, she would shut the shop at five, flip the sign to Closed, and turn the key in the lock. But first she would step out onto the street and glance up and down at the hustle of passers-by and reassure herself that there were no customers rushing to catch the shop before it closed. How many times had she been hailed a lifesaver by a harried office worker who’d hoped against hope that the shop would still be open? Why had they left organising their party outfit to the day before, they would say.

			And each time, without fail, they would gape in confusion at the rails of hanging costumes and look to Violet for help. Did she think the gorilla outfit would be too hot? Or the maid’s uniform too saucy? Maybe they could go as a 1920s flapper girl? No, maybe not. And weren’t clowns the most frightening of things? Perhaps Wonder Woman? Violet would suggest. Their eyes would light up. Violet was never sure whether it was the boots or the corset-style top that won them over. They would emerge from the dressing room, spinning and brandishing their lasso with empowered delight.

			Violet loved to witness their transformation from tired and flustered to kick-ass glamourous heroes. For the men it was a cowboy. Always a cowboy. And for her? These were not just costumes—they were escape. Escape from a world where she didn’t fit. Escape from a world where, more often than not, her encounters left her feeling lonely and utterly invisible.

			Every costume offered Violet a world of adventure, whether as a swashbuckling pirate terrorising the high seas, a globetrotting megastar entertaining a stadium of fans, or even an astronaut blasting to space. She could travel wherever the outfit sparked her imagination. For Unwin’s Emporium was not just a costume shop—it was freedom.

			It was everything.

			And today, where would she go? Into the fury of battle. Violet turned to face the dressing room mirror. Her cheeks were tinged pink with effort, and her eyes sparkled with the thrill of it all. She lifted the bowl-shaped metal shrapnel helmet from her head and tucked it under her arm. Then she puffed at her fringe before giving a sharp salute. Her heart sank at the sight of a torn shoulder strap on her khaki World War One infantryman’s jacket. It must have happened in the hard landing. That would not do. Any sign of imperfection would be noticed by the enemy. She spotted the figure of the mannequin sheepishly reflected to the side of her. Espionage.

			“Right. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Hand-to-hand combat it is.” Violet cast her hat aside and, without warning, gripped her arms around the mannequin’s waist and wrestled it to the floor. There she struggled with it until one of its arms fell off in her hand. There was no dignity in defeat—that was for sure.

			A scrape of keys in the lock followed by the shrill ring of the brass doorbell announced the arrival of an unexpected visitor. Before Violet had the chance to untangle herself from the mannequin, the door swung open and a cold breeze swept in, accompanied by the looming figure of her cousin, Carl Unwin.

			“What the hell are you doing, Violet?” Carl narrowed his eyes and fixed a wounding stare upon her. It was an expression of utter disbelief combined with enough disgust to leave Violet feeling beyond worthless.

			“Nothing.” Violet quickly stood and brushed at her jeans. She held the stray arm of the mannequin behind her.

			“You do know you’re ridiculous?”

			Violet followed Carl’s incredulous gaze from scattered cushions to discarded helmet to the criss-cross barricades of fabric on rolls pressed up against the counter.

			“It’s a fortified front line,” Violet mumbled, more as an apology than an explanation.

			“It’s a freak show. That’s what it is.”

			“I was just messing around.”

			“You’re eighteen. Not five. Get a life and grow up.”

			Violet pinched her lips together as tears stung her eyes. She would not cry in front of him. If he was an example of adulthood, then never let her age another day.

			“Stupid bloody shop…” With cheeks colouring to a deep shade of puce, Carl pushed in frustration to close the door behind him. It took several hearty shoves to force the door to fit flush. The glass shook in its frame, and the doorbell rang out with each push. “How on earth do customers actually get in and out of this place?”

			How could Violet tell Carl that no one else found the door a struggle but him. Not to mention that it was a Wednesday, and this meant early closing. Telling Carl anything was so awful that Violet spent as little time in his company as possible. You could say he was less a man and more of a mood. And a foul one at that. Just the sound of his voice, whiny with disdain and frothy with anger, pressed tight in her chest. Even the sight of him made her feel sick. She knew he was all talk and no action, but he still frightened her anyway. It had been such a relief when he had left for London some three years ago to become a banker.

			She took a deep nervous breath to ask, “What are you doing here?”

			If Carl heard her, he ignored her. Instead, he made his way behind the counter and began clumsily to open drawers and rifle through their contents.

			Violet stood frozen on the spot. “What are you looking for?”

			He stopped and looked up at her. Her mouth became instantly dry. She tightened her grip on the mannequin’s arm. Carl turned away only to give up with a growl. “The accounts. Where are the ledgers, Violet?”

			“For which years?”

			“For which years?” Carl repeated mockingly. And with a tone of deliberate condescension he added, “This year to the fifth of April and last year to the fifth of April.”

			“They’re in the drawer underneath the till.” Violet kept immaculate accounts. She could have gone on to tell Carl the income and expenditure figures. She wanted to point out the profits rising year on year. She wanted to tell him to stick his sarcasm up his—

			Carl pulled the slim leather-bound volumes free and tugged a cloth tote bag from the collection hanging up for sale. He shoved the ledgers into it and paused as if examining the logo. Unwin’s Emporium. A family business since 1898. He gave a scoff. Without even bothering to close the drawer behind him, he made for the front door. His foot kicked at the infantryman’s helmet as he pushed past Violet.

			“Wait. What do you need the accounts for?”

			Once again, Carl struggled with the door. “Open this shitting thing.”

			“Not until you tell me what you want the accounts for.” Violet winced inside.

			He turned and looked at her with all the menace and venom of a cornered rattlesnake. The rattlesnake had more charm and could have worn Carl’s expensive suit with more style.

			Carl all but foamed at the mouth with fury. “Do you own this shop?”

			“No. But Uncle Walter has left me in charge. You know that.”

			Everyone knew that. Those in the trade looked to her, and the shop’s customers had valued the natural continuity that came with Violet taking the reins. When her uncle unexpectedly retired due to ill-health, some six months ago now, it had been agreed, in principle at least, that Violet would take care of the Emporium on his behalf. On the very morning that he left, with tears in his eyes, her uncle had said, I take great heart, Violet, that I am leaving Unwin’s Emporium knowing that it’s safe in your hands. Her uncle had assured her that he would keep in touch regularly and that together they would develop a longer-term plan to secure the future of the Emporium.

			With a vein bulging at his temple, Carl replied, “What I know is that my father Walter has asked me to handle the future of the shop.”

			“You?” That couldn’t be true, could it? That wasn’t the plan. But then, despite her uncle’s reassurance, a long-term plan had yet to be put in place. In fact, her uncle’s calls had become more infrequent and eventually stopped. When Violet had rung for him, concerned, her aunt had answered and told her that Walter’s health had deteriorated, and she wasn’t to disturb him with shop business. Violet’s question—You will let me know when he’s better?—seemed to fall on deaf ears. Violet had been waiting ever since for a call that never came. It had worried her, but she told herself that her uncle would be better soon and that it didn’t mean anything. Turned out she had every reason to be worried.

			Struck rigid with the fear of the possibility, Violet asked, “What do you mean by that?”

			“I mean…” Carl took a step towards Violet. His bulky frame cast a cold shadow over her. “Open. This. Door. Is what I mean.”

			The message was clear. Carl now considered the shop to be his. And Violet, well, she might as well be invisible.

			Violet reached around him and opened the door with the lightest of effort.

			Without waiting another second, Carl Unwin left, and only the faint smell of his cheap aftershave lingered. Violet wafted the door open and closed until there was no trace of her cousin. If only that was all it took.

			* * *

			Phoebe Frink was a loser. That’s what everyone thought about her, wasn’t it? There was nothing else to say. She was a loser and a failure. No. A loser, a failure, and a disappointment.

			“Hey, watch it!” A cyclist swerved and wobbled as he narrowly missed her. Phoebe stepped back up from the edge of the road and onto the pavement. Note to self—walking into a main road without looking is not cool. The cyclist pulled up in the gutter and awkwardly repositioned the large Deliveroo bag on his back. That was someone’s dinner sloshed about and with sauce where it shouldn’t be. He’d get bad feedback from the customer and no tip. Two evenings ruined because of her. Good job, Frink.

			“Sorry! My fault.” Of course it was her fault. A loser, a failure, a disappointment, and a general hazard to society.

			The cyclist muttered something expletive that ended in airhead. She’d leave that one off her list. Instead, she would add honestly: I haven’t got a Scooby what to do next with my life. Clueless—perfect. A loser, a failure, a disappointment, a general hazard, and clueless. That was her in a nutshell.

			So that left her with only one option, and that was to put one foot in front of the other. It was a simple plan that Phoebe found always helped. She pulled her coat closer around her and set off again on her daily walk.

			This wasn’t just any walk in her adopted city of Leicester. This was thirty minutes of highly customised time. She’d perfected her route over several weeks. It must have a hill to raise her heartrate. And it must have a bit of greenery for mindful well-being. And there must be a spot of motivational window shopping for If I had the money I would buy. And to finish, a bit of city buzz to get her ready for her shift at The Banana Bar. On this particular late afternoon on a Wednesday, the city buzz was all about Christmas. Because everyone knew that Christmas begins in November.

			A further ten minutes of determined walking led her to the halfway point of her route. This was marked by her arrival at the Haymarket Memorial Clock Tower. Located in the heart of the city, it was the perfect spot to pause and catch her breath. Each time she would stare up at the tip of the tower and note the direction points of the compass rose. And then she would check the time displayed on one of the four clock faces. In that moment she would know precisely when and where she was, despite the fact she had no idea who she was any more.

			She remembered the first time she’d seen the Clock Tower. It was the university open day, and she had wandered around with her parents to see what she thought of the city. She’d loved it straight away. Diverse, packed with history, and thrumming with life, she knew this was the place for her. And today was no exception. A crowd had gathered by the Clock Tower to watch a huge Christmas tree being hoisted into place. The majestic spruce dangled helplessly in the air above them. A slim man wearing a high-vis vest and an expression of someone who’d had a late night squinted up at the tree and beckoned it down to the ground. The hoist operator divided his attention between his phone and his colleague. Both seemed oblivious to the plume of diesel fumes from their rumbling truck enveloping the crowd. The poor tree was trussed up in netting, which quite frankly looked cruel. How many years had it taken it to grow that big, to be felled and netted in a matter of minutes? What relief the tree would feel when the net was cut and its branches spread free again. Before its pine needles fell off, that was. Before it stood there naked but for its tinsel and lights.

			The memory of her mum hoovering up the fallen needles from their family Christmas tree came brightly to mind. Next year we are having an artificial tree her mum would say to Phoebe and her dad. But come the next year, it was always a real tree with tinsel and decorations and lights. For they were a family of three who each adored Christmas. They knew the words to all the carols, and never missed the monarch’s speech, and wore their Christmas cracker hats all afternoon and into the evening. Together they made it such a special time. Without question, Christmas meant joy. That was up until this Christmas, when she would have no choice but to tell them the truth. That Phoebe Frink, the apple of their eye, was…dropping out.

			The thought pinched at Phoebe’s heart and made her feel sick. How had everything gone so wrong, so quickly? Everything had been so certain. Her future had been mapped out and her life trajectory was set in the direction for success. Straight A-stars at A-level combined with immaculate references had set her on her path to medical school. In five years she would graduate as Dr. P. Frink. Her parents would be so proud. For the last nineteen years, she had been their clever girl. She could simply do no wrong in their eyes. All their years of unshakable pride and faith in her would culminate in that moment when she would toss her graduation cap into the air. What a moment that would be—or would have been. Phoebe looked up into the dusky amber of the setting winter sky. Not a falling cap in sight.

			She hadn’t meant to just give up. She wasn’t someone who gave up on things. For as long as she could remember she had dreamed of being a doctor. She excelled at science at school and had a natural curiosity for how things worked. As a young child, she remembered asking her mum How does your heart beat? Her mum had cupped her chin and replied It beats with the power of love. Her father had laughed and added With plumbing and electrics, Phoebe. For several years after, whenever she saw a plumber’s van or an advert for an electrician, she thought about how many hearts they were mending. And if she came across something or someone injured, she felt a compulsion to help and to make them better. So, as hard as she was finding university, she hung in there and completed the first year and passed her exams. I hung in there. But it was all too much. Too much work and, more to the point, too much scrutiny.

			One of the things she treasured more than anything was the freedom to be her. Leaving home had made this need to claim and create her own identity even stronger, to have every colour she wanted dyed in her hair and bright clothes that spoke of sunshine and life. There was not a single item of clothing in her wardrobe that was plain or formal. Yet, day by day she began to feel the expectations reshaping her and directing her away from who she felt she was, the girl of colour, sunshine, and freedom, and absorbing her into the person the profession needed her to be—formal, procedural, and restrained. It frightened and overwhelmed her.

			And then one day, less than two weeks into her second year, she was sitting in a lecture listening to the tutor. Nothing he said was going in. Everyone around her was tapping away at keyboards or scribbling notes in earnest. Everyone but her. What had she been thinking to presume she could do this? Why on earth had she imagined she had what it took to be a doctor? Whatever confidence had taken her through her first year seemed to dissolve in an instant. All of a sudden, an all-consuming urge to run away flooded in upon her and threatened to drown her. She couldn’t breathe. She walked out and just kept walking and walking and walking. It was only her blistered feet that made her stop.

			The memory of it all triggered her heart to ache so much so it stole her breath. She looked up once more at the compass rose. You’re okay, Frink. What did Dee say? Chin up, Frinky Boots. Don’t know will know. What would she have done without Dee and The Banana Bar?

			On that day, with her heels bleeding and tears dripping salty on her cheeks, her walking led her to the one place she felt safest in the city—The Banana Bar. She’d sat on the pavement sobbing her heart out. With uncanny timing, Mr. Duke had appeared in the doorway. I’d rather you didn’t cry outside my bar, kiddo. Not to mention you’re eight hours early for your shift. I mean, completely understand you can’t wait to see me again but to cry about it—a little too keen. It had made her laugh. Mr. Duke was infuriating like that.

			She remembered the first time she’d seen Mr. Duke. It was freshers’ week, and there was a hushed whisper in her halls of residence about a drag bar in town that was looking for bar staff. She’d pretended to be uninterested and then went straight there the next day and signed up. Mr. Duke was onstage practising for that night’s gig. Looking in every way the debonair cad about town dressed in a dinner suit and pencil-thin moustache, Mr. Duke was probably the most handsome person she’d ever seen and, without doubt, the most cocky. From that moment, she hadn’t looked back. When she wasn’t at uni, she was at The Banana either working behind the bar or hanging out. There was no question about it—she had found her family away from home.

			As well as a glass of Coke and a plaster for her blisters, Mr. Duke had given her board and lodging that day. Just to be clear, this is in lieu of pay. I know I look like a heavenly saint but I ain’t. Phoebe hadn’t needed divine intervention. What she’d needed was a safe place in the city away from uni and from her halls of residence. Being at The Banana gave her a chance to work out what to do and what on earth she would say to her parents. What could she possibly say to them? She was going to break their hearts. And not to mention her own.

			The bell of The Clock Tower struck five times. Crap, she was going to be late.

			“Right. Get a grip, Frink.” She rushed away from her memories and headed for the soft greenery of City Walk and on to the lifeline that was The Banana. And with each step, she wore away at her worries, pushing them to the background. At least for now.

			




Chapter Ten

			When Phoebe arrived at the Emporium on the dot of two, she found the door slightly ajar. Violet was nowhere in sight. A pile of cushions gathered on the floor by the dressing room caught Phoebe’s eye. Circles of green felt, along with strips of silky fabric in purple, green, and white, had been laid out next to them. A Perspex craft box, filled to its rim with cotton reels, scissors, pin cushions, and the like, sat on the dressing-room chair. The ribbon flower that had been pinned to Emmeline’s outfit rested on one of the cushions and was no doubt to be used as a template. It was a craft enthusiast’s heaven right there.

			“Hey.” A clink of crockery announced Violet’s arrival down the stairs into the shop. She was carrying a tray complete with a teapot, a milk jug, and two mugs. A packet of Rich Tea biscuits rolled around on the tray as she rested it on the counter.

			“Hi,” Phoebe said. “I hope you don’t mind—I let myself in.”

			“Not at all, I left the door open for you.” Violet held the Rich Tea in the air. “For dunking. Just how you like it.”

			“You remembered? That’s a terrible thought. Please forget that rambling on. In fact”—Phoebe joined Violet at the counter and rested a teaspoon against each of her temples and made a buzzing noise—“there. All memory of that has been officially zapped.”

			“Who are you?” Violet said, deadpan. They both laughed.

			“I’m Phoebe the loser.” Violet double blinked. “Sorry, I’m having a wobbly self-pitying day. But nothing that tea and craft and lovely company won’t sort.”

			Violet blushed. “Take a seat. I’ll bring your brew over.”

			“Great. Thanks.” This time, somehow, she found she didn’t care if she had embarrassed Violet. After all, she meant every word, and why shouldn’t Violet know that she was lovely? Why shouldn’t someone make a fuss of her? Phoebe shrugged off her coat, rested it over the back of the dressing room chair, and hung her bag at its side. She then nestled herself on a cushion and picked up a length of purple material. “This must have been expensive.”

			Violet passed Phoebe her mug of tea. “Nope. You’re looking at the remnants of a belly dancer’s purple trousers, a Christmas angel’s white satin skirt, a mermaid’s emerald tail, and an elf’s felt hat.”

			“Oh no, how sad. Won’t you need them?” Phoebe’s question seemed to catch Violet off guard.

			“Erm.” Violet frowned and then glumly shook her head and sat down, tucking her knees up to her chin. “No.” There was something so forlorn in her tone. What was that about? Whatever it was, she would not draw attention to it and make her sadder. She wanted to be someone who made Violet happy.

			“So, what do I do?” Phoebe clapped her hands together.

			“Okay, I thought we could use the flower we’ve got as a guide.” Violet reached for the ribbon flower and turned it over. “We have a base circle of stiff material to which each loop of ribbon has been attached with a series of simple stitches. I propose to shortcut this by using a stapler where we can.” Violet lifted a small stapler free from under a square of the poor elf’s hat. “For our base I thought we could use card and then glue a circle of felt to it.”

			Phoebe nodded as she took a sip of her tea. “Good plan.”

			“To save time, I’ve already done these for us. I’ve also pre-cut the strips of ribbon to what I think will be the right length to form the correct size of loop.”

			“Even better plan.”

			“I’m glad you approve. The green ribbons would have been added first to be the outside layer.” Violet held the flower towards Phoebe and eased the individual loops slightly apart to reveal the intricacies of their combined beauty. “If you see, there are six green loops in total.”

			They leaned forward together, and as they did Violet’s ruffled fringe brushed against Phoebe’s forehead. Neither moved their heads away.

			“Oh yes. And six white and then…” Phoebe felt Violet move away, just a touch. She could sense that Violet was now looking at her, prompting Phoebe to glance up straight into Violet’s beautiful eyes.

			Violet gave a self-conscious smile. Then, without breaking their exchange, Violet said, “Twelve purple. Overlapped a little more.”

			Without looking at the flower, Phoebe gave a distracted, “Yes.” Phoebe’s gaze travelled to Violet’s parted lips. They were soft and shapely and perfect…

			Violet sat back on her cushion and looked down.

			Okay, that was intense. Surely they had both felt it for it to feel so strong? Or was it all in her head?

			It was difficult to read Violet, except for those moments when sadness clearly weighed upon her. You keep so much in, don’t you, Violet Unwin.

			Violet simply continued, “With each ribbon attached, we can then fix another felt circle in the centre.” She lifted a piece of green felt and smoothed it flat. “I was thinking we could write something like Votes for Women on it.”

			“Yes, I love that idea,” Phoebe said. “Just perfect.” Violet didn’t look up.

			“And then on the back we can attach a safety pin. Again, it might be easiest to try to staple it on somehow. We can see how we go.”

			“Cool. I’m excited.”

			“Great. Let’s make a start.” Violet reached for the ribbons and began looping and stapling effortlessly, creating the rudiments of the flower in no time.

			Phoebe hadn’t meant to sit utterly mesmerised, watching her work. Eventually she managed to draw her focus away and said, “Oh, so I don’t forget, I’ve brought you something.” Phoebe stood and went to the chair. “To say thank you for today.”

			Violet looked up at her. Her expression was a mixture of puzzlement and delight. “You didn’t have to. And technically you’re helping me.”

			“It’s just something small.” Phoebe rummaged in her bag and pulled out the chocolate bar. She headed back to Violet.

			“Oh, you’ve dropped something.” Violet pointed to a white envelope.

			Phoebe turned quickly and picked up the letter emblazoned with the university’s emblem. Every time, the image caught her breath and filled her with feelings of dread and shame.

			“You okay?”

			“Me. Totally.” Phoebe stuffed the letter back into her bag. She’d told Dee that her backlog of post was all sorted, but instead she had shoved the letters in her bag and now it bulged with mail, and she all but looked like a postman. She couldn’t have felt more pathetic as she returned to her cushion. She held out the chocolate bar to Violet. “Here you go.”

			“Yum. Thanks so much.” Violet’s smile spoke of her pleasure and surprise.

			“I have a confession—I was given the chocolate by my parents as part of a care package they sent me. But I thought of you immediately when I saw it.”

			Violet gave an embarrassed nod. “That’s very honest of you to say.”

			But she wasn’t being honest with Violet. Anything but.

			“Your parents sound lovely,” Violet said. “Where do they live?”

			“Cornwall.”

			Violet swallowed, and the sparkle of pleasure instantly disappeared from her eyes. “That’s a good distance from here.”

			“It depends on the traffic, but yes, my life at home feels a long way away.” Not that Phoebe minded. She had come to cherish the independence she’d claimed for herself.

			“I imagine your parents worry about you studying so far away at uni.”

			“Yes, I guess so.” How could she keep lying? And to Violet of all people. Phoebe reached for her ribbons and looped the first and stapled it to the felt just as Violet had shown her. “Actually, that’s not quite true.”

			Violet paused from writing Votes for Women on a felt circle. “How do you mean?”

			“I mean, you deserve to know…I’ve dropped out of uni.”

			Violet looked at Phoebe with the kindest of expressions. “You’re not obliged to tell me anything.”

			“I don’t feel obliged. I hate lying to you.” She instinctively trusted Violet, and she wanted Violet to trust her in turn. Dee had wanted her to talk to someone, and Violet felt in every way that special person she felt able to share things with. “I hate lying, full stop. The thing is, I can’t face telling my parents, and the deceit makes me feel sick.” Phoebe tucked her hands into the front pocket of her hooded top. “Thank God for Dee, who took me in because I couldn’t bear the thought of having to be around my classmates. I have no clue about anything, and I have no idea what I’m doing any more.”

			“University isn’t right for everyone,” Violet said with a shrug.

			“Yes. I did want to go, though. I was studying medicine, you see.” Phoebe looked at Violet who gave no reaction either way. “I wanted to help people.”

			“I get that,” Violet said, with a small nod. “I can see that in you.”

			“It’s just, if I’m honest, I’m not sure now if I ever believed I was truly good enough to be a doctor. You have to be brave, and I seem to have lost all my courage. If I had any in the first place, that is.” Phoebe’s voice broke. She quickly cleared her throat. “Dee thinks I still want to be a doctor and this is just me taking a breather.”

			“You know each other well. So maybe she’s right?”

			“I don’t know. She also has this notion that I’m feeling the pressure of my parents’ expectations. She keeps telling me to speak to them. I don’t think they’d understand. They have this fixed idea of me as their perfect daughter who always achieves. I know it seems ridiculous that I can’t just say Hey, I’m not doing so well. But failure isn’t an option to them, let alone a possibility. And here I am, failing. I can’t even open my post.”

			“If it’s any consolation, I don’t like getting post either.” Phoebe watched Violet glance over to the counter. “If you want, we can open it together. When you’re ready to and if you think it might help.”

			What a thoughtful offer. Phoebe nodded. But would she ever be ready? “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

			“And it’s not true what you said earlier, that you have no clue about anything. You know how to make suffragette flowers. And you know the moves to Kylie’s songs.”

			Phoebe felt herself smile. “Maybe.” Violet was so sweet.

			Violet took a deep breath. “Not maybe, definitely. And what’s more, you know how to light up a room and to make my day by just being you. That officially makes you the loveliest person in the world.” Violet’s cheeks tinged pink.

			The loveliest person? Just being me? This was more than empathy—these were healing words with more power than years of therapy and every drug that anyone could invent. Without another thought, Phoebe leaned forward and hugged Violet. In response, she felt Violet wrap her arms around her and the warmth of her cheek and ear tucked against her face. She smelt like spring and felt like heaven. Phoebe whispered in Violet’s ear, “And you’re so cool. Everything about you. Never forget that.”

			In that instant, a soft thud could be heard above them. They released each other and both looked up to the ceiling at the same time.

			Phoebe looked to Violet. “Did you hear that?”

			Violet gave a slow nod as she stared up to the ceiling. They sat in silence for a moment, waiting to see whether there would be any further noise.

			“It might have been the traffic,” Violet said, with her gaze still fixed to the ceiling. “Maybe a lorry going over a pothole in the road, and it just sounded like it was upstairs.”

			“Maybe.” The noise came from upstairs—Phoebe was certain of that. “Is that one of the rooms in your flat? Where the noise might have come from if it isn’t traffic?”

			“Yep.” Violet frowned slightly. “The landing or my bedroom.”

			If it was her, and she lived alone and she heard that noise come from her bedroom, Phoebe would be up there in a flash with something you could hit someone with, but Violet seemed sort of curious rather than alarmed. She had even now returned to the flower she was working on.

			“I’m just going to glue this felt circle on top. It will take a little while to dry, but I don’t think a staple will work as well.” Violet set the completed flower gently aside and gathered the next set of ribbons.

			“How many do you think we’ll need?” Phoebe asked, trying to gauge how many flowers the pile of ribbons would make.

			“I’m not sure. I’ll fetch the hat. And we can measure them out.”

			“And I’ll have a look online to see if there are any pictures of suffragettes in their hats to give us an idea of how many to put on.”

			“Good idea.” Violet stood up and Phoebe saw her look to the ceiling again before she made her way to the counter.

			“You know, I could have sworn the hat was with Emmeline’s costume.” Violet was bent under the counter. “Is it over there with you somewhere?” She came into view again and laid out onto the countertop the costumes Phoebe recognised as the ones set aside for The Banana.

			The hat was nowhere to be seen, either by the dressing room or where they had been sitting. “Sorry,” Phoebe said. “Not over here either, I’m afraid.”

			Violet held her chin and frowned. Her gaze had fallen to the stool at her side. She looked utterly lost in thought, probably trying to remember where on earth she’d put Emmeline’s hat.

			As Phoebe had promised, she searched for examples of suffragette hats online. “This is really cool. There’s a page dedicated to the suffragettes on the history website belonging to the city council. There are all sorts of images on it. Amazingly there is a photo of a procession of suffragettes, marching through the streets carrying a large banner—dated May 1911. I recognise exactly where they are. It’s so awesome. It could be you and me marching, Violet. It could be today.” Phoebe glanced up at Violet, who remained completely distracted.

			“Violet?”

			Violet looked up. “Yes, that’s a mind-blowing thought, isn’t it?”

			So Violet had been listening to her?

			“They’re all dressed so smartly,” Phoebe continued, “and they’re all united in wearing white blouses and skirts and jackets. Their hats are slightly different from one another. There’s one—my favourite—which has flowers dotted all over the top of the hat as well as the brim. If we have enough ribbon, we could maybe do that. What do you think?” Phoebe brought her phone to Violet. “It’s this one on the right. The woman’s also got the smartest little bow tie. I think I might wear a bow tie with my costume. What do you reckon?”

			Violet looked to where Phoebe pointed at the image. Violet gave a broad smile. “She looks really fab.” And then just as Violet was about to look away, she stopped and stared intently at the page. It was difficult to tell what had caught her eye. Whatever it was, she made no comment about it.

			“I love their logo on the banner. I might adopt it. Can you see?” Phoebe pointed to the motto. “Always and always facing toward the light.”

			An even louder unmistakable thud, this time from the ceiling a little further across from the first sound, could be heard the moment Phoebe finished reading the motto.

			Rather than look up to the ceiling, Violet was now staring at Dee’s fur coat resting on the stool.

			Phoebe held her chest in fright. “Seriously, Violet, if you don’t check upstairs, I will. It’s not traffic noise, okay? I know a thud when I hear it.”

			“Okay.” Violet shook her head as if ridding herself of her thoughts. “Sorry, wait here. I won’t be a sec.”

			“I’m coming with you. Hold on, we need these.” Phoebe fetched a plastic sword and a spear from the basket and hurried up the stairs after Violet.

			She gripped the sword ever tighter as she took a tense glance about. There was a narrow galley kitchen immediately to the left of the stairs. A placemat for one was set out on a small kitchen table with a drop-down leaf. How many meals had Violet eaten alone? Next to the kitchen was an empty room with a fireplace, which Phoebe guessed might once have been the sitting room. Next to that was a bedroom defined by two bedside wall lights. Just like the sitting room, it had been stripped of its furniture, and just the shape of where it once stood could be seen outlined in the wear of the carpet. Both the sitting room and the bedroom had views over the back of the building to an empty yard. It was noticeably quieter back here away from the city streets. But not in a calm way—in a bleak way.

			How could Violet’s family have left her in such an empty flat? The inhumanity of it was simply staggering.

			“Violet?”

			“I’m in here.” Phoebe followed Violet’s voice past the bathroom to a bedroom, which this time contained its furniture. Violet was staring at a stool which had fallen on its side. “Our thud,” she said, without any particular alarm.

			“Have you been burgled?” Phoebe immediately realised how stupid that sounded, as quite frankly what was there to burgle?

			Violet lifted the stool back in place. “No, it’s fine.” She then turned to the wardrobe on the opposite wall and stood for a moment with her hand on the handle of its open door. “I should have brought it up here and put it back in place.”

			“Sorry? Put what back in place?”

			Violet looked at Phoebe as if she’d forgotten she was there. “Oh, an item of clothing that belongs in this wardrobe.”

			“Okay.”

			“Let’s go back down and finish the flowers.” Violet closed the wardrobe door and turned the ornate small key in its lock.

			“What about the first noise?” Phoebe looked out across the landing to the only remaining room—Violet’s. She could sense Violet’s eyes upon her.

			“I’ll check,” Violet said. “But I don’t think there’ll be anything amiss.”

			Once again, Phoebe followed after Violet. Violet paused at the threshold of her room. “It’s not a big space,” she said, with a self-conscious apology in her tone.

			“Bigger’s rarely better. It’s just bigger.” Phoebe shrugged. “Dee made the mistake of letting me paint my room when I moved in. I was so low that I brought black paint. I feel a bit silly now.”

			“You painted it black?”

			“Yes. Every wall and the ceiling. Dee calls my room The Darkness and not in an admiring way. She was horrified and encouraged me to paint stars as a symbol of hope. I add a star now and then when I’m feeling particularly happy. I painted one the other day with a little trail of gold to make it a shooting star.”

			“That’s fab. I have stars too.”

			“I’ve got a feeling I’m going to love your room.”

			Violet pushed the door fully open, and they stepped inside. It couldn’t have been more different from the starkness and emptiness of the rest of the flat. It was full of fabric and colour and life. Violet’s single bed was all but covered in bright cushions. A striped mat was joyful at their feet, and sure enough a ceiling of stars set against an inky-blue night sky made the tiny room feel voluminous and on the very edge of the universe.

			Phoebe perched on Violet’s bed and set down her sword and spear. “It’s magical, Violet.”

			“It’s my special place.”

			“I bet.”

			Phoebe watched Violet cast her eye over her furniture and towards her window.

			“So, nothing amiss,” Violet said. “Just one of those things.”

			“Okay.” Phoebe still wasn’t quite convinced, but Violet seemed reassured that all was fine.

			As Phoebe stood to leave, a postcard resting on the bedside table caught her eye. “No way, is that…?” Phoebe stared in wonder at the image on the card. She looked to the text beneath for confirmation. Mrs. Pankhurst, Hon. Secretary, Women’s Social & Political Union, 4, Clement’s Inn, W.C. She looked up at Violet who stood leaning against the door frame with her arms crossed. “This is amazing. I mean really amazing. Can I take a closer look?”

			Violet looked at the postcard, and an anxious, uncertain expression washed over her face. Everyone had lines in life, and Phoebe had the distinct sense that this postcard was one Violet did not want her to cross.

			“I’m sorry, Violet. I didn’t mean to be nosy.”

			“It’s okay. To be honest, I’ve only just come across it myself. I found it on the floor in the shop just the other day.” Violet stared at the card. “It was just randomly there.”

			“You’d never seen it before?”

			Violet shook her head. “I think it might have come out of one of the archive drawers when my cousin was…” Violet hesitated. “I’m still letting everything sink in about it.”

			Everything? “Look, I shouldn’t have asked.”

			Violet picked up the postcard and handed it to Phoebe. “It’s fine. Really. I’d like to share it with you.”

			She would? “Thank you, that means a lot. I’ll be careful. I promise.” Phoebe returned to her seat on Violet’s bed. She stared down at the postcard and tried to take in what she was looking at, as the incredible Emmeline Pankhurst stared out from the card into the distance beyond. Phoebe gazed at the high ruffled white collar brushing at Emmeline’s neck. An academic-style gown was draped over her shoulders, conveying a sense of her intelligence and wisdom. “She looks so dignified, doesn’t she? It’s the maddest thing—she seems so familiar to me. Like I’ve met her before. I obviously paid more attention to history at school than I thought I did.”

			The postcard felt so precious and fragile. She couldn’t help but notice that it was a little dog-eared at its edges, and a patina of imprinted dust dulled the whiteness of the surround to the oval portrait. In the bottom right-hand corner, there was a fingerprint of grease from where many fingers had probably held the postcard and stared, just like she was now, at Emmeline’s haunting expression. It made Phoebe wonder whether it could be an original from the time of the suffragettes. It couldn’t. Could it?

			“Can I?” Phoebe gestured to her wish to turn the postcard over.

			Violet nodded, adding, a little dreamily, “She has my name.”

			Who had Violet’s name? Phoebe turned the postcard over. She strained slightly to read the handwritten words.

			FAO Vi Unwin, Unwin’s Emporium. 4 April 1911

			Vi. Just for one night I needed to be invisible. I thought, no, I hoped you of all people, would understand. Harry.

			Every nerve in Phoebe’s body tingled with the strangest sense of recognition. She’d read these words before. She was certain of it—it was as if she’d written them herself just a moment ago. But that was impossible. Why was everything connected to the suffragettes feeling so familiar and resonating so deeply with her? What’s more, if this was how she felt reading this, what on earth was Violet feeling?

			She looked at Violet. “Vi Unwin?”

			“Yes. Turns out, by my reckoning, she’s likely to be my great-great-grandmother.”

			“Really? Violet, that’s just so cool. Did you know about her before?”

			Violet shook her head. “It’s a bit of a revelation for me.”

			“I can imagine.” Phoebe returned her focus to the postcard. “And does that really say 1911?”

			“It’s a bit scruffily written, but yes, that’s what I read too. When I saw the date, my first thought was to go to the cabinet of drawers, you know, by the counter in the shop.” Phoebe nodded. She remembered in that moment the first time she stepped inside the Emporium. How she’d marvelled at the amazing shop furniture. Violet continued, “I went to the drawer marked 1900–1914 to see if there was anything that might tell me a bit more about who Vi Unwin was.”

			“Makes sense.”

			“The oddest thing is, I don’t think I would have immediately thought of that drawer—in fact, I believed it was locked—but it had recently just opened randomly. Almost like it opened on its own. Which, of course, it hadn’t, but your brain can play tricks on you can’t it.”

			“I guess. It does sound spooky, though.” Maybe she shouldn’t have said that. “But, as you say, common sense and all that.”

			“It somehow didn’t feel spooky as such, just sort of…unexpected.” Violet lifted a leaflet which had been partly obscured by the postcard. “I discovered this in the drawer.” Violet joined Phoebe and sat with her on the bed. “It’s an advertising brochure.” Violet held the slim document between them. “The inside pages list the costumes for hire. Although the party wear is more elegant evening dress and feathered mask for a masquerade ball.”

			Phoebe was transfixed. She was sitting with the past in front of her as if it was the present, and as if time dissolved and no distance existed between then and now. It was thrilling and kind of weird at the same time.

			“On the reverse side”—Violet turned the leaflet over—“are the contact details and costume order form.”

			Even the reverse side had beautiful tendrils of flowers decorating each corner. It had been produced with such care.

			“Mr. Robert and Mrs. Violet Unwin,” Phoebe read aloud, “Proprietors, Unwin’s Emporium, Duke Street, Leicester.” Phoebe smiled at Violet. “Mrs. Violet Unwin?”

			“Yep. It’s still sinking in that I have a namesake. I’ve always thought…”

			“What?”

			Violet’s eyes misted over. “That I was alone. You see…my mum passed away when I was young.”

			“I’m sorry, Violet. That must have been so hard.”

			“The thing I struggled with the most was the fear I would lose my memory of her. I don’t even have a photo.”

			Phoebe’s heart ached to hear something so truly heartbreaking. “Oh, Violet. And, just so you know, you’re not alone. Okay?”

			Violet bit her lip and nodded. She looked away from Phoebe. Phoebe could never tell whether her words simply upset Violet more. Violet’s focus returned to the leaflet as she flipped it over to its front page.

			“Finding out about my great-great-grandmother, it’s a lot to take in.” Violet tapped at the image of a woman wearing a long floral dress and a large hat. “And that’s her.” She was standing by the shop counter, and her upright demeanour and dignified presence were more owner than shop worker. The fur draped over her arm reminded Phoebe of the coat Dee selected for the ball. Mrs. Violet Unwin was most certainly glamourous.

			Phoebe stared and stared at her. She was looking back at Phoebe with eyes that said, It’s me, Vi.

			“Vi.” Her name spilled out of Phoebe’s lips. Phoebe reached to the page and brushed her finger lightly over Vi’s face. An overwhelming affection for her swelled in Phoebe’s heart.

			Violet shifted in her seat. “She’s got quite a haunting expression, hasn’t she?” Violet offered, almost as an apology.

			Phoebe looked at Violet. “I know her. And not like Emmeline Pankhurst where I simply feel I’ve met her. I know Vi and that we know each other. That if she walked in now, she would know me too.”

			Violet quickly turned and glanced to the hall. Phoebe could sense the tension in her.

			“Have you seen something?” Phoebe asked, turning herself to see.

			“No. No one.” Violet looked back at Phoebe, her eyes wide with something behind them. Intrigue? Recognition?

			“I know how impossible and irrational that sounds.” Phoebe shook her head. But then how else could she explain it. Unless…“Of course. It’s you.”

			Violet swallowed. “How do you mean?”

			Phoebe gently lifted the brochure from Violet’s hand and held it up at the height of Violet’s head. Her eyes flitted from Violet’s face to the brochure and back. “She looks like you.”

			“Like me?” Violet laughed. “We look nothing like each other.”

			“That’s not true. Yes, she’s not in jeans and a T-shirt, and her hair is longer. But you have her eyes. Can you see? It’s the first thing I noticed about you. You have the most beautiful, intense eyes. And so has she.”

			“I do?”

			Phoebe smiled into those eyes, so deep and intoxicating. “You are the beautiful Violet Unwin.” There, she said it. She held her breath, expecting Violet to blush and shrink away with the pain of embarrassment, but instead she held her gaze. It was Phoebe who lost her breath first with the intensity of their exchange. She looked away to catch her balance, and her eyes fell upon the brochure once more. This time the magnificent Christmas tree to the right of Robert caught her attention. Although the scene was in black and white, the image of the ribbons seemed to shine out from the page. It was just perfect.

			“I love the tree,” Phoebe said. “I feel really inspired by it. In fact, I will steal a few of the ideas for the tree at The Banana. The ribbons in particular are a total winner. I can’t wait for the first of December when Dee has promised to let me go wild.” Phoebe’s smile was matched by Violet’s. “When will you decorate the shop?”

			Violet’s smile faded and she gave a small shrug. “I’m not sure.”

			“If you need a hand, I can hold your baubles.” She and Violet released a spluttered guffaw.

			Violet went bright pink, clearly as much with embarrassment as laughter. “No one’s said that to me before.”

			“Well, what can I say, the offer’s on the table. Seriously, though, anything you need. Just ask.”

			“Thanks.”

			“I mean it. Just look how useful I’ve been with the flowers.” Phoebe rested her palm over her face. She’d not even completed one. She looked at her watch. And now she needed to head back to The Banana to set up for Sundays Are a Drag. “And I’ve got to go now. I’m sorry. But I can come back tomorrow. Oh no, I can’t make tomorrow. Let me think…”

			“I’d forgotten all about the flowers.” Violet gathered the postcard and brochure and placed them on the bedside table with great care. “I’ll finish them for us.” Violet smiled. “No worries.”

			Phoebe winced at the rejection that came with Violet’s offer. For Phoebe it had never been about the flowers. It was about being with Violet. “You don’t want me to finish them with you?” Oh my God, Frink, needy much? “Sorry. You can finish them in a flash without me. Of course.”

			“No, it’s not that. It’s just…”

			Just what? “There’s no rush for them, is there?” Phoebe asked. “The ball’s not until Christmas Eve.”

			“No, no rush.” Violet didn’t sound quite sure. “But I think it’s best I finish The Banana’s order today or tomorrow. You never know what the future will bring.”

			What did that mean? “No, I suppose not. Will you let me know when you’ve done the hat, so I can see it all finished?” Phoebe dug in her pocket for her phone. “Would you like my number?”

			Violet blushed. “Yes. Although”—Violet glanced at her bedside table
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