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PART ONE

The best way to make your dreams come true is to wake up.

—Paul Valéry





Prologue

Belgravia, London

December, 1923

Helena had heard, or perhaps she had read somewhere, that people on the point of death were insensible to pain. Enveloped in a gentle cloud of perfect tranquility, all earthly cares at an end, they simply floated into oblivion.

It was rubbish, of course, for she was in agony. Pain seized at her throat and ears, so fierce and corrosive that she could sleep only when they drugged her, and even then it chased her from one nightmare to the next. She hurt from her scalp to her fingernails to the soles of her feet, and despite that very real reminder of her state among the living, she knew the truth, too—she was dying.

She had heard the doctor say so not a half hour earlier. He had told her parents there was no hope, she had heard her mother weeping, and she had wished, then, that she had lived when she’d had the chance. There were so many things she ought to have done, and would never have the chance to do, not now. Not with the doctor so certain and her parents so broken.

She slept, waking only when day had faded to night and her room was empty of everyone apart from one woman, a stranger, dozing in the corner. A nurse, she supposed.

She felt a little cooler, and the ache in her throat was a trifle less pronounced. A drink of water would be nice, but if she called out the nurse would insist on painting her throat with that bitter substance again. Something-something of silver. It ought to have been cool, for silver put her in mind of moonlit nights and alpine lakes, but instead it burned horribly and made her choke.

So she lay still through the slow, beckoning hours before dawn, and presently it occurred to her that doctors were sometimes wrong. People did rise from their sickbeds and astonish their families from time to time, and there was a small chance—admittedly a vanishingly small one—that she might be among the few to do so. She had always been a healthy girl, never much given to illness, and had recovered from the Spanish flu in record time only a few years earlier. Perhaps she would survive after all.

And if she did? What next? Another twenty years of trailing dutifully after her mother, all the while knowing what people were whispering behind their hands?

Cast aside at the eleventh hour, all so he might marry the governess. Such a tragedy for her. And her poor parents—the shame of it all. The shame. . .

For five years she’d been engaged to a man who scarcely noticed her existence, treating her as an afterthought in his life. And then, after their engagement had been called off, nearly everyone she’d known in London had erased her from their lives, choosing to believe she had been at fault. No one, apart from her parents and sisters, had defended her.

Invitations had ceased. Callers had stopped coming by. Doors had been shut in her face. Lord Cumberland had been a war hero, awarded a chestful of medals for his valor, and she had, it was assumed, heartlessly cast him aside. No matter that she had released him from their engagement only after he begged her to do so. After he confessed that he had never loved her, and had agreed to marry her only because of pressure from his family.

Looking back, it seemed almost impossible that she had stood meekly by and allowed people to treat her so shamefully. Why hadn’t she defended herself with greater vigor? Why hadn’t she simply gone abroad? It seemed obvious now, but it hadn’t once occurred to her then.

It was high time she moved past all of that. She would go somewhere . . . she wasn’t sure where, but it would be somewhere else, somewhere new where no one cared about her disappointments and failures. And she would . . . she wasn’t sure what she would do, not yet.

But she was certain of one thing. If she survived, she would live.





Chapter 1

Belgravia, London

March, 1924

Helena tapped her forefinger into the pot of rouge and rubbed a dot of color into the apple of one cheek and then the other, just as her sister Amalia had instructed. She was to start with the slightest wash of color, and build from there. Rather as she would do when painting, though this was the first time she’d ever applied pigment to her face.

She pulled back from her dressing table mirror and surveyed her reflection with an unflinching eye. The rouge had helped to reduce the pallor of her complexion, a little, though nothing could be done about the thinness of her face, nor the dark circles that ringed her eyes. Worst of all was her hair, which the doctor had ordered be shorn when her fever refused to break. After four months it had scarcely grown at all, and was only just beginning to curl around her ears and nape. It was rather pleasant to be free of the bother of arranging it, at least until it grew back, but she could have done without the sympathetic sighs and half-hidden stares. On the other hand, women everywhere were shingling their hair these days; this was simply a more radical version.

It wouldn’t do to remind her parents of her illness too forcefully, however, so she wrapped a long scarf around her head, tied it at her nape, and let the ends trail down her back. The effect was rather bohemian, but fetching all the same, and the bright blue of the patterned silk, a gift from her aunt Agnes, helped to brighten her eyes.

The letter from Agnes had arrived a month before, dropping into her lap like a firecracker.

    51, quai de Bourbon

    Paris, France

    12 February 1924

    My dearest Helena,

                    Words cannot express my joy when I received your letter of Tuesday last and was able to read, in your very own words, that you have recovered from your illness and are nearly restored to health. Your account was so terribly moving—I have read it through a dozen times already and it never fails to bring tears to my eyes.

                    I must commend you for your resolution to effect a wholesale change in your life. The past five years have been so very difficult for you, and you have borne your sorrows admirably—but it is long past time that you thought of your future, and I think any course of action that takes you away from London is a sound one.

                    I have two suggestions that I hope you will consider. First, I would be very happy if you would come to stay with me in France. You said in your letter that you wished to LIVE—I so love your use of capital letters here—and where better than France for such an endeavor?

                    Second—and let me emphasize that this is a suggestion and not an edict—if you do come to stay I think it best if you find some way to occupy your days. I live quietly, and I worry that you would quickly find my company boring—but if you have something to do you will be much happier for it. Given your interest in art, and your undeniable talent in that regard, I think you ought to consider a term of study at one of the private academies in Paris. To that end I have enclosed the brochures for three such schools, and it is my fervent hope that you consider enrolling in one of them for the autumn term.

                    I leave for Antibes at the end of this week—write to me there, no matter what you decide.

With affectionate good wishes

Auntie A

Folding the letter away, Helena looked in the mirror one last time. It was time.

Her parents weren’t expecting her for luncheon; had she mentioned it, during her mother’s visit that morning, she’d have been subjected to a visit from Dr. Banks, whom she had grown to detest, and then guided down the stairs by two maids at the least. Before she could set her plans in motion, she had to show Mama and Papa that she was fit to rejoin the world, and that began with dressing herself and walking down the stairs without anyone hovering at her elbow.

It was only the third or fourth time she’d ventured beyond her bedroom door since the fever had broken and her recovery had begun, and despite herself she felt rather cowed by the number of stairs she had to descend in order to reach the dining room on the floor below. But she had done it before and would manage it again. One step, and another, and finally she was crossing the hall and smiling at Farrow the footman, who looked as if he might faint when he realized she was alone.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered as he opened the door to the dining room. “If they fuss I’ll tell them you helped me.”

The vast expanse of the dining table was empty, apart from a trio of silver epergnes that marked its central leaves, for her parents had chosen to sit at a small table in front of the French doors overlooking the garden. Helena cleared her throat, not wishing to startle them, and braced herself as their expressions of delight turned to concern.

“Helena, my dear—what are you doing out of bed? When I saw you this morning—”

“I told you I felt quite well, Mama, and I feel perfectly well now. May I join you for luncheon?”

“Of course, of course,” her father chimed in. “Take my place,” he offered, pushing back in his chair, but Helena stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

“No need, Papa; look—here is Jamieson with another chair, and Farrow has everything else I need.”

In moments she was seated, a hot brick under her feet, a rug on her lap, and a shawl about her shoulders, her parents deaf to her insistence that she was perfectly warm. Too warm, in fact, and though it was heavenly to feel the sun on her face she began to hope that a passing cloud might offer some respite.

“Are you quite comfortable? Shall I ring for some broth? And some blancmange to follow?”

“Oh, goodness no—I’ll have the same as you. Dr. Banks did say I might resume a normal diet.”

“I know he did, but you must be cautious,” her mother fussed. “Any sudden change—”

“I hardly think a few mouthfuls of trout and watercress will do me in.”

“Let the girl eat in peace, Louisa. She’s been cooped up in this house for far too long,” her father insisted. “Past time she returned to the land of the living.”

They ate in silence, companionably so, and in no time at all Helena had finished everything on her plate. She cleared her throat and waited until she was sure she had her parents’ full attention.

“I have something to tell you. The both of you.”

Her mother set down her fork and knife, her face suddenly pale, and folded her hands in her lap. “What is it, my dear?”

“I’ve been thinking about what I ought to do. I’m feeling ever so much better, you see, and I should like so much to go somewhere warm, perhaps—”

“Splendid notion,” said her father. “I’ve always been partial to Biarritz at this time of year.”

“It is lovely, I agree, but I’ve decided to go to the Côte d’Azur. To stay with . . . well, to stay with Aunt Agnes.”

“Ah. Agnes.”

“She is your sister, Papa, and she is very fond of me. And the weather in the south of France will do me good.”

“Of course it will,” her mother agreed, “and you know how we adore dear Agnes. But she lives a . . . well, a rather unconventional life. You really ought to stay with a steadier sort of person. Maudie Anstruther-MacPhail, perhaps? She’s wintering in Nice this year.”

“I scarcely know the woman, and Aunt Agnes would be awfully hurt if she found out.”

“You’re still so fragile. Remember Dr. Banks’s warning—any sudden upset or disturbance—”

“I’m a woman, not a piece of spun sugar, and I am perfectly capable of making sensible decisions. You know I am. Even if Aunt Agnes got it into her head to go off on one of her adventures, I would simply stay put. She has plenty of servants. I wouldn’t be left on my own.”

“And would you promise to be perfectly careful of your health?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“John? What do you think of this?”

“Agnes is a good sort. Always has been. Shame about that husband of hers, of course, but she rallied. She always does.”

“A summer in the sun will do you good, I suppose,” her mother mused.

“Yes. Well, the thing is . . . I’m staying for longer than that. For a year, in fact.”

“For a year? Why so terribly long?”

“I have enrolled in art school, and the term runs from September to April.”

Silence descended upon the table, as cold and numbing as November rain.

Her mother was the first to recover from her shock. “Art school? I don’t know about that. Filled to the brim with foreigners, and the sort of art that is fashionable these days—”

“Degenerate rot,” her father finished. “Makes no sense. Why bother with a painting that doesn’t look like anything? If I buy a portrait of my wife, I want it to look like my wife. Not a hodgepodge of shapes. Who has a head shaped like a box, I ask you? No one!”

“Cubism is merely one approach among many, and the school I have in mind is far more traditional,” Helena insisted, mentally crossing her fingers. “Maître Czerny isn’t interested in what is fashionable. His focus is on technique.”

Her mother wrinkled her nose. “‘Chair-knee’? What sort of name is that?”

“I believe it’s Czech, originally. But he is a Frenchman. And he would be willing to take me on—”

“What? You’ve been corresponding with this man?”

“Only regarding his school, Mama.”

“What of the other students? Foreigners as well?”

“I don’t know. Most likely most of them will be French. Possibly there will be some Americans, too.”

“Good heavens,” her mother said. She had begun to worry at the lace on her cuff, which was never a good sign. “I really don’t know if we can agree to this.”

It was time to dig in her heels. “Mama, I am twenty-eight years old, and I have money of my own. I have the greatest respect for you both, but you must remember that I have the legal right to go and do as I please.”

“But Helena, darling—”

Her heart began to pound, for she’d never stood up to her parents in such a way before, and it went against her nature to do so now. But she had to hold her ground. Before her resolve crumbled, she needed to step away.

“If you’ll excuse me, I think it’s time I return to my room. If you wish to speak with me about my plans I will be very happy to do so.”

BACK IN HER bedchamber, Helena took up her notebook and pencils, and looked around for something she might draw. Settling on the window seat, she began to sketch the wrens that came to perch on the sill each afternoon. They were sweet little creatures, tame enough to alight on her outstretched fingers, and cheery despite the threatening rain. It was spring, after all; they had survived the winter, and seemed to know that blue skies lay ahead. If only she could be as certain.

She had no education to speak of, nor was she beautiful or witty or elegant. But something came alive in her when she picked up a pencil or brush. She had the makings of an artist in her, she was certain of it, and she was determined to keep the promise she’d made to herself last December, in those bleak, lonely hours when death had crept so close. Her parents wouldn’t stop her, she knew, but it would be so much easier, and pleasanter, if they were to support her decision.

She meant to close her eyes for just a moment, but when she woke the sun had sunk beneath the garden wall and her mother was at her side, a cool hand smoothing her brow.

“You shouldn’t have fallen asleep there,” Lady Halifax fretted. “You might have caught a chill.”

Helena crossed the room and settled in one of the easy chairs drawn close to the fire. “I’m fine. Not cold at all.”

Her mother perched at the edge of the other chair, her stays creaking a little, and smiled rather wanly at Helena. “Papa and I have been talking. As you said earlier, you have always been such a good girl, and we do trust you. While we have our reservations about this, ah, this academy you wish to attend, we have decided to support your decision to go to France for a year.”

“Thank you, Mama. I really am very grateful.”

“I know you think I worry too much, but I can’t help myself. I know how you have suffered, how people have treated you since your break with Lord Cumberland. I know how lonely you’ve been—”

“I’ve always had you and my sisters, Mama. It hasn’t been that bad.”

“It has. And it’s so unfair. Just look at Lord Cumberland. He’s been happily married all this time, has children of his own, and no one says a thing to him.”

“It’s in the past, Mama. You mustn’t dwell on it.”

“How can I not? You’re almost thirty. Before long it will be too late for children, and then what decent man will have you? Please be sensible.”

“I have always been sensible, and that is why I have no interest in marriage with some stranger who is indifferent to me. I was lucky to escape such a fate with Edward.”

Her mother pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed at her eyes. “How can you say you were lucky, when he all but ruined your life? If only you knew how it weighs upon me. What if something were to happen to your father? You know we cannot depend on your brother, for that wretched wife of his won’t wait five minutes before tossing us all out of the house. I don’t much care what happens to me, but you, my darling—what will become of you?”

Helena took her mother’s hands and pressed them reassuringly between hers. “Listen to me: if the worst were to happen, and David’s vile wife were to throw us out on our ears, we would take my bequest from Grandmama, buy a little house, and live quite comfortably together. But that is not going to happen, not least because Papa is as healthy as an ox, and likely to remain so for many years.” She smiled at her mother, willing her to believe, and received a feeble nod in response.

“I am going to France to live with Auntie A for a year, and to try to become an artist, and when the year is done I will think seriously about what I must do next. But I need my year first. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” her mother offered, her voice wobbly with tears, though she dried her eyes quickly enough. “Now, my dear: be honest with me. Are you well enough to travel?”

“Not quite yet,” Helena answered truthfully. “Perhaps in a fortnight?”

“Very well. Shall we see how you are at the end of next week? If you feel improved, I’ll have Papa’s secretary book passage for you to Paris.”

“Aunt Agnes is already at her house in Antibes, though. Wouldn’t it be better if I took the Blue Train from Calais?”

“That does make sense. Shall I have a tray sent up with your supper?”

“Yes, please.”

“Tomorrow we’ll go for a nice walk together. And we must see about getting you some pretty things for the seaside.”

“Thank you, Mama. For everything, I mean.”

As soon as the door closed behind her mother, Helena erupted from her chair and jumped up and down, taking great skips around the room, though it made her breathless and so unsteady on her feet that she had to sit again almost right away.

She had done it.

She would have her year in France, a year away from the whispers, stares, and malicious half-heard gossip that had blighted nearly every moment of the past five years. She would . . . her mind reeled at the possibilities. She would eat pastries and drink wine and wear short skirts and rouge, and she would sit in the sun and burn her nose, and not care what anyone thought of her.

Best of all, she would go to school and meet people who knew nothing of her past, and to them she would simply be Helena Parr, an artist like themselves.

Helena Parr. Artist. Merely thinking the words filled her with delight—and it reminded her of one task that simply couldn’t wait.

Returning to her desk, she took out a sheet of notepaper and began to write.

    45, Wilton Crescent

    London, SW1

    England

    16 March 1924

    Dear Maître Czerny,

                    Further to my earlier inquiry, I should like to reserve a place at your school for the September 1924 session for intermediate students. I shall send a bank draft for the required deposit under separate cover.

Yours faithfully,

Miss Helena Parr





Chapter 2

Strange to think she’d never been on a sleeper train before. She’d been to the south of France often enough, but her father detested rail journeys and invariably insisted they go by ship. As Helena was a poor sailor, she’d always dreaded the voyage to Marseille.

But this—this was heavenly. Her first-class compartment on the train bleu—she supposed the name came from the cars’ midnight blue exteriors—was a tiny marvel of modern luxury, and rather than set down her valise and take off her coat she simply stood at its entrance and stared.

It was scarcely more than two yards wide, and perhaps a little longer from door to window. Every vertical plane was covered in gleaming mahogany panels, their lacquer polished to a mirror finish. To her right was a plush banquette, not yet transformed into her bed for the night. She reached out and unlatched the curving door to her left. It revealed a sink with hot and cold taps, chrome-framed mirrors, and an electric light that switched on automatically.

The train wouldn’t be leaving Calais for another half hour, so she might as well unpack before they started to move. With only a single case for the overnight journey, her trunk having been stowed in the baggage car, she didn’t have much to do. She shut and latched the door to her compartment, folded out the little table beside the window, and set out her valise. She’d brought a frock for dinner and another for her arrival in Antibes, neither of them much creased; these she hung on the back of the door. There was even a little rack for shoes at the bottom. Her nightgown and underclothes could remain in the case for now.

Mama had wanted her to bring one of the maids, fearing that Helena wouldn’t be able to manage, but Helena had refused. Even before her illness, and the months of constant scrutiny by physicians and nursemaids, she’d rarely been left on her own. There had always been servants around, always, and though most of them were agreeable and friendly, and were usually quiet and unassuming, they were simply there.

Here, though, there was no one to mind her, watch her, hover over her. She had twenty-four hours to herself to do as she pleased, to act as she liked, and to be anyone she chose to be. For the first time in her life she was wonderfully and blissfully alone, and she would savor every single, intoxicating minute.

The train shuddered to life, lumbering out of the station with painful slowness, but before long they had left the coast behind and were rolling through the peaceful farmland of the Pas de Calais. Helena perched on the banquette and stared out the window, too excited to open her book, and watched as the countryside gave way to the outskirts of Amiens, their only stop before Paris. As they slowed to cross a low, rather rickety bridge, she glimpsed a faded sign that gave a name to the river flowing languidly below: la Somme.

The Somme. Simply reading the name made her shiver. She was pretty certain the battles had been fought farther away, farther to the north—she could still remember, if hazily, the maps of the front lines that the newspapers had included whenever there was a new advance to report. And the war had come very close indeed to this ancient town, for hadn’t there been a Battle of Amiens toward the end?

At the time, she’d read the newspapers compulsively, trying to make sense of it all, but understanding had proved elusive. What sense could be made of something so futile? The broken men at the hospital where she’d volunteered, their faces still so vivid in her mind’s eye, had been testament enough of the nature of war.

The banquette was giving her a backache, so she determined to go in search of the ladies’ lounge car. She’d boarded at one end of the train, and had only passed through a single car of sleeping compartments, so any Pullman cars would be in the other direction.

“May I be of assistance, Lady Helena?” Waiting in the corridor was the same steward who had escorted her onto the train earlier.

“Yes, thank you. I was wondering if there might be a lounge—a Pullman car for ladies?”

“I am so sorry, but not on this service. If you wish, you may certainly take a table in the restaurant. Allow me to show you the way. I believe afternoon tea is being served.”

Suddenly, tea seemed like a very good idea. Only moments after taking her seat at a table for two, a smiling waiter set a tiered tray of fancies before her: wafer-thin cucumber sandwiches, toast triangles with crème fraîche and caviar, currant-studded scones, and petits fours that were almost too pretty to eat. A pot of tea, perfectly brewed, joined the sweets and savories, along with a trio of cut-crystal bowls that held lemon curd, clotted cream, and a most unexpected delicacy: early strawberries at their peak of fragrant ripeness.

With a speed that would have appalled her mother, Helena inhaled all of it, every last crumb, and was contemplating how best to scrape the last smear of clotted cream from its bowl when the waiter returned.

“Bien fait, Lady Helena! I see that you enjoyed your afternoon tea very much.”

“It was delicious, thank you. Would you mind very much if I sat here for a while?”

“Not at all. As you can see, most of our passengers have yet to embark. Not until we arrive at the Gare de Lyon will we have a full house, as you say it.”

“How long will that be, do you expect?”

“Not long, not long. First we will stop at the Gare du Nord, and then we go to the Gare de Lyon. We will be there for about an hour. It will be a good time for you to—how do you say?—stretch your legs.”

“I think I will, thank you.”

She stayed at her table and watched the countryside give way to the growing suburbs of the great city, and then Paris was upon them, the train hemmed in by looming embankments and grim stone walls. They remained at the Gare du Nord for only a few minutes, just long enough to take on a few more passengers, before circling south to the Gare de Lyon.

Helena returned to her compartment to fetch her hat and coat, gloves and reticule; she wouldn’t be leaving the train for long, but it was only sensible to have some ready cash on her person. According to her wristwatch, she had a little less than half an hour to walk up and down the platform before they departed for Lyon and points south.

She recognized the smell right away. No one who had ever been to Paris would forget that heady mélange of coal dust, drains, frying onions, fresh bread, Turkish tobacco, and here and there a whiff of some exotic, expensive perfume. Perhaps she would buy a bottle of scent when she returned in the fall, something rich with gardenia or lilies. Never mind that she quite liked the verbena-scented cologne she’d always worn. Now that she was in France, she would do as Frenchwomen did.

She walked from one end of the platform to the other, then, a little fearful of the train leaving without her, returned to her compartment and dressed for dinner. Her frock was new, in a streamlined style that was kind to her too-thin frame, and so short that Mama had been alarmed. But her mother had complete trust in Madame Rose, never mind that the seamstress hailed from Ripon and not the Rive Gauche, and Madame Rose had insisted that everyone, absolutely everyone, would be shortening their skirts for the season. The frock felt fashionable to Helena and was very pretty indeed, its turquoise silk chiffon adorned with a geometric pattern of gold and copper paillettes.

She surveyed her appearance in the mirror next to the sink. She was still far too thin, though a steady diet of French bread and pastries would surely take care of that problem, and her hair made her look more like a young boy than a woman in her late twenties. On a woman with more striking features, or coloring that was more dramatic, such short hair would be memorable. On her, with her plain oval face and plain brown eyes, it looked rather pathetic.

But there was nothing to be done; she hadn’t thought to pack Amalia’s pot of rouge in her overnight wash bag, and she hadn’t so much as a scarf to cover her shorn head, not unless she wished to pair her chiffon frock with the green felt cloche she’d just removed. So be it.

The restaurant car was a little more than half full, most of the other diners unfamiliar. But then she recognized two women, sisters she’d known from the summer of her debut, and their failure to acknowledge her was as familiar as a cup of tea. They’d both been married for years, she recalled, with husbands who’d waited out the war in reserve battalions that never crossed the Channel. They had children and homes of their own and everything she’d once thought she, too, would have.

Although there were two empty places at their table, the sisters didn’t beckon her over, didn’t wave in her direction, didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow to indicate they’d seen her. Women like that never did. It wasn’t because they disliked her, for they barely knew her. But they feared being seen with her, or anywhere near her, and so it was easier to pretend she was invisible.

The waiter, the same friendly man as earlier, greeted her with a wide smile and showed her to a table for two. She would have a cocktail, something terribly strong, and it would go straight to her head and she wouldn’t care what anyone thought of her. “Do you serve American cocktails?” she asked.

“But of course. Do you prefer a beverage prepared with gin, with rum, or with Scotch whisky?”

“I’ve no idea,” she admitted. “I’ve never had one before.”

“In that event, I advise a moderate approach. May I suggest a sidecar? It is made of Cointreau, brandy, and lemon juice.”

“It sounds delicious.”

She would drink it down, every last drop, no matter if it tasted like kerosene straight from a lamp. The waiter returned several minutes later, a single glass on his silver tray, and set the drink before her with a flourish.

“À votre santé,” she said, and took a large sip of the cocktail. It tasted bright and citrusy, but that first impression was quickly overlaid by a sensation of searing heat as the brandy made its presence known. Stifling the urge to cough, she took another sip, and another, and decided she liked it.

“Shall I allow you a few moments to look at the bill of fare?” the waiter asked.

“I’m not terribly hungry,” she confessed. “Perhaps some soup to begin, and then some fish—what do you have tonight?”

“We have sole meunière with new potatoes and white asparagus.”

“Perfect. No pudding; just that. And I should very much like another one of those cocktails.”





Chapter 3

“Good morning, Lady Helena, and welcome to the south of France. May I bring in your petit déjeuner?”

She’d slept well, lulled by the soporific effects of the two sidecars she’d imbibed and the cradling rhythm of the train, only vaguely aware of the stops it had made during the night. Apart from a mild headache, she felt quite well, and more than ready for a spot of breakfast.

“One moment,” she called out, reaching for her robe. She unlatched the door and stood aside to let the steward into her compartment. Moving as gracefully as Nijinsky himself, he set out her breakfast tray and prepared a bowl of café au lait.

“We will be leaving Marseille shortly, my lady. You are disembarking at Antibes, yes?”

“I am, thank you. How long do I have?”

“It is two hours to St.-Raphäel, and then another hour to Juan-les-Pins. The station for Antibes comes one quarter of an hour later.”

The train’s modern conveniences did not extend to WCs in each compartment, alas, so Helena dressed quickly and hurried to the toilet cubicle at the end of the car. It, too, was decorated in sumptuous style, with mosaic floors that might have been plundered from a Roman villa. Back in her compartment, she perched at the edge of her bunk and made short work of her breakfast: two croissants, which she spread with butter and raspberry jam, and washed down with the still-scalding café au lait.

The steward had brought two newspapers with her breakfast. The first, a day-old copy of the Times, she had read at her hotel in Calais. The other was a European edition of the Chicago Tribune. It stretched to only eight pages in total, and was a curious mix of news about American politicians and criminals, descriptions of lunches and gala dinners at dull-sounding places like the Board of Trade, and mystifying tables of statistics that appeared to relate to the sport of baseball.

Soon they were on the move again, heading east under a radiant turquoise sky. Thinking to freshen the air, Helena cranked down her window a scant inch, but the breeze was so warm and fragrant that she quickly lowered the pane to its full extent and let the wind rush into the compartment. It smelled of pine trees and sunshine and salt air, without so much as a wisp of locomotive exhaust, and felt like heaven on her face.

The steward came by once more, to take her tray and fold away her bunk, and as soon as he was done she returned to her perch by the window. They had turned south, or so it seemed from the angle of the midmorning sun, and presently he called out for St.-Raphäel.

She packed the last of her things, even rolling up her coat and stuffing it into her valise. It would look ridiculous with her linen frock and straw cloche hat, she reasoned, and Aunt Agnes wouldn’t fuss over her catching cold as Mama would have done.

They halted in Juan-les-Pins, its modest station dwarfed by gargantuan palm trees, and then, only minutes later, the steward called for Antibes. As soon as the train had shuddered to a halt he took Helena’s valise, helped her down the steps, and thanked her profusely when she tipped him with some paper francs from her handbag. She really ought to check the exchange rate; for all she knew, she had just handed over most of her monthly allowance.

“Helena! Oh, Helena darling!”

“Auntie A!”

The last time she’d seen her aunt, a little more than two years ago, had been at the memorial service for Agnes’s husband, a Russian grand duke who had died under tragic circumstances. They had all been dressed in deepest black, though no one apart from Agnes had ever met the man—she’d married him only a few months before his airplane had crashed en route to Tangiers. Family was family, however, so they had observed the proprieties and attended a terribly baroque service at a Russian Orthodox church near Victoria Station, and afterward Agnes had drunk an astonishing amount of vodka with Dimitri’s Russian friends and declared that her life was over.

Evidently she had overcome the worst of her grief since then, for she was the picture of happiness as she swept her niece into a feathery embrace. It was an odd sensation, one that made sense once Helena realized that the neckline and cuffs of Agnes’s chartreuse chiffon frock were trimmed with dyed-to-match marabou.

“You look wonderful,” she said truthfully. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you.”

“And I you, my darling girl. When I received the telegram from your father—the first one, I mean, the one that said you were dying—I swooned. I absolutely did—didn’t I, Vincent?”

“You did, madame.”

Vincent was her aunt’s chauffeur, butler, bodyguard, and confidant, and had been with her as long as Helena could remember. Nearly everything about him was mysterious, from his nationality to his life before Agnes, but his loyalty to her aunt was unquestionable.

“Hello, Vincent, it’s lovely to—”

“You see, Helena? Swooned. And then, when the second telegram came—”

“In which I lived?”

“Yes, dear, in which you survived—well, I simply collapsed. I was in bed for days, and Hamish was ever so worried for me, wasn’t he?”

“Hamish is still . . . ?”

“Oh yes—Vincent, hand over Hamish to Helena. I’m sure she’ll want a cuddle.”

Hamish was Aunt Agnes’s stout, elderly, and very smelly cairn terrier, who had been at death’s door at least a dozen times over his long lifetime but somehow always rallied with the help of expensive veterinary care. He was a dear old thing, though, and seemed to recognize her, so Helena set down her valise and tucked him under her arm. He thanked her with a soft huff, then a gentle belch.

“The poor dear—his tummy has been giving him such trouble. Vincent, take Helena’s bag—you don’t have anything else, darling?”

“I’ve a trunk in the baggage car.”

“Go see to it, Vincent, while we get settled in the car. Hurry, now!”

Agnes took Helena’s other arm and guided them to the station exit. The car was idling at the curb, a huge, gleaming beast of an open-topped coupe, its interior upholstered from stem to stern in leather that was softer than velvet. Aunt Agnes had never been one for scrimping on luxuries.

Vincent returned with the news that the trunk would be delivered that afternoon, so with nothing to keep them in town they set off for Agnes’s villa. Helena couldn’t recall its exact location relative to the shore, only that its garden had a marvelous view.

“Do you remember the villa? You won’t have been here for years, of course. We must throw you a party, something simply wild, and we’ll invite all my friends. We’ll have such fun together!”

“That sounds lovely, Auntie A, but perhaps not quite yet—”

“Of course, of course. You need to build up your strength, and what better place than here? A little sun will do you such good. Of course you’re terribly pale, but that’s true of everyone when they arrive. I mean, poor Peggy Guggenheim looked like a ghoul back in March, and now she’s as brown as a walnut.”

“Do you think we can send a telegram to Mama and Papa, to let them know I’ve arrived? I ought to have said something before we left the station.”

“Never you mind—you can write it out as soon as we get home and Vincent will drive it down to the post office. He won’t mind—will you, Vincent?”

“Not at all, madame.”

“Oh, look—we’re here. Welcome to Villa Vesna!”

Away from the seafront, with its grand hotels and more modest pensions, the residences of Cap d’Antibes were hidden behind whitewashed walls or tall hedges, so Helena had little sense of how her aunt’s neighbors lived. The car slowed, turning carefully into a short drive, and drew up by the front door of a square, squat, flat-roofed house that charmed her with its pale pink walls and turquoise shutters.

Far more striking, though, was the garden, which spilled down the hillside in three lushly planted terraces. Framing the magnificent view were trees that would never survive an English winter—date palms and olives, figs and mimosa. There was even a little grove of lemon and orange trees. Whitewashed trellises supported tangled vines of clematis, heliotrope, Chinese roses, and bougainvillea, while spreading beds of thyme, chamomile, and lavender tumbled over their low stone walls onto undulating pathways of crushed limestone. Birdsong was everywhere, melodic and joyful; later, she knew, it would be eclipsed by the rising drone of cicadas.

“Helena? Shall we see you settled? We’ll do that, then we’ll have a late breakfast out on the terrace, and after that we’ll go down to the water and have a sunbath. Do you have a bathing costume with you?”

“There’s one in my trunk.”

“Oh, good. Leave your valise—Vincent will bring it in. And you can put Hamish down. He knows the way.”

Inside, all was dark and cool, the villa’s windows still shuttered to keep out the heat of the day. Aunt Agnes led them to a flight of stairs, its banister a sinuous curve of weathered wrought iron, and the three of them climbed the steps, Hamish’s claws clicking softly against the terra-cotta floor tiles.

“I’ve given you the best of the guest rooms, darling—my room is at the other end of the corridor. I think you’ll adore it. Do come in and tell me what you think.”

Agnes hurried to fling open the shutters on two large windows, revealing an expansive view of the terraced garden and, beyond, the infinite azure arc of the Mediterranean. “Will the room suit? I mean, apart from the view? You’ve the bed, and a desk and chair, and a little fauteuil if you feel like lounging. Is anything missing? I do want it to be perfect.”

“It is,” Helena promised.

“Oh—I almost forgot! Come with me—I’ve been dying to show you. Perhaps you could carry dear Hamish? He’s a little out of breath.”

Helena scooped up the dog and followed her aunt back downstairs and outside again, this time via a side door. They stood on a round, elevated patio that was shaded by a pergola blanketed in the scarlet blooms of a trumpet vine. Just beyond was a low, stuccoed outbuilding, its façade dominated by a set of rough-hewn doors. Her aunt opened both doors wide and beckoned impatiently to Helena. “Come in. Come and see.”

The interior was dim, especially compared to the glare of the midday sun. She lingered at the threshold, intrigued by her aunt’s enthusiasm for the shabby old shed, and blinked as her eyes struggled to discern what lay beyond.

She saw the easel first. She blinked, and a table came into focus. A long table, pushed against the back wall, its surface covered with everything to tempt an artist’s heart: stacks of stretched canvases, reams of paper, boxes of pastels, tins of watercolors, a clutch of sharpened pencils in a tin. There were empty palettes, too, and an open case of brushes, every size and shape, all waiting for her.

And there were tubes of oil paint, scores of them, set in rows on the tabletop, their neatly lettered labels the only clue to the colors hidden within. All new, all untouched.

“I wasn’t sure what to buy, so I ordered one of everything. You don’t mind, do you? I thought it would be nice to surprise—”

“Oh, Auntie A. It’s . . . I don’t know what to say. It’s perfect. I never dreamed—”

“Don’t cry, dear. It’s just some paints and paper, and the shed wasn’t being used.”

Helena blinked away her tears, not wishing to spoil the moment with theatrics, and pulled her aunt into a heartfelt embrace.

“Is there enough light? I know you artists need to have plenty of light,” Agnes persisted.

“It’s perfect, I promise. Like a dream come true.”

“Oh, good. Let’s go back inside. I’ll remind you where everything is, and of course you won’t have met Jeanne and Micheline. My cook and housemaid. Such dears, though they don’t speak a word of English, and I’ve barely any French. Still, we get on well together, and Vincent can translate in a crisis.”

Her heart full, her mind’s eye awhirl, Helena cast one last glance over her studio—her studio—and followed Agnes inside.





Chapter 4

    Villa Vesna

    Antibes, France

    5 July 1924

    Dearest Amalia,

                    I’m afraid I don’t have much in the way of news for you this week, for life on the Côte d’Azur continues in much the same vein as it has done since my arrival. I quite enjoy the routine—up at dawn, a solitary walk down to the water, some sketching there if I feel inspired, then back home for breakfast on the terrace with Auntie A. After that I move to my studio and work up sketches from the day before, with a break for lunch around one o’clock. I did try asking the cook if I might simply have a sandwich on a tray, but I only managed to horrify the poor woman. So lunch at table it is, with the addition once or twice a week of Auntie A’s friends.

                    You won’t be surprised to hear that our aunt knows everyone here: the great, the good, the notorious, and the merely interesting, too. At first, when people visited, I was a little concerned they might have heard of my social difficulties back in London, but no one has said a thing. Not yet, at any rate! Agnes introduces me as her niece, says I am visiting from England, and that is that.

                    In the afternoons, I go down to the seaside for a swim, for the water is much warmer now. Auntie A comes with me from time to time, but she insists on being driven down the hill, and tends to fuss about everything—the heat, the wind, even the sand that clings to Hamish’s paws.

                    Most evenings we go out to dine, most often with Sara and Gerald Murphy. I’m sure I mentioned their arrival in my last letter, and since then I’ve seen them at least three or four times. At present they are staying at the Hôtel du Cap with their children, for their villa is being renovated and won’t be ready until the end of the summer.

Helena sipped at her tea, though it had already gone cold, and smiled at the memory of her first meeting with Sara. It had been the spring of 1914, not long after her own debut, and she had been feeling rather adrift at a particularly dreary tea party. She’d joined a conversation, drawn by the talk of modern art, as well as the American voice she overheard, and had been introduced to Miss Sara Wiborg, lately of East Hampton, New York.

Sara had been defending the work of Marcel Duchamp to a clutch of disbelieving and pinch-faced matrons. Though normally shy when meeting new people, Helena hadn’t hesitated before chiming in, avowing her admiration for Duchamp and his fellow Cubists. She and Sara had talked non-stop for the rest of the afternoon.

The Wiborg family had departed for Italy not long after, but Sara and Helena had maintained a faithful, if irregular, correspondence throughout the intervening years. In 1915 she had married Gerald, and not so long ago they had moved to France, it would seem for good.

As far as Helena had known, they’d been living in Paris; she had meant to call on them once she was settled there in September. So it had been a lovely surprise to discover the entire family at the little beach at La Garoupe one afternoon a few weeks earlier, and then to learn they were staying for the rest of the summer.

                    Tonight Auntie A and I are dining with the Murphys, along with an American friend of Gerald’s. As I write this it’s nearly eleven in the morning, so if I’m to get in any plein air work today I must be off. Although people don’t really dress for dinner here in Antibes our aunt does expect me to be presentable—and that means I need to set aside a solid hour at the end of the day to scrub the paint from under my fingernails and render the rest of my person fit for company!

                    I promise to write again soon—Auntie A sends her best wishes—

With much love,

Helena

Having packed her satchel after breakfast, it remained only to fetch a sandwich and a flask of water from the kitchen, leave the letter to Amalia on the hall table for Vincent to post later, and haul her bicycle out of the garage. She’d found it a few weeks earlier, tucked away in the back of the old stables, and although it was old and rather heavy it worked well once Vincent had cleaned off the cobwebs and set it to rights.

The ride into the hills north of Antibes was ever so pleasant, and in the hours that followed she made some very satisfactory sketches of lavender growing wild in an ancient grove of olive trees. She worked happily for ages, only noticing the time when she paused for a drink of water, and realized the afternoon was nearly gone.

She packed up her things and began the journey home, but her bicycle dropped its chain before she’d gone even a mile, and despite her best efforts the chain stubbornly refused to stay put. Helena was so intent on trying to fix her bicycle that she didn’t hear the approaching vehicle until it pulled to a growling halt only a few yards away.

Turning around, she expected to see one of the goods lorries or delivery vans that comprised most of the limited traffic on the narrow, unpaved roads. Instead, she was surprised to discover a small and low-slung coupe, its exterior painted with red and blue racing stripes. The driver, a man only a few years older than she, switched off the engine.

“Do you need a hand there?” he asked in a faintly amused American baritone.

He seemed friendly enough, but he was looking at her far too boldly, and she felt certain he was holding back a smile. No, not a smile—a smirk. He hadn’t even bothered to say hello, or to introduce himself properly.

“Thank you, but no. I’m quite all right.” She stared back, unblinking, her posture so perfect even her mother would have approved. Only then did she realize he hadn’t spoken to her in French. “How did you know . . . ?”

“That you’re English? You don’t often see Frenchwomen on bicycles.”

“You aren’t French, either.”

“Nope. My accent give me away?” He grinned at her.

“Well, yes. That and . . . I suppose you just look like an American.”

“Huh. I guess I’d better take that as a compliment.”

He clambered out of his motorcar and walked over to look at her bicycle. It was a wonder he’d even fit in the coupe, for he was well over six feet tall, and broad-shouldered besides. He wore a linen suit, rather crumpled and dusty, and his shirt was open at the neck. On his head he sported a long-billed American cap, but he pulled it off and tossed it in the car, revealing short-cropped auburn hair.

“Why don’t I see what the problem is, Duchess?”

“I’m not—” Helena began, but stopped short when she realized he was only teasing her. In vain she tried to think of something amusing to say, but her mind remained stubbornly blank.

Crouching by her bicycle, he pulled at its chain, muttering a little under his breath. He sat back on his haunches and began to rummage about in the grass. “I need a stick, nothing too big . . . here we go.” Using the stick as a guide, he looped one end of the chain over the rear cog, and then eased it around to fit over the front chain ring. He then grasped the nearside pedal and turned it slowly round until the chain clicked into place.

“There. Fixed.”

“Really? I tried that half a dozen times but I couldn’t get it to stay on.”

“You’d have probably got it on eventually. Using the stick helps.”

“Of course. That’s, ah, that’s terribly helpful. Thank you so much, Mister—”

“Howard. Sam Howard.”

“Well, thank you, Mr. Howard. I’m Helena Parr.” She wondered if she ought to offer her hand for him to shake, but remembered, just in time, that it was dirty. Of course his hands were dirty, too, so it really ought not to matter.

“Do you need any more help, d’you think?”

“No. You’ve done more than enough. I mustn’t keep you.” She winced at the sound of her voice, so prim and starchy compared to his unaffected friendliness.

“So long, then. Perhaps I’ll see you around town.” He smiled then, really smiled, and she saw that he had a dimple in one cheek and a sprinkling of freckles across his nose and cheekbones. She’d never known a grown man with freckles, or perhaps she simply had never noticed before.

“That would be very nice.” What was wrong with her? Very nice? Even as a green debutante of eighteen she’d been capable of conversation that was ten times as sparkling.

“It was good to meet you, Miss Parr. You’re sure you don’t need me to stay? Just to make sure you’re fine?”

“I’m sure. I mean, I’m sure that I’m fine. Really, there’s no need to stay. Thanks ever so much.”

“As long as you’re sure, then,” he said, and smiled at her once more. It made his eyes crinkle at the corners in an awfully endearing fashion, and it also made her notice, rather unwillingly, just how handsome he was. “Good-bye.”

He returned to his car, somehow managed to fit his long legs into its cockpit, or whatever one called the driving compartment of a motorcar, and drove off in a cloud of dust and exhaust.

By the time she got home, a half hour later, Helena was grimy, terribly thirsty, and suffering from a tremendous headache. Leaving her satchel in the studio, she hurried upstairs to the bathroom, praying there would be enough hot water left in the cistern for her to have a modest bath. She opened the hot water tap all the way, and went to look at herself in the cheval mirror while the tub filled.

It was even worse than she’d imagined. Her frock, fortunately an old one, was streaked
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