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This book is dedicated to Patricia Anne Harrington, 1933–2024
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CHAPTER 1

Chrissie

Goldsmiths’ College, London, 1951

I clutched my old school satchel to my chest and inched my way around the wall of the classroom, seeking some kind of shelter from the incredible noise. People were shrieking at each other, hugging, sitting on the desks, and creating the kind of scene that would never have been allowed at Saint Clare’s Convent School for Girls.

I took a deep, steadying breath. Thank goodness my parents had decided not to accompany me on my first day at Goldsmiths’. My dad had to go to work, and Mother still wasn’t speaking to me, because I’d persuaded Dad to let me follow my dream of attending arts college.

Mother didn’t think I needed to be educated when all I had to do was look pretty, speak nicely, and find a husband who could keep me in luxury. Once, in the middle of one of our many arguments, I’d asked her why she still wasn’t happy after achieving all those goals herself, and I received a slap around the face for my trouble.

She didn’t understand why I wanted to be more—why I yearned to be independent of her small-mindedness, her constant fear of what the neighbors might think, and her endless attempts to better herself socially. Sometimes I even wondered whether I was her actual child, because we had nothing in common apart from our hair color, and hers had to be “touched up” at the hairdressers.

I noticed a vacant chair and slipped into it, setting my satchel on the table. It gave me a moment to look around and try and make sense of the uproar. First off, there were boys everywhere. I had no experience of boys, having gone to a girls’ private school staffed entirely by nuns. The only men on the premises had been aging priests and the gardener who tended the lawns that surrounded the old Victorian schoolhouse.

My parents weren’t Roman Catholic, but my mother had insisted I had to meet the right kind of girls, and that meant being educated privately. She’d have preferred me to board at the very posh St. Paul’s in Hammersmith, but Dad, who’d been anticipating more than one child, put his foot down at the exorbitant cost.

I turned my attention from my fellow students to the clock on the wall. We should have started the lesson ten minutes ago. I looked in vain at the door. Where was the teacher? And if he did appear, how would he get everyone’s attention? I decided that even if no one else wanted to learn I would be ready. I took out my new pencil case and notebook and placed them in front of me on the desk.

I sat back, folded my arms, and watched the raised platform at the front of the room, as if willing the teacher to appear. A slight rattle made me look down to see my best pen rolling off the desk at some speed. I bent to pick it up and bumped heads with the person next to me, who’d obviously had the same idea. After grabbing the pen, I sat back up and smiled tentatively at her.

“Thanks for trying to help.”

“You’re welcome.”

She had a soft voice with an accent that definitely wasn’t all London. Her dark auburn hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she wore a black turtleneck jumper, and a check skirt with a wide belt at the waist.

“Are you new here?” I asked before she could turn away.

“Yes.” She looked over at the continuing mayhem. “It’s not quite what I was expecting, but it is exhilarating.”

“It’s terrifying.” I mock shuddered. “The nuns would be horrified. I’m Chrissie Walker, by the way.”

“Mary Quant.”

We shook hands.

“I’m taking the Art Teacher Diploma course.”

“So am I,” Mary said. “I wanted to go to fashion school, but my parents thought that would be a waste of time, so we compromised on this.”

“I didn’t dare mention fashion to my parents,” I admitted. “It was hard enough to get them to agree to let me come here.”

We smiled at each other again, this time with more understanding.

“It’s nice to meet you.” I paused. “Would you like to have lunch together later?”

There was a moment of hesitation before she nodded. I was getting the sense she was quite shy. “Yes, that would be lovely.”

“If we ever get that far.” I pointed at the clock. “We were due to start this class twenty minutes ago.”

One of the boys in the largest and noisiest group extracted himself from the crowd, strode toward the platform, and clapped his hands. His hair was long enough to touch the collar of his open-necked shirt. He had no tie, no jacket, and his trousers were wide and baggy.

He bore no resemblance to any teacher I’d ever seen before in my life, so I was shocked when he said, “Good morning, everyone. I’m Sam Taylor. Welcome to Illustration Part One.”

He was met with a chorus of jeers and boos, but I no longer cared about any of that. I’d made plans for lunch, I wouldn’t be sitting on my own, and I hoped I had made my very first friend.
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We’d both brought our lunch from home and opted to sit outside, where the noise from the nearby traffic was less daunting than the racket inside the vast dining hall. Despite the damage inflicted during the war, the college, founded by the worshipful company of Goldsmiths’, one of the original medieval trade organizations, was still rather grand. It was the only reason Mother had eventually given in and let me attend. The streets around Goldsmiths’ were still recovering from the massive damage done by a V-2 incendiary device that had exploded in the local Woolworths, obliterating the building and everyone inside it. There was still a vast crater where the nearby shops had been, and six years on, the community had yet to recover.

There were plans to rebuild—there were plans for the whole of war-damaged London—but such a vast project where the scars were still so visible was a priority. In the meantime, half the high street was fenced off and children played in the bombed-out ruins without thought to what had happened to their predecessors. Sometimes it felt like dreary old London would never recover from the war. It was all my parents talked about, and they couldn’t seem to move on.

I’d made my own sandwich, because my mother had stayed in bed rather than see me off on my first day. I didn’t mind, because she would’ve given me a scrape of margarine on a thin slice of bread. She was terrified I’d get fat, and how she thought I’d manage that on current rations I wasn’t sure. Being overweight was yet another of the imaginary horrors she believed life had in store for me.

Mary’s sandwich was full of tomatoes and lettuce and looked far more appetizing than mine. She saw me looking at it and made a face. “We have a greenhouse. I’m so fed up eating tomatoes. We have them with everything.”

“My parents don’t really garden. We have a man who comes in once a month and takes care of things.”

I ate my ham and mustard sandwich. I’d probably get into trouble for pinching all the ingredients of Mother’s lunch, but if she couldn’t be bothered to get up, she deserved it.

“Where do you live?” I asked.

“Blackheath.”

“Oh!” I smiled at her. “That’s quite close to me. We’re near Greenwich Park. Do you take the train home? We might even be on the same line.” I paused for breath and suddenly felt foolish. “I’m sorry, I always rattle on when I’m nervous. You’re probably fed up with me already.”

“I like listening to you talk,” Mary said. “I’m definitely the quiet one in our family.”

“I think I’m the loudest, but I’m an only child,” I confided. I talked a lot to fill the tense void between my parents, even though I often ended up annoying them both. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

“One younger brother, Tony.” Mary smiled. “He’s wonderful.”

We continued to eat as the other students flowed around us like flocks of starlings occasionally alighting and then moving on in a chattering crowd. Having grown up in a house full of arguments and loaded silences, I appreciated the quietness about Mary. She had a long fringe, which often swung forward to cover half her face, and a quick, quiet way of talking that meant I had to listen carefully to hear her properly.

“Would you like an apple?” Mary asked. “I have two.”

“Yes, please. I didn’t think about bringing anything else, I was so nervous.” I glanced around. “It isn’t what I expected at all.”

“It’s certainly informal,” Mary said. “But it’s nice to be treated like an adult.”

“I suppose so,” I agreed somewhat doubtfully.

“I’ve never liked sitting at a desk being told what to do,” Mary said. “My parents let us run wild during the war and they’ve never managed to regain control of us.”

“Were you in London?” I asked.

“No, my parents are both schoolteachers. They were sent off to various places in the countryside to take over village schools, and Tony and I went with them.” She finished her apple and placed the core in the center of the brown paper bag she’d wrapped her sandwich in. “While they were busy teaching, we were roaming the countryside, spying on the Home Guard, collecting shrapnel, and generally making nuisances of ourselves. It was all rather a lark, actually.”

“My mother and I were evacuated to Norfolk, but she didn’t like the people we were billeted with, and we came back.”

“To Greenwich Park? You must have been right in the thick of it,” Mary said.

“Yes. My father had already been moved up north into some government job dealing with troop supplies, so we were all alone.” I paused. “Mother didn’t like the local air raid shelter, either, so we stayed home in the cellar.”

I remembered the way the walls shook, the dull thud of explosions above our heads, and once, the heat from a fire as the house two doors down suffered a direct hit. Kitty, the little girl who’d lived there and who had been my friend, died along with her mother and two siblings. We’d come out of our cellar the next morning to find damage to our own house—the shattered glass of the front windows, the awful stench of burning fuel, and many other things I never wanted to put a name to or taste in my throat again.

“A house down the road was destroyed by a bomb, but we were lucky,” I said. “Although we were picking broken glass out of the carpets for months.”

“We were very lucky,” Mary said softly. “My dad was invalided out in the First World War, so he didn’t have to go and fight again. I don’t think he believed he’d see another war in his lifetime.”

I nodded. I always tried to be mindful that my parents and grandparents had lived through two terrible conflicts, but I also grew impatient with the way they constantly looked back rather than forward. I was tired of the horribleness of war and yearned for something new and exciting to happen to me. My mother said I was selfish, but didn’t I have a right to look forward to something new?

Mary checked her watch. “I suppose we should go in.”

No one else was moving, but as it was our first day, we decided to make an effort. When Mary stood up, I immediately noticed the swing of her skirt.

“Where did you get your skirt?” I asked.

She looked down at it. “This? I made it out of one of Mum’s old tablecloths. She’d burned a hole in the center with the iron so it was perfect to cut up.”

I compared the lightness of her skirt to the heavy tweed one I was wearing. “I don’t think Mother would let me have one of her tablecloths to make into anything. She’d be horrified. She chooses all our clothes from the fashion magazines and has them made up by a local dressmaker.”

Mary smiled. “I’ve always made my own clothes or altered the ones I was given. I just can’t stand it if something doesn’t feel right on me.” We started to walk toward the entrance hall. “That’s why I want to be a fashion designer, so that I can make things that I want to wear.”

“Do you have a pattern for your skirt?” I asked. “I could probably purchase the material and make my own—that is, if you don’t mind me copying you.”

“I’d love you to be my first customer,” Mary said. “I didn’t use a pattern, but I’m sure I can make something up for you. I’m taking pattern-making classes in the evening.” She smiled. “But don’t tell anyone. My parents think I’ve joined the college choir.”
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We stuck together after the first day. There was a timetable of classes, but no one cared if students dropped in on lessons they hadn’t applied for. One of us would grab a table in a classroom, spread out our things, and we’d just get to work on whatever took our fancy. Sometimes it was designing outfits, or drawing a live model, and sometimes we just messed around painting fabrics or learning how to use dyes to create fabulous looks.

If you wanted help from the teacher, you had to go and ask for it. None of them bothered to do much more than check for attendance, which was required by the school. Most of them were too busy with their own creative projects to worry about what Mary and I were up to. But we did learn. Oh my goodness, we learned so much—life drawing, painting, illustration, we tried it all.
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The more time I spent with Mary, the more entranced I became with her style. After the first month, I started sporting a variation of Mary’s look, wearing my dull old skirts and cardigans out of the house, and changing at the train station before Mary got on at Blackheath.

Others began to notice Mary’s style as well. Two of the other girls we knew had recently abandoned the dowdy, ill-kempt art-student garb most of the students favored and had started dressing like us.

We definitely stood out, and the boys had started to notice us. Dealing with male attention was something else I learned from her. For such a shy person, Mary was surprisingly good at interacting with boys. She had a way of staying quiet until they stopped making fools of themselves and talked to her like she was an equal. If they couldn’t manage that, she walked away.

Today, Mary had on a black sweater, a navy-blue, peg-topped skirt, a waspie around her waist, and black knee socks. Her hair was in its usual high ponytail.

I’d gone for the pastel version of the same look, with a white, pin-tucked top, knee socks, and a flowery skirt I’d made from her pattern.

We were about to return to class from our lunch break when one of the teachers came into the dining hall and clapped her hands for attention.

Mary nudged me. “That’s Constance Howard. She produces incredible textiles and embroidery.”

“Good afternoon,” Mrs. Howard said. “I’m looking for volunteers to assist me in a significant piece of work for the South Bank exhibition at the Festival of Britain. If anyone is interested in participating, I’ll be holding a meeting at five today in my classroom. Thank you.”

Mary turned to me, a determined light in her eyes that I was coming to recognize. Despite her shyness, she was incredibly focused when she wanted to be. “We’ve got to attend.”

Fine-detailed embroidery wasn’t my strength, but I knew Mary loved such things. In fact, her knowledge of all kinds of decorative art was astonishing, so I nodded. “Yes, of course. As long as it doesn’t take ages. We’re supposed to be having dinner with my parents.”

My mother had been nagging me about meeting my friends from Goldsmiths’, and since Mary was very presentable, I’d extended an invitation on my mother’s behalf.

“I shouldn’t think it will take long,” Mary said. “She’ll probably tell us more about the project and what she’ll need us to do.”

Mary proved to be correct. All we had to do was sign up to offer our services and we were free to leave. We caught the next train home and were only a few minutes later than normal. We got out at Maze Hill Station and walked along the quiet tree-lined streets toward my parents’ house.

We stopped at the front gate and Mary looked up. “Gosh,” she said. “It’s big.”

The detached, three-story, black-and-white mock Tudor house was where I’d lived all my life. I shrugged. “It’s not really. The garage on the side makes it look wider than it is. My parents bought it new. If you go upstairs, you can actually see Greenwich Park.”

My mother had insisted on a new house because she said it was impossible to get rid of the smells previous owners left behind. Not that she actually did any cleaning herself. She employed a cook general and a maid to oversee her domestic responsibilities, which included taking care of me. I’d shared far more pleasant meals with Eileen and Doris than with my parents and considered them part of my family.

I was about to take my usual path and lead Mary around the side of the garage when the front door opened, and Doris beckoned frantically at me. “This way!”

I unlatched the front gate and held it open for Mary. “Apparently, we’re to go in the front like honored guests.”

We went up the path and Doris smiled at Mary. “Brought your little friend home, have you?”

“Yes.” I smiled back. I loved Doris. “This is Mary.”

Doris lowered her voice. “’Er ladyship’s in the drawing room. I’m supposed to be bringing in some tea after I’ve taken your coats.”

My heart sank. I’d been hoping I could take Mary up to my room and come down when dinner was ready, but it was not to be.

“Then we’ll go and say hello.”

We took off our shoes and I led Mary to the drawing room. It was at the front of the house and rarely used by anyone except Mother, who liked to hold her little bridge parties there. I never felt comfortable surrounded by the favorite possessions she’d painstakingly collected over the years—the china figurines, the crystal glasses, and the commemorative plates celebrating every royal occasion since Queen Victoria was on the throne.

“Good evening, Christine.” Mother didn’t get up from her seat by the window. She was dressed very formally in a matching jacket and skirt. She’d obviously been to the hairdressers. “And who is this?” she asked in her posh voice.

Heat suffused my face, and I considered running away and never coming home again. “This is my friend, Mary Quant.”

“Quant? That’s an odd name. Is it British?”

“Mother …”

Mary ignored the rude question and smiled at my mother. “Good evening, Mrs. Walker. Thank you so much for inviting me to your home.”

Mother inclined her head a gracious inch and gestured that we should sit down. We perched side by side on the uncomfortable striped satin couch with the gold Regency-style rolled arms.

“Are you enjoying attending Goldsmiths’, Mary?”

“Yes, it’s great fun.”

A frown appeared on Mother’s brow. “Fun? One might hope you were too busy working to have time for that kind of nonsense.”

“We both work very hard, Mother,” I spoke up, aware that her disapproval could easily sour the entire evening. “Mary is considered one of the most talented artists in our year.”

“There’s no money in art,” Mother sniffed.

“That’s why we’re training to be teachers,” I said cheerfully. “Both of Mary’s parents are teachers. In fact, her mother is some kind of maths genius.”

Doris came in with the tea tray and set it in down with something of a thump, making the china rattle. Mother grimaced. “Mr. Walker’s been on the phone,” Doris said. “He says he’ll be back at six thirty on the dot.”

“Thank you, Doris.”

We sipped our tea from delicate, wide-rimmed, bone-china cups in silence broken only by the faint sound of Doris banging around in the kitchen and whistling. Neither of us dared take a biscuit after listening to Mother crunch her way through a ginger-nut. I glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece as I set my cup back on the tray.

Before I could speak, Mother started up again. “We did hope Christine would choose to study finance or something useful like science. But as usual, she went her own way.” She smiled tightly.

“I don’t think most of us want anything to do with science when it’s just brought us a world war and the nuclear bomb, Mrs. Walker,” Mary answered her. “Celebrating art and creating new things feels far more exhilarating.”

“Indeed.”

I knew from my mother’s glacial expression that Mary had failed to meet her exacting standards and that my stupid dreams of a convivial dinner stood no chance of happening.

I shot to my feet. “Can I take Mary up to my room? We have a project to work on.”

“Yes, of course. Please be down by a quarter past six for dinner.”

Mary hastily finished her tea and put her cup and saucer down. “Can I take the tray through to the kitchen for you, Mrs. Walker?”

“No, thank you, dear. We don’t expect guests to do the work of domestic servants.”

I tugged on the back of Mary’s skirt and we both escaped up the stairs. I let her into my bedroom, closed the door, and locked it.

Mary stood in the room’s center, obviously taking in the cream-colored, quilted bedcovers and the matching dressing table and chest of drawers. “It’s very … nice.”

“I didn’t choose a thing in here.” I threw myself onto the bed and exhaled, suddenly wishing I smoked. “I’m not even allowed to put anything on the walls in case I damage the wallpaper.”

Mary sat cautiously on the bed beside me. “That’s a shame.”

“There’s no need to be polite. We both know my mother’s awful.”

She looked at me, her brown gaze steady. “She’s certainly very different to my mum, but—”

“She goes through my things. I have to keep my diary in my school bag to stop her from prying.”

This time, Mary didn’t try to defend my mother. “You’ll get a horrible shock when you come to my house,” Mary said. “It’s absolute bedlam.”

I heaved a sigh. “Seeing as you’ll probably never want to speak to me again after coming here, I don’t suppose I’ll ever be able to compare the two.”

She gently punched my shoulder. “You sound like one of the drama students. Do you have any idea what you’re going to work on with the Constance Howard project? I never thought I’d get to work with such a talented designer.”

“I never thought she’d be doing something as boring as a tribute to the Women’s Institute.” I made a face. “My mother belongs to the local WI and they’re a bunch of nosy busybodies.”

“I suppose she’s celebrating how they kept the country running while the men were away fighting in the war,” Mary said. “I found it quite inspiring and I love both appliqué and embroidery.”

“I’ll probably stick to something simple like a bunch of trees in the background, that’s about all I’m good for.”

“You’re a very talented artist and designer and you know it,” Mary said firmly. Despite her soft exterior she was very good at speaking her mind. “Don’t let your mother or anyone else tell you otherwise.”

“I’m not the one who got a scholarship.” I was still grumbling. “If my parents knew what went on at Goldsmiths’, they’d forbid me to leave the house ever again.”

“Then I’ll make sure I don’t tell them,” Mary said. “I’ll be the perfect guest.”
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My father offered to give Mary a lift home in his car after a dinner that was as stilted and dreadful as I feared. They set off together, leaving my mother and me alone in the house. Doris had left earlier, so I immediately started clearing the table and bringing things through to the kitchen. My mother lit a cigarette and watched me work. She’d changed for dinner and wore a pink, fully skirted dress more suitable for a cocktail party.

“Your friend,” she said.

“What about her?” I continued stacking the coffee cups and saucers on the tray.

“Is Quant a foreign name?”

“She was born in Blackheath, and her parents are both from Wales.” I went through to the kitchen.

“I did wonder.” Mother stayed in the doorway as I rinsed the plates off in the sink. “Her speech was a little ‘off.’ Almost common.”

I pressed my lips together tightly and picked up the next plate.

“And her attire! What on earth was she wearing?” She gave an unkind little laugh. “Thank goodness you have more sense than to copy her. She looks like she makes everything herself from potato sacks.”

“I love the way she dresses.” I finished rinsing the last plate and started on the cups. “It’s modern, and fresh, and—”

“Being so plain and mousy, she probably thinks it will attract the boys.” Mother blew out a ring of smoke. “She’ll soon learn that it will only attract the wrong sort.”

I slammed the cup down on the draining board. “You nagged me to bring someone home, and when I do, all you do is criticize her.”

“Surely there has to be a better class of people there for you to befriend, Christine? Her parents are schoolteachers for goodness’ sake. How lower middle class can you get?”

I turned to face her. “She’s my best friend. I wouldn’t care if her father worked in the sewers.”

“Remember that if you seek low company, they’ll drag you down to their level,” Mother warned as she flicked the end of her cigarette into the sink, barely missing me. “Don’t come crying to me when no one decent wants to marry you.”

I smiled. “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t come crying to you about anything at all.” I folded the washcloth, put it back in the sink, and headed toward the door. “What would be the point?”

When she didn’t move out of the way I deliberately pushed past her, smelling the sherry and smoke intermingled in her breath as she sighed. “You’re such a disappointment to me, Christine.”

By the time I reached my bedroom I’d decided I’d never ask Mary to come to my house again. Mother would probably think she’d won, but I’d rather die than allow her to insult my best friend. Once she made up her mind about a person’s social status Mother stuck by it. In her eyes, Mary wasn’t good enough, and that was that.

I opened my bag, took out my prized skirt and blouse, and hung them up to get the creases out. Tomorrow, I’d wear them down to breakfast. I was done with pretending to comply with her demands. From now on, I’d choose my own friends and my own clothes, and she’d just have to bloody put up with it.




CHAPTER 2

Chrissie

Year Two, 1952

“All my parents do is complain.” I sighed as I stubbed out my cigarette in the ashtray on the refectory table. “They don’t like my attitude, the way I dress, the state of my hair … I’m really worried they’re going to make me leave college and go to work in my uncle’s shop.”

“I know how you feel,” Mary answered me, but her attention was fixed on the door of the dining hall where we’d stopped off for lunch before classes continued. It was a drab, echoing space only enlivened by the energy and chatter of the students within it. “My parents want me to be just like them. We’ve been having the most awful rows.”

There was a commotion outside and a ripple of anticipation spread through the room like an electrical current. Mary sat up straighter as a crowd of students surged into the room.

“Oh, god,” I groaned. “It’s him, isn’t it? What’s he wearing today?”

The students moved out of the way as if royalty was visiting to reveal Alexander Plunket Greene resplendent in a loose, gold pajama top and tight purple trousers. His long hair flopped over his face, and he radiated personality. His attendance at college was erratic and his claims to be writing a sellable script were laughable at best.

I had loathed him on sight. He was everything I was not—upper-class, rich, and popular. He’d also been conditioned to believe that every woman within a thousand miles would find him irresistible. Despite his awful clothing my mother would fawn all over him. I found him insufferably annoying, and even though he didn’t know I existed, I went out of my way to avoid him at all costs.

I turned to Mary. “Looks like he’s been raiding his mother’s wardrobe again. Does he really think that’s appropriate attire for a day in college?”

Mary didn’t answer, and I turned to look at her more carefully. Her thoughtful gaze was fixed on Plunket Greene as if he was the answer to a long unsolved puzzle.

I nudged her with my elbow. “Mary, you can’t like him. He’s awful.”

“He’s … interesting,” Mary said slowly. “It’s like looking at the sun.”

“And you know what that gets you,” I reminded her. “Burned.”

She laughed and turned her attention back to her coffee. “Not that he’d ever actually look at me. He’s got the whole female population of the college to choose from.”

As Mary and I were amongst the quietest and least flamboyant of the Goldsmiths’ students, she was probably right. Most of the boys—especially the ones who played on the boys’ tennis team with Mary—treated us as friends, and the girls were only interested in our clothes, and didn’t consider us a threat to their dating ambitions.

Plunket Greene sat down well away from our table, lit a cigarette, and was immediately surrounded by the loudest extroverts in the college who all egged him on. He had the kind of voice bred to be heard over a battlefield, which meant that everyone in the dining hall had to endure his so-called witty remarks and the roars of laughter that greeted them.

I looked at the remains of my salmon paste sandwich and tried to imagine swallowing the stale crusts while forced to listen to Plunket Greene’s guffawing.

“I think I’ll go back to class and get an early start on that drawing,” I said as Mary continued to focus on Plunket Greene. “Are you coming, or do you want to go and worship at his feet with all the others?”

“As I said, he wouldn’t notice me even if I did, and I’ve far too much respect for myself to sit at any man’s feet.” Mary stood up. “Shall I take back your cup?”

We walked toward the door together, ignoring the crowd around “APG,” who liked to be known by his initials, for what were probably completely different reasons. He looked up as we passed, his lazy gaze on Mary, who didn’t appear to see him at all. He was probably annoyed that we weren’t giggling and staring at him like every other girl in the room.

We were the only people in the classroom for quite some time. Mary was quietly efficient, her head down, her concentration entirely on her work. She sketched with a speed and accuracy that astounded me and that I tried hard to emulate.

There might not have been a lot of formal educating going on, but I was learning so much from people who had the same desire to shake things up as Mary and I did. Our energy spilled over into a heady mix of optimism and bravado our parents’ generation who’d fought a war couldn’t understand at all.

Slow down, they said. That can’t be done. You’re being ridiculous. You’re too loud, too confident, too much.

I didn’t care. I already knew we’d have to do things ourselves or nothing would ever change. We were sick of the gray, the rationing, and the constant harking back to a time before the war that would never come again. We wanted new, we wanted exciting, and we wanted it now.

That’s what I loved about Goldsmiths’. For the first time in my life, I was with people who didn’t want me to sit down, be quiet, and do what I was told. It was getting harder to go home to my parents and not want to shout at them to just let me be. I might not be one of the louder girls at college, but I was with people who understood me and embraced the change I wanted so badly.

Mary felt the same. There was a determined light in her eyes when she talked about what she was going to do next and it certainly wasn’t being a teacher. She had talent and she was just waiting for the opportunity to show it off. There was something in the air in our particular corner of London that year that made us dizzy with hope. We had dreams and the longer we remained at Goldsmiths’, the larger our world and our ambitions became.

“My parents want to meet my teachers,” Mary said, her dark auburn fringe swung forward as she bent over her sketchbook. “I’m trying to think of a way to put them off.”

“Good luck,” I said. “I’ve met your parents. They’re pretty determined people.”

“They had to be to escape the valleys,” Mary sighed. “That’s why they’re so obsessed with me being a teacher. They think a career in fashion is an impossible dream if you’re not French, upper-class, or rich.”

“Well, the French do dictate fashion,” I allowed. “We’re all supposed to want to dress like our mothers or Grace Kelly.”

“I’ve never wanted to look like a duchess,” Mary said. “I used to get a lot of my clothes handed down from my older cousin.” She paused, her expression pensive. “I never felt comfortable in them, you know? It was like living someone else’s life or inhabiting their skin.”

“I used to steal my mother’s hats and restyle them with random feathers and moss I found in the park,” I confessed. “She hated it.”

Mary tapped her pen against her sketchbook. “I have so many ideas! But, unless I go to Paris and find employment at a couture house, how will I ever get to see them on an actual person?”

“You’ll have to do it yourself,” I said firmly. “I’ll make the hats, you can make the clothes, and we’ll launch our own line right here in London.”

“If only we had a rich uncle to fund us,” Mary said. “We could leave college and get started today.”

We were laughing hysterically at the very idea when our teacher came in, followed by half the class complaining that they had to be present at all. He managed to get some sort of order established and told us what our new assignment for the week would be. I groaned alongside everyone else, but Mary looked thoughtful and turned to a new page in her sketch pad. Nothing was beyond her curiosity and desire to learn, and she was soon writing copious notes.

I followed suit, my ideas not flowing smoothly at all. I’d had an ugly row with my mother that morning, and I was dreading going home. She was convinced I was wasting my time at college and that I’d be far better off working in my uncle Jimmy’s tobacconist shop, which was too horrific to contemplate. He was a lovely man, but that wasn’t what I wanted. I didn’t know how to tell my parents that without hurting their feelings.

The good news was that I’d already arranged to go home with Mary to work on our outfits for the Chelsea Arts Ball. It was bad enough having to deal with my mother, let alone my dad, whom I adored.

It was only a ten-minute train journey from Goldsmiths’ to Blackheath where Mary lived with her parents. Evidence of wartime destruction still lingered in the empty lots, half-demolished buildings, and gaps like missing teeth in the neat rows of terraced houses we walked past. Mary said the college being close to home was one of the reasons why her parents finally agreed she could go. It was obvious to me that she had no intention of becoming a teacher. Just because she was quiet didn’t mean she was easily intimidated. I’d watched her stand up for her work with our teachers and win every argument without once raising her voice.

Her parents, Mildred and Jack, were always lovely to me, which was nice because I spent so much time there avoiding my own parents. Her mum had the same dark auburn hair as Mary, and despite her advanced degrees in maths, was a quiet, unassuming woman who always made me feel welcome. Her dad played the piano really well. We often came up the path to the front door to hear him playing, which Mary loved. She’d confided in me once that when she was little and scared of the bombing raids, the sound of him playing the piano had been the only thing that soothed her.

“Ah, there you are, girls.” Her mum came out of the kitchen to greet us as we entered the narrow hall. Despite her years in London, she still had a faint Welsh accent. “Did you have a good day?”

“We did.” Mary went to give her mother a kiss. “Where’s Tony?”

“Out playing with his friends. Dad will give him a shout when it’s time to come in. I’ve made a cottage pie. Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” I said. “We had a lot to do today and didn’t have much time to eat.”

“I’m glad to hear you’re both working hard,” Mrs. Quant said. “As I always tell Barbara, it’s all very well enjoying yourself, but it’s the results that matter.”

It was odd hearing Mary called by her first name. I sensed from her resigned expression that she’d given up trying to correct her mum.

“Shall I go and tell Dad we’re back?” Mary suggested.

“Yes, please, and tell him dinner will be on the table in fifteen minutes.”

I waited until Mary left the kitchen before turning to Mrs. Quant. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about. Mary is the hardest worker in the class.”

“That’s lovely to hear.” Mrs. Quant smiled warmly at me. “I’m just glad she found a sensible friend like you, Christine.” She paused. “She isn’t getting involved with any of the boys, now, is she?”

I briefly thought about the obnoxious Plunket Greene and shook my head. “No, Mrs. Quant. She’s totally focused on her studies.”

“She’s already a bit late doing everything, what with the war and us moving about all the time.” Mrs. Quant checked the pie in the oven. “And us being schoolteachers, you’d think we would’ve known better than letting her fall behind.”

As I wasn’t sure what she was referring to, I smiled politely. “Can I help?”

“Yes. If you don’t mind, you can fetch a jug of water and some glasses for the table.”

The back door opened with a bang, and the whirlwind that was Tony, Mary’s brother, came in, flushed with exertion.

Mrs. Quant pointed at his feet. “Take those shoes off! I just cleaned this floor.”

Tony glanced down at the mud he’d tracked into the kitchen. “Sorry, Mum.”

He hopped on one foot and then the other as he unlaced his shoes and threw them in the direction of the mat.

“Is Mary back?” He was already moving toward the door. “I have stuff to show her.”

“She’s in with your dad, probably listening to him playing,” Mrs. Quant said fondly. “And where are your manners? Say hello to Christine before you run her over in your haste.”

“Hello.” He grinned at me as he raced past. “Bye.”

I didn’t have any siblings and getting used to Tony’s pure boyishness had taken me a while. He and Mary were very close and for a while he’d regarded me with suspicion before deciding I was okay.

Dining with the Quants was always a pleasurable experience. There was conversation about all kinds of topics. Even when the family disagreed, it was done in a pleasantly argumentative way that often ended in laughter. It was very different at my house where my mother served dinner with a side of resentment and a constant stream of comments about my “appetite,” which made me not want to eat at all. My father ignored her, ate as fast as he could, never complimented the cooking, and retired to the front parlor to listen to his radio alone.

“Have more carrots, Christine,” Mrs. Quant said. “You girls are both too thin.”

“It’s all the running around we do,” Mary said. “We never stop.”

“And the rationing,” Mr. Quant added.

He was the quietest person at the table. Sometimes it felt as if he wasn’t really there. Mary said it was just how he was after his experiences during the First World War. It was the same at college; some of the older male students still had the distant look of people caught up in a conflict they had never recovered from. When Mr. Quant’s attention drifted away, no one pointed it out, or made it awkward for him.

“Rationing was supposed to be ending, but I still can’t find anything in the shops,” Mrs. Quant said. “Does your mother have the same problems, Christine?”

“My mother doesn’t do her own shopping,” I said. “She has everything delivered.”

“Is she posh, then?” Tony asked.

“Tony …” Mrs. Quant said. “That’s rude.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “She just doesn’t like shopping.”

She didn’t like going out at all these days, but I wasn’t going to mention that because it would invite the kind of scrutiny I detested. I glanced over at Mary, who knew more about my family situation than almost anyone. I’d had to explain why I wouldn’t ask her to come over anymore.

I deliberately changed the subject. “I have to catch the eight thirty train home. My dad said he’d pick me up from the station.”

“Then we’d better get on,” Mary said. “We have plans to make.”

“When is this ball?” Mrs. Quant asked. “Are you both quite sure it’s an appropriate place for you to go unchaperoned?”

“It’s the event of the season, Mum.” Mary stood up and pushed in her chair. “We have to go.”
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When I got home, my mother was sitting at the kitchen table having a cigarette while she flipped through the pages of the latest edition of The Lady. I had no idea why she bought that particular periodical, because she had nothing in common with the people inside it. Even though it was late, she still wore a well-starched dress, stockings, and high-heeled slippers. No housecoats and curlers for my mother. Her fair hair was immaculately set in tight waves that mirrored the hard lines around her mouth. I’d never seen her without a full face of makeup.

Dad hung up his keys, nodded briefly at her, and went past us into the hallway.

“Thanks for the lift, Dad,” I called after him.

“You know he’ll do anything for you,” Mother said as she put her cigarette out in the ashtray. The faint scent of sherry hung around her. “Far more than he’d ever bother to do for me, of course.”

I braced myself for her complaints—a running theme in my life and the reason I hated coming home.

“Did he speak to you about Goldsmiths’?”

“He asked me how my day had gone,” I said cautiously, one eye on the door my father had fled through.

She sighed. “Typical. He leaves all the hard conversations to me.”

“He said he was glad I was enjoying the course and that he wanted only the best for me.” I faced her. “I told him I’m looking forward to graduating and starting my teaching career.”

“Did you, now?” She raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Because if he bothered to do any housework, he’d know from cleaning your room that you have no intention of being a teacher.”

“I thought housework was beneath you.”

“I still need to supervise the staff, dear. I don’t want them stealing from us.”

“As if Doris would do that.” I glared at her. “I suppose you’ve been looking through my stuff again.”

“Don’t be silly, Christine. Your bin is full of pictures and applications to fashion houses. You want to be a clothes designer, not a teacher.”

I shrugged. “That’s just a silly dream I had when I was a child.”

Her slow smile wasn’t pleasant. “I’m glad to hear it, because between you and me, darling, your sketches aren’t very good, are they?”

[image: ]

The Chelsea Arts Ball was an annual event and a big deal in our world. It was an opportunity for London art students to show off their outfits—the more outrageous the better—meet new people, and most importantly, enter a decorated float to win the coveted first prize in the yearly contest. Goldsmiths’ had a fierce but friendly rivalry with Chelsea, who considered themselves rather grander than us.

Mary had dragged me to the meetings to design our float. I’d ended up keeping everyone on task while others, including Mary, decided how to interpret the theme, which was why I had a bit of a shock when I saw her actual costume and realized why she hadn’t wanted to share it with her parents.

She’d said it would mainly be balloons, but I’d assumed she’d meant fabric ones attached to her, not actual squeaky, shiny, plastic balloons. All she was wearing was a skimpy pair of shorts and a striped, beige bandeau top that made her look quite naked. Being on the Goldsmiths’ float for the Chelsea ball was a coveted honor. Apparently, the idea Mary had come up with of emerging from a bunch of black balloons had been greeted with wild enthusiasm by the almost entirely male committee.

Getting her into position at the front of the float without exposing her to the interested gaze of many students proved more difficult than either of us had anticipated. We managed it in the end, and she hunkered down, her face, neck, and bare shoulders just visible above the balloons. Knowing how shy she was, I was surprised she’d submitted such a risqué design, but she obviously knew her audience because she was greeted with enormous approval and more than a few wolf whistles.

From my position on the top of the float, I had a great view of the ballroom. Even among a veritable sea of students, Plunket Greene stood out because of his height. I watched him stare at Mary as our float progressed along the designated route. He walked backward so that he could keep her in view until he ran out of room and hit the wall. She blew him a kiss, and he grinned like a fool.

When the float finally stopped, I was the first to rush to Mary’s side, which was a good idea because the number of helpful men who wanted to “pop her balloons” was legion. I draped a blanket over her shoulders and pinned it at the front.

“I think that will work. Are you ready to come out?”

“Yes, please.” She grinned at me. “That was fun.”

“Plunket Greene’s eyes were out on stalks,” I commented as I helped her stand up. “You bedazzled him.”

“Good,” Mary said as she allowed one of the men to help her jump off the float.

I followed her down without being offered similar assistance, and we walked back to the changing area. “Did you do it for him?”

“Why would you think that?” Mary asked.

“Because it would be an excellent way to get him to notice you.” I studied her carefully, as she avoided my gaze. “If you wanted him to, that is.”

Her smile held a hint of secrets. “Well, we’ll just have to see if it worked, won’t we?”
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It didn’t take long.

The very next week we were attending a life class when Plunket Greene sidled up to the two of us, his attention all on Mary. “Hi!”

She looked calmly at him but didn’t speak.

“I saw you on the float.” To my surprise, he sounded quite nervous. “You looked ravishing.”

“Thank you.” Mary looked down and flipped to a clean page in her sketch book. She certainly wasn’t making it easy for him. I wondered whether it was the first time in his life that someone hadn’t reacted to him with the enthusiasm he considered he was due.

“May I borrow some … pens?” He patted the many pockets of his hunting jacket, which looked about a hundred years old, and probably was. “I appear to have forgotten mine.”

Mary considered him for a long moment. I think we were both holding our breath to see what she’d say.

“I don’t have any to lend you, but if you want to sit beside me, you can borrow mine if I’m not using them.”

“That’s stupendously kind of you.” He nodded like an eager puppy and folded his large form onto the stool beside Mary’s. His smile lit up his face. “Thank you so much.”

He held out his hand. “I’m Alexander Plunket Greene, by the way.”

As if we didn’t know.

Mary seemed her usual serene self, but when I glanced down, I noticed her fingers were shaking so hard she could barely hold a pen. She shook his hand and he kept hold of hers, his long fingers circling her wrist. He leaned forward, his voice low, as the teacher came into the classroom.

“Would you care to have a coffee with me after class? I’ve got a friend who makes the best Italian espresso in London.”

“I can’t today. I’m having lunch with Chrissie,” Mary said.

APG shot me an accusing glance, and I smiled serenely back at him.

“How about tomorrow?” he asked.

She didn’t answer him directly, her attention focused on the teacher, but I knew she’d go.

I also knew that things between us would never be the same again. …




CHAPTER 3

Chrissie

The King’s Road, 1954

Mary and APG became inseparable. I had to come to terms with it or lose my best friend. Not that they tried to shut me out, but when they were together it was as if no one else existed for them. To be fair, APG was always charming to me, and my instinctive dislike for him faded as I got to know him better. He adored Mary, who treated him with a calmness I suspected was rare in his unorthodox, bohemian life.

He appeared to have everything anyone could ever want and was connected to the best families in the country, but he didn’t really have parents in the way Mary and I did. He rattled around in his absent mother’s house in Chelsea like some sort of squatter who had no right to be there. He existed on coffee, cigarettes, and booze, and never seemed to have enough to eat or enough money. Sometimes I almost felt sorry for him, which I knew he would hate.

“Just look at the potential!” APG waved his arms wildly at the shopfront he’d dragged us all along to look at on the King’s Road, which connected some of the posher parts of London like Chelsea and Mayfair to the real world.

I eyed the somewhat dilapidated building in front of us. There was a sign advertising the Alister Jourdan Photographic Studio but little else. There was a tobacconist and confectioners shop close by, and Beaton’s bakery looked as if it had been there for about a hundred years. King’s Road was the dirty sort of street my mother would warn me not to walk along after dark and, after spending some time here, for once I’d agree with her.

We were standing outside the shop awaiting the arrival of a friend of APG’s called Archie McNair. By now I was used to Alexander’s bursts of enthusiasm for outrageous schemes, and I was glad I wasn’t the one having to curb his instincts.

I wasn’t expecting much, as Alexander’s many friends tended to be of a dubious nature who often thought they’d get the better of “the toff” but rarely did. For all his charm APG was incredibly shrewd and savvy. A window opened on the first floor of the building and a beautiful blonde looked down at us.

“Alexander!” She waved. “How delightful! Are you coming up?”

Just at that moment, a man arrived. “Glad you could make it.” He shook APG’s hand. “Come on in.”

Archie McNair wasn’t at all what I’d expected. He looked at least ten years older than the rest of us, dressed like a banker in a suit and tie, and seemed boringly normal. He stepped into the house, invited us all to follow him, and paused inside the hallway to unlock the lower door.

“This is where I plan to have the coffee shop.” Archie smiled. “It occurred to me that all the people coming upstairs to the photographic studio to drink my coffee for free might appreciate a less cramped environment to drink it in.”

“And pay you for the privilege,” APG said as we all peered inside the dingy space.

“There is that,” Archie admitted. “I am a businessman, after all.”

We followed him up the stairs into a surprisingly large and light room. I had no idea what Archie had to do with the photography studio, he didn’t seem the arty type at all. Before I could ask, the girl we’d seen earlier rushed over to kiss Alexander. He made no effort to avoid the kiss on his lips. I looked at Mary, but she didn’t seem concerned.

“APG! Darling! Mummy’s here with me and Gwennie. You must come and say hello!”

“Daphne. It’s been ages.”

She led him over to the chair where her mother sat with the upright posture and pearls suitable for the queen.

“Lady Hyde-Smythe. What a pleasure.”

He was offered her gloved hand, which he bent down with a flourish to kiss.

“Dearest boy, you must come to dinner. Gwendoline’s making her debut this season. I’m sure she’d be thrilled to see some friendly faces at her ball.”

Mary and I shared a glance. This side of Alexander’s life was incomprehensible to both of us. But to be fair to Alexander, he seemed equally at home in all worlds and treated everyone with the same affable politeness when he was in the mood.

“May I get on?” the young, very handsome photographer asked somewhat impatiently. “The light will be going soon and I’d like to get a few more shots.”

“Oh! Of course! Sorry, Tony, darling.” Daphne winked at APG and hurried back to stand behind her sister’s chair, which was positioned in front of the velvet backdrop. “Now, how did you want me to pose again?”

We retired to the other end of the studio, which was set up like a more conventional flat. Archie set about brewing us coffee from his new-fangled espresso machine. I must confess that I wasn’t a fan of the slightly bitter coffee, but I’d learned to drink it without shuddering.

“I didn’t realize you were photographing debs, old man,” APG said as he sipped his coffee.

“They love it here.” Archie shrugged. “It’s all the rage, probably because it’s such a short walk from their London town houses. I suspect some of them only come because they love being ordered around by Antony Armstrong-Jones, but we’re fully booked until the start of the season.”

“Is that the name of the photographer we just met?” I asked. “I thought it was Alister Jourdan.”

“Oh no, that would be me.” Archie looked slightly embarrassed. “I started the business and those are my two middle names.”

“Good for you,” Mary said.

I studied Archie carefully. He didn’t look like a man who had an artistic bone in his body and the fact that he obviously owned both the studio and the building was something of a surprise to me.

“The only problem is they bring their friends, drink all my coffee, and hang around waiting to see who’ll arrive next, as they all seem to know each other,” Archie said. “Hence the need for the coffee shop on the ground floor.”

“I think it’s a brilliant idea,” APG proclaimed. “If I want espresso coffee, I have to go all the way to Soho. Having a shop here would be marvelous.”

Archie nodded. “I don’t suppose you two would be interested in going in with me on this?”

Mary and Alexander exchanged a glance.

It was Mary who replied. “I don’t think we have the money, Archie, and to be honest, I’m not sure if the fashion for this kind of coffee will last.”

Archie nodded. “Fair enough. I’m sure there will be other opportunities on the King’s Road for us to work on together.” He peered out at the grimy street below. “I have a great feeling about this place.”

Mary nodded, her expression thoughtful.

Alexander laughed and shook his head at both of them. “It’s an absolute dump, Archie. The last time it was popular was when King Charles II pranced up and down with his mistresses in tow. I’m not seeing it myself, but I’m prepared to be wrong.”

“There’s an energy here that I like—a sense that something’s about to happen.” Archie turned toward the stairs. “Let me get the coffee shop up and running and I’ll let you know how it’s going.”

“Fair enough.”

After APG said goodbye to his posh friends, we all followed Archie down the stairs. “What are you going to call the coffee shop?” APG asked.

“The Fantasie.”

“I like it,” Mary said. “If you need any wall art inside, Chrissie and I offer very reasonable rates.”

Archie shook all our hands. “I might take you up on that.”

We separated. APG went off with Archie, who told me he was a solicitor by trade and obviously a bit of an entrepreneur on the side. Mary and I walked to the nearest tube station at Sloane Square, which was far more respectable than the grimy King’s Road, and Mary bought two tickets.

“I want to show you something,” Mary said as we went down to the platform, which was almost deserted in the middle of the day. It was so quiet that the station rats were out in force under the rails, clearing up the passengers’ leavings.

We traveled to Bond Street and got off. I always enjoyed visiting the shops in this particular part of London, because they carried the latest fashions from Paris and provided me with much inspiration. The prices were out of our reach, but as Mary always reminded me, it was free to look.

We paused to study an elegant Chanel suit in a boutique window.

“It’s beautifully cut,” I said.

“Yes, but can’t you just see your mother wearing it?” Mary asked. “Why should we have to wear the same clothes as our parents?” She pointed at the long, tight skirt. “How can you run for the bus in that?”

“You can’t, but I suspect the kind of woman who can afford such an outfit never has to get on a bus.” I paused. “Like that Daphne girl we saw today.”

“She’d look splendid in it,” Mary acknowledged.

“Doesn’t it bother you?” I asked somewhat tentatively. “The effect Alexander has on women?”

She shrugged. “What can I do? It’s just the way he is, and he swears he doesn’t mean anything by it.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t,” I rushed to reassure her. “It’s just that if he was my boyfriend, I think I’d get annoyed.”

“It truly doesn’t bother me, and if it ever does, I’ll tell him,” Mary said firmly. “We’re very honest with each other.”

I already knew that, because there was nothing Mary and APG enjoyed more than a good row.

“That’s good.” I paused, uncertain how to proceed. I’d never had a boyfriend, so it was rather cheeky of me to be offering advice to someone who did. “What did you want to show me?”

She stopped in front of a small shop close to Claridge’s Hotel. “I’ve applied for a job here.”

I read the signage and frowned, a sick feeling in my stomach. “Erik’s.”

“He makes very expensive bespoke hats. He also has shops in Paris and New York.”

“So I see.” I peered more closely at the discreet window, wondering what to say. “You’ve never wanted to make a hat in your life.”

She shrugged. “It’s not ideal, but if I don’t find something quickly after I leave college, my parents will expect me to get a teaching job.”

“And I suppose they’d kick up a racket if you tried to go to France and get a job over there.”

“I did apply to all the designers, but nobody wanted me,” Mary said. “Apparently, I don’t have the right background.”

“Bunch of snobs,” I said. “They don’t deserve you.”

I didn’t tell her I’d done exactly the same thing and also been rejected. I’d applied for the apprenticeship at Erik’s, which I would’ve loved, but there didn’t seem to be any point in mentioning it now. Mary was my best friend and the last thing I wanted was to make her feel bad about taking an opportunity away from me. They’d obviously liked her better, which stung, but was hardly surprising. A future serving behind the counter of my uncle’s tobacconist shop loomed larger every day.

“Come on.” Mary linked her arm through mine. “Let’s go and celebrate. Alexander won a lot of money last night. Don’t ask how. But he gave me enough for us to have tea at Claridge’s.”

“Well, I’m not going to say no to that.” I swallowed down my worries as we turned toward the elegant entrance of the hotel. “When do you think you’ll be starting your new job?”
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A week later Mary called me at home on the telephone. Even though I shut all the doors into the hall, I knew my mother would be listening somewhere. I sat on the stairs and tucked the receiver securely between my chin and my shoulder.

“Chrissie! I talked to Archie. He says you’re welcome to come and work at his coffee bar if you want to.”

“For an actual wage?” I asked, having learned long ago that the sort of people APG introduced us to were often great at ideas, but short on finances.

“Yes, it would only be part-time at first because he has to get the place up and running, but he’s definitely interested. I told him you were one of the most sensible and reliable people I know.”

“Thank you.” I smiled even though she couldn’t see me.

“I’ve got his phone number, or he said you can just pop in and see him at his photography studio. Do you remember where that is?”

“On the King’s Road,” I said. “A place my mother will definitely not approve of. Just let me grab a pen and I’ll take his number.”

I called him immediately. He not only remembered me but offered me a job working three days a week on the spot. I agreed to meet him at the shop at four to go over the job requirements. I put the phone down with a great sense of satisfaction. Like Mary, I really wanted a career in fashion, but those opportunities were hard to come by. I needed an income, or I’d be dependent on my parents, who could force me to take a job I’d hate.

My mother came down the stairs and paused on the bottom step. The sharp scent of her favorite perfume surrounded me.

“Why are you smiling, dear? One would’ve thought you’d be out looking for a teaching job rather than adding to my phone bill chatting to your friends.”

I turned to face her. “Dad pays the bill. He doesn’t mind, and Mary called me.”

“You also made a call. I heard you speaking to someone.”

“It was for a job.” I met her disbelieving stare. “I’ve got an interview.”

“Doing what?” She followed me into the immaculate kitchen where Doris had already started preparing dinner. Three skinny lamb cutlets sat on the chopping board surrounded by a sea of potatoes and brussels sprouts. The smell made me nauseous.

“Not fashion.” She gave an unkind laugh. “Don’t tell me you’ve got an opportunity at Dior.”

“At a coffee shop, actually.”

“We paid all that money to send you to college and you’ve decided to work in a common shop? You might as well have gone to work at Uncle Jimmy’s!”

Her voice rose with every word, and I winced. Doris gave me a sympathetic look.

“It’s only part-time while I look for something permanent.”

She shook her head and tutted. “You wait until your father gets home and hears about this. He won’t be happy.”

“He’ll understand.” I met her skeptical gaze. “He knows how hard I’ve worked.”

“He knows how much we sacrificed to send you to college, missy, and he’ll want a return on that!”

“Then I’ll pay you back!” I only realized I was shouting when she frowned. “With interest!”

I left the kitchen, slamming the door behind me even as she continued to complain. I wouldn’t let her spoil everything. If Archie McNair was willing to give me a job, I’d do everything to make his business a success. Who knew what opportunities might come my way if he was right and the coffee shop was a hit with posh people like Daphne? I put on my coat and hat, picked up my satchel, and left the house. It would take a while to get into central London, and I didn’t want to be late.
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I was surprised at the progress Archie had made in the week since we’d visited him at the studio in King’s Road. The ground floor had been hollowed out to bare boards and plaster walls and smelled strongly of new paint and strong cleaning fluids. Archie wasn’t doing the work himself. He had actually employed professionals.

There were carpenters working on the windows and door frames, and a glazier finishing off the installation of the large new windows that looked out on the dreariness of the piss-stained street. I tried to imagine the space filled with table and chairs, chatting people, and the smell of coffee, and found it rather difficult.

Mary had started her job at Erik’s leaving APG without much to do, so I wasn’t surprised to see him in the middle of the muddle of the shop waving his arms around and getting in everyone’s way.

“I have a plan, Alexander,” Archie said patiently. “It’s right here.”

“Why have plans when you can have inspiration!” APG cried. “Chrissie is a fabulous artist, Archie, you should use her as your muse!”

Archie caught my eye over APG’s shoulder and winked. He at least seemed to have a level head on his shoulders, which would be essential if he intended to curb APG’s wild imagination.

“The painters are coming to do the topcoat tomorrow, and the bar’s going in, along with the back-room equipment and storage,” Archie said. “If you come upstairs, Christine, I’ll teach you how to use the espresso machine. It’s a little tricky until you get the hang of it, but I’m sure you’ll cope.”
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One month later the Fantasie opened for business, and we were immediately swamped. Not only did the debutantes from the photographic studio come down to drink coffee, but they brought their Chelsea and Mayfair friends with them. The young photographers brought their clients, and model girlfriends, and Mary and APG brought everyone else. The place was a riot of noise, color, and optimism that often spilled out onto the pavement, much to the horror of other shop owners.

We were all shocked at how fast the place became popular. Archie said there was nowhere else for the “arts crowd” to congregate in Chelsea. There were debs, artists, the occasional actor from the local theater, and some extremely smartly dressed youngsters who called themselves “mods,” whatever that meant. It was an eclectic mix, but for some reason everyone seemed to get along, and the coffee shop became the place to be seen.

After a few months I started working full-time on a decent wage and I thought about getting a room of my own. Relations between me and my mother were still frosty, but as long as I contributed to the household bills, she couldn’t really complain about my choices.

I knew that Archie was buying up property along King’s Road and one morning at work, I found the courage to broach the subject of renting a room from him.

“You know I live in the flat above the photographic studio?” Archie said, tilting his head as he considered my request.

“Yes, of course.” I began expertly reshelving coffee cups and saucers behind the bar.

There was already a queue forming outside. The kind of people who were attracted to our new vibe were often loud, dramatic, and used to being heard, which made serving them somewhat stressful. We’d started staying open late in the evenings, and even though we couldn’t get a license to serve alcohol, Archie wasn’t averse to topping up customers’ coffee with vodka. He’d employed a band, the Chas McDevitt Skiffle Group, and the noise gave the neighboring businesses more reason to hate us. The complaints didn’t matter. The Fantasie had become where all the brightest and best of Chelsea met up, and the energy was incredible.

Although the interior of the coffee shop was dark and crammed with small tables, there was a large window looking out over the King’s Road which meant it was easy to see and to be seen, which our clientele loved.

“I’ll probably be moving out of the flat soon, so if you want to take it on, I’d be delighted.” Archie paused. “I’ll even give you a good rate if you’re willing to open up the shop for me every morning.”

I pretended to groan and Archie smiled. Despite being exposed to the full blast of what was rapidly becoming known in the newspapers as the “Chelsea Set,” he remained his quiet, forceful self. He occasionally took off his tie when he was feeling very relaxed, but it didn’t happen often. He also wasn’t willing to put up with employees who liked the idea of working at the Fantasie but considered themselves too special to do any actual work. He’d once sacked the daughter of a duchess for treating me like her personal servant and gained my loyalty for life.

“I’ll come up with a figure and get back to you.” Archie patted my shoulder and went to unlock the door.

I braced myself for the onslaught of customers and smiled when I realized Mary and APG were the first in. Mary wore a red wool sweater under a tweed pinafore dress that was belted at the waist and finished shockingly just on the knee. I was fairly sure it was her own creation because I’d never seen anything like it. I made a mental note to ask her for the pattern later.

Mary had been spending most of her spare time with APG, and since Alexander was living in his mother’s place nearby in Milner Street, Chelsea, they were often at the coffee bar. I knew her parents wouldn’t approve of the amount of time she was with APG and often wondered whether she told them she was with me.

“Good morning!” I said. “The usual?”

APG groaned. His clothing was crumpled as if he’d spent the night sleeping rough, he stank of cheap booze, and he had purple shadows under his eyes. “Triple my order and stick a shot of vodka in there will you, darling?”

Mary gave him a severe look. “He’s been up all night.” She lowered her voice. “Gambling.”

“Successfully gambling.” APG stuck his hand in his pocket and brought out a thick wad of notes.

“Put that away!” Mary hissed. “You don’t want to be robbed!”

“In here?” APG glanced around at the brightly dressed and loudly chattering clientele who had all rushed in to grab a table. “It’s chock-full of idiots with hereditary titles.” He paused. “Mind you, they never have any actual cash, so you might be right.”

Mary led him away to a table and came back to collect the drinks. “Do you have a break later?”

“Yes,” I said. “Is something up?”

She smiled. “Isn’t it always? Archie wants to talk to us and, as you know him quite well these days, I’d appreciate it if you could come along.”

“I will if it’s okay with the boss,” I joked.

“I don’t think he’ll mind. He thinks the world of you. And it would be nice to catch up. We’ve both been so busy.”

Mary worked long hours at the milliner’s for very little pay and for a clientele who weren’t interested in who had created their hat, only that it would make them feel superior among their particular crowd. She was still taking pattern-making classes and designing her own clothes in her spare time while dealing with the complex reality of being in a relationship with Alexander Plunket Greene.

He drank, he smoked, he gambled, he lived his life as if it would end at any moment, and nothing excited him more than causing chaos. He drew Mary into the most outlandish schemes that would’ve terrified me, but left her shrieking with laughter and joining in. I considered myself her best friend but when she was with APG she was another person entirely. He dared her to be different and she loved it.

Mary went to sit next to APG and spoke quietly to him. When he stopped sipping his coffee, he held his head in his hands, obviously nursing his hangover. Archie came by their table and paused to chat.

After the rush had died down, he beckoned me over. “Can you get Crystal to cover for you? I think we’ll all go upstairs. Alexander’s got a splitting headache and can’t deal with the noise. You can take a look at my flat and see what you think.”

By the time I’d settled things with the rest of the staff, Mary, APG, and Archie had already gone upstairs. I went up past the busy photographic studio where Antony Armstrong-Jones was shouting instructions at some poor debutante, and then up another flight. The front door was on the latch, so I went in. I wasn’t surprised at the lack of personal effects in the flat. He didn’t live here full-time, and he didn’t strike me as the kind of man who valued possessions very highly. Still, the furnishings seemed to be of good quality and built to last without being in the least bit flashy.

Archie occasionally let slip a little personal information, and I knew he’d come from a strict religious background and was not in frequent contact with his ultraconservative family. He was a genius with figures and as organized and down to earth as APG was not. I liked him immensely.

I heard voices and headed toward the kitchen, taking a short detour to explore the flat on my own. It was divided into two bedrooms at the rear, a bathroom, and a large kitchen, dining, and sitting area that looked out over the front of King’s Road. If I did rent it I’d probably need to find a flatmate to share the bills. Archie had moved one of the old espresso machines upstairs and had already made everyone except me coffee. After months of working in the shop I’d lost my taste for caffeine and only drank tea.

Archie pointed at the countertop. “Your tea’s brewing. Come and sit down. We’re just getting to the interesting part.”

APG groaned. “I’m not sure my hangover can deal with this right now.”

“I think you’ll like my idea,” Archie said. “In fact, you’ll love it.”

APG opened his bloodshot eyes and looked at Archie. “What have you done?”

“I haven’t done it yet, because I need you both to come in with me,” Archie said. “I’ve been offered the opportunity to buy the freehold for the basement and ground floor of Markham House.”

“Which is where exactly?” Mary asked.

“It’s just along the street—on the corner of Markham Square and next door to that slightly dodgy pub, the Markham Arms.”

“Sounds delightful,” APG said. “And horribly expensive.” He paused. “If you bought it, what’s the plan?”

Archie leaned forward, the light of battle in his eyes. “A jazz club and restaurant in the basement.”

APG sat up straight. “What a coincidence. My two favorite things.”

“We can even call the restaurant Alexander’s if you like,” Archie offered. “I’d want you to run it, of course.”

APG looked at Mary, who was very hard to read at the best of times and absolutely impenetrable when she chose to be. “What do you think?” he asked.

“I know it sounds like all your dreams coming true, Alexander, but I think you should find out how much it will cost first,” Mary said quietly.

“Fair question.” Archie nodded. “It’s eight thousand pounds for the freehold.”

I don’t think I was the only one who gasped. That was an insane amount of money. I looked at Mary, but she was still staring at APG.

“How much control would I have of the restaurant?” APG asked.

I was reminded again of the sharp intelligence hidden beneath his easy charm.

Archie shrugged. “As much as you want. I don’t have time to be a full-time manager. And I trust you.”

A silent message seemed to pass between Mary and APG.

“I recently inherited some money,” APG said slowly. “On my twenty-first birthday.”

Archie nodded. I was fairly certain he’d pitched the business opportunity based on prior knowledge of that fact.

“I have five thousand pounds to invest.” APG looked at Archie. “That’s all I have.”

Archie held out his hand. “If you’re in, I’ll put up the rest of it. I’ll draw up papers for our partnership that are all legal and aboveboard.”

I looked at Mary, but she gave nothing away, her gaze steady on APG, her faith in him absolute.

APG vigorously shook Archie’s hand. “I’m in.”

“I also have plans to make the ground floor into a shop,” Archie said.

APG grinned. “Then I know just the girl to make it happen.” He took Mary’s hand and kissed it. “Mary’s an absolute whiz in the creative department.”




CHAPTER 4

Chrissie

Mary caught up with me as we exited the coffee shop and slipped her arm through mine. It was past my lunch hour, but Crystal told me she was fine if I still wanted to take it.

“Archie says you might be renting his flat.”

“That’s the plan, if the rent is reasonable.”

“I was wondering if you’d be willing to do me a favor,” Mary said in something of a rush. “My parents hate me spending time with Alexander at his mother’s place. If they thought you and I were renting Archie’s flat together they’d stop complaining.”

“You want me to cover for you.”

“Yes.” She looked up at me. “I’ll pay rent. I’ll probably actually be living there when Alexander’s not about.”

I considered how to say what I needed without being rude or sounding jealous.

“I’m okay with you being there, but I don’t want APG living there as well.”

“Oh! No.” She shook her head. “It wouldn’t suit him at all. He’d hate being cooped up with two women.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked.

“You’re my best friend,” Mary said earnestly. “I wouldn’t lie about this, especially when you’re the one doing me a favor.”

APG came out of the coffee shop and put an arm around each of our shoulders. Today he was wearing a loose linen shirt that looked distinctly medieval and hipster trousers in a bright shade of blue.

“What’s going on? Are my two favorite women arguing?”

“Not really,” I said.

“Chrissie doesn’t want you hanging out in her flat if she rents it from Archie,” Mary said. “I said you wouldn’t want to do that.”

APG turned to me and winked. “I solemnly swear that if Mary’s parents ever turn up for a surprise visit, they’ll never suspect I’ve visited the flat, let alone jumped into one of the beds.”

“We’re not doing that in Chrissie’s flat, Alexander,” Mary said with great firmness.

The fact that she was openly admitting that she and APG were sleeping together was astounding to me. I wondered whether her parents knew and immediately dismissed the idea. They’d never let her see APG again. My own mother would’ve called me a tart and thrown me out of the house.

“As you wish, princess.” APG gallantly bent to kiss her hand. “Now are you happy, Chrissie? I promise you’ll never see me there at all.”

I looked at them both and slowly nodded. “Yes, it’s fine—as long as I can afford the rent.”

“You will.” APG grinned. “I’ll tell Archie he has to make it work.”

Mary enveloped me in a hug. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Mary and I had planned to get a flat together before APG appeared on the scene and having her rather than a stranger sharing the space with me was infinitely preferable. I pushed aside my misgivings about APG—and his ability to forget every conversation I ever had with him—and focused on the good. I’d be able to leave home, and I’d never have to deal with my mother’s constant carping again.

Archie arrived and he and APG disappeared to talk business while Mary and I went across the road to Beaton’s and got pastries and buns to take to Westfield Park for our lunch. It was a pleasure to leave King’s Road which, apart from the bright spot of the coffee shop, Finch’s pub, and the bakery, was still a bit of a dump.

It did improve slightly at the weekends as it had become a popular spot for youngsters to congregate at the coffee shop. Mary was very taken by the mods who favored tailored outfits, short well-kept hair, and simple footwear. They loved modern jazz, just like APG, and were heavily into fashion. Archie didn’t even mind that they often only bought one cup of coffee and stayed for hours because they gave the Fantasie the right look.

Despite all the glamorous people who were attracted to the coffee bar I still didn’t consider the King’s Road safe. I wasn’t sure whether I’d be relieved not to have to walk to the train station after my evening shift, or more alarmed about staying put in Archie’s flat.

We sat down on one of the benches and watched the children running around the play area followed by their mothers and nannies.

“What do you think about this new idea of Archie’s?” I asked.

Mary chewed quietly for a minute before answering. “I think Alexander is going to love it.”

“But what about you?”

“It’s his money, Chrissie.”

“But it’s a huge risk,” I said. “I mean, how did he even get five thousand pounds to start with? He’s always broke.”

Mary smiled. “Some relative left it to him for his twenty-first birthday.”

“Just like that.”

“Apparently.”

“It’s a small fortune,” I commented. “Who has relatives like that?”

“Alexander does.” She shrugged.

“How lucky for him.” I finished my bun and turned to my custard tart. “He always seems to land on his feet, doesn’t he?”

“Chrissie …”

“What?”

“I know you’re not his biggest fan, but just because Alexander has wealthy people in his family, doesn’t make his life easy. He has a mother who is rarely home and who treats him like an amusing spoiled pet when she is, a father whom he never sees, and an eccentric cast of relatives who sometimes cause more problems than you might imagine.”

“That’s all very sad, Mary, but come on. He’s got all the advantages of his class, as well—things you and I will never have.”

Mary threw the remains of her bread to the crowd of hopeful sparrows gathered around us. “I don’t see him like that. I just love him for what he is.”

There was little I could say, having never been in love myself. I sensed that warning her that a charming, feckless man like APG wouldn’t necessarily be hanging around for long would be thoughtless and cruel when she was so obviously in love. And I knew he loved her. It was there in his eyes whenever he looked at her. I decided to change the subject.

“What do you think about the idea of the shop?”

Mary’s eyes lit up. “I love it!”

“What exactly do you intend to put in it?” I asked.

“Oh, beautiful things,” she said. “Like a bouillabaisse of clothes, hats, scarves, and everything really.”

“And where are you going to find all these beautiful things?”

“Everywhere.” She beamed at me. “I can’t wait to get started.” She grabbed my hand. “You will help me, won’t you?”

“If you want.” I became caught up in her enthusiasm. “But where do we start?”

“At the art college, of course.” She sat back. “We already know some fantastic artists and craftspeople, and I bet they’ll all be willing to sell us their stuff.”
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Later that evening, Archie called me on the telephone at home and offered me the flat at a ridiculously low rent. I accepted the offer and asked how quickly I could move in. After hanging up the receiver I sat on the stairs in the darkness, making plans and trying to think how to tell my parents I’d be leaving.

They were “enjoying” their usual silent meal at the dining room table, and I went to rejoin them. The smell of haddock in a cheese sauce fought the cabbage that accompanied it. Both my parents looked up as I paused at the end of the table.

“Don’t tell me—Christian Dior has asked you to be his new muse,” my mother said with her usual unkind little laugh.

I ignored her and focused on my father. “I’ve found a flat, Dad. I can move in on Monday. Can you help me take my things up there in the car?”

“Now wait a minute, missy.” Mother pointed at my chair. “You’re not going anywhere until we have all the details about this supposed move. Finish your dinner and then we’ll discuss it in the drawing room after I’ve made some tea.”

“There’s no need.” I didn’t want any more of the fish, which had congealed on the plate. “I’ve made up my mind and you can’t stop me.”

“Chrissie, love, your mother does have a point,” Dad said. “Where is this flat and how do you intend to afford the rent?”

“It’s the flat above the Fantasie, where I work,” I said. “Archie’s vacating it and he offered it to me at a very reasonable rent.”

“Who is this Archie person?” Mother demanded. “Is he a friend of that Mary’s?”

“He’s a solicitor and a property developer.” I kept my gaze on Dad. “Very respectable. He’s sending me the rental agreement in the post tonight.”

“I’d like to meet him before we agree to this,” Dad said. “Perhaps I should come into work with you tomorrow.”

“No!” The very idea of my dad mingling with the eccentric clientele of the Fantasie drove me into a panic. “I’ll ask him to come here, if that’s all right.”

“I’m not sure—” Mother started to speak and I cut her off.

“You’ll like him, Mother. He’s just the sort of man you’d want me to marry.”

“I doubt that, but if your father insists, we can invite him here for tea on Sunday.” She glanced over at my dad, and in a rare moment of unity, he nodded. “Then that’s settled. You’re not moving anywhere until we say so.”
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On Sunday night I went to Mary’s house for dinner. I was looking forward to telling her about my parents’ meeting with Archie that afternoon and how my mother had fawned over him and agreed to the move. Mary had asked me to come and support her when she told her mum and dad about us moving in together and I was happy to oblige.

I went around the back of the house and in through the open kitchen door to the sound of loud voices. I was just about to announce my presence when I realized I’d walked into the middle of a battlefield.

Mary and her mum were in the kitchen arguing. Mary had her arms crossed over her chest and her face was flushed. Her mum looked equally annoyed. I’d never seen them fight, so I didn’t know quite what to do and remained frozen to the spot.

Mary glanced over at me, but before she could speak, her mother started up again. “I don’t like him, Barbara. He’s not our sort.”

I gathered the bone of contention was Alexander Plunket Greene, which was hardly surprising. He had that unsettling effect on everyone.

“Now who’s being a snob?” Mary said. “He’s always been perfectly charming to you.”

“Exactly!” Mrs. Quant nodded. “I never trust a charmer.”

“You’d rather he was working class like us?” Mary demanded.

“We’re not working class! We’re middle class and proud of it.” Mrs. Quant sounded uncannily like my mother. “He’s too posh and we both know that he’s only toying with you until he marries one of those girls who get presented to the queen.”

“I don’t know that. Besides, things are changing, Mum. None of us have to stick to the old ways. In fact, we’re sick of them.” Mary looked at me for confirmation.

I nodded and ventured a comment. “Alexander really is a good sort, Mrs. Quant. He treats Mary very well.”

“Very well? He keeps her out all hours, he doesn’t see her home, and he gambles.” Mrs. Quant sighed. “I’m surprised at you, Christine. I thought you’d agree with me.”

“This has nothing to do with Chrissie,” Mary said fiercely. “I love Alexander, and he loves me.”

“You’ll get yourself pregnant, and he’ll leave you to it,” Mrs. Quant said. “And then where will all your fancy plans be? And don’t be expecting me and your father to stand by you if that happens. We’d be well within our rights to kick you out. There are limits to what we are prepared to put up with, Barbara.”

“Obviously.” Mary faced her mum. “Well then, you’ll be pleased to hear I’m moving out and then you can pretend I never existed.”

Mrs. Quant gasped and pressed her hand to her chest. “You’re not moving in with him, are you? What will the neighbors think about you living in sin?”

“No, Mum.” Mary gave an exaggerated sigh. “Chrissie and I have got a flat together over the coffee shop in King’s Road.”

Mrs. Quant looked at me, and I nodded, unwilling to say anything that might make the awful situation worse. I’d always relied on the Quant family to behave like normal civilized people and now I’d found out they were almost as puritanical as my own family.

Mary’s smile to her mother wasn’t nice. “I suppose I’d better start packing.”

“You’re not going anywhere until you’ve discussed this with your father,” Mrs. Quant rallied. “You know how he worries.”

“I’ve already told him,” Mary said as she headed toward the door that led into the hall. “He’s fine with it.”

I followed Mary out of the kitchen. Mrs. Quant came out into the hall and watched us go up the stairs. “I don’t believe you, Barbara. I’ll ask him myself.”

“Go ahead,” Mary shouted down at her. “And my name is Mary.”

She stood back to let me into her room and then slammed the door so hard the frame rattled. I stood awkwardly by the bed while she shut the curtains and continued to fume. I knew she had a temper, but I’d never seen her quite so angry before.

“Are Tony and your dad out?” I’d had years of practice defusing ugly family situations and instantly stepped into the role of soother. “Has the football season started again?”

Mary sat on the chair by her dressing table and looked back at me. There were two spots of angry color high on her cheekbones and her voice came out tight.

“They play rugby on Sunday. That’s why Mum decided to have a go at me when she knew she wouldn’t be disturbed.”

“I suppose they’ll be back soon.” I glanced at my watch. “I bet Tony will be covered in mud.”

“Probably.”

I carried on chatting. “My mother loved Archie. She was practically insisting that I marry him after he left. Dad liked him, too, which means they don’t mind me getting the flat, and they’re paying the deposit. Dad even said he’d take Monday off so that he could help us move in.” I glanced hopefully over at Mary but she still looked furious. I said, “It’s good that your dad—”

“I haven’t actually asked him,” Mary spoke over me. “I just said that to annoy Mum.”

I opened my mouth to reassure her and realized I had no idea what to say. Mary and her father were very close. From what I’d observed over the past few years, he wasn’t the kind of man who took change well. I suspected he’d be devastated to be at odds with his daughter.

“Maybe if you explain …”

“He’ll still hate it, and Mum will blame me.” Mary picked up her handbag and took out her cigarette pack. “Want one?”

I hurriedly accepted a cigarette. I wasn’t allowed to smoke in my bedroom at home in case I ruined the carpet or scorched the sheets. I used the opportunity of lighting up and taking that first satisfying drag to frantically think what I could say next.

“It doesn’t matter if you can’t move in right on Monday. You can come when you’re ready.”

“Thanks.”

I risked a smile at her and this time she smiled back. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“For what?” I asked.

“All of it. My mum. Arguing in front of you. Losing my temper.” She waved her hand, sending ash flying everywhere. “She just doesn’t get it. Alexander hasn’t changed me. He’s just helped me rediscover parts of myself that were forced into hiding when I realized what behaviors were acceptable for girls like me.”

I nodded, even though I wasn’t sure I understood what she was getting at or agreed with her. In my opinion APG could be a jolly bad influence on everyone whether he meant to be or not. But he’d certainly ignited something in Mary. With a partner in crime who had no fear of any consequences she’d been engaging in behaviors that I considered reckless. But was she right? Had Alexander allowed her to be her true self?

If he had, and Mary was fine with it, then that was all I really needed to know. She was my best friend. Shouldn’t I want her to be happy?

“I meant to tell you,” I said. “I spoke to Margaret Smith the other day, and she’s more than willing to supply you with those silk-fringed scarves for your shop.”

“That’s wonderful.” Mary clapped her hands. “Was she in the coffee shop or did you see her at Finch’s?”

“Both,” I said. “She says she can make them pretty quickly as well.”

“Good.” Mary took out her notebook. “I’ll put her on the supplier’s list.”

It had been surprisingly easy to find artists and crafters who were willing to offer us beautiful things for the shop. Larger items such as clothing and shoes had proved more difficult because we didn’t want two hundred of the same thing and most manufacturers weren’t willing to work with us.

“I found these amazing white plastic collars.” Mary went down on her knees and pulled a box out from under the bed. She took one out. “Look, they button at the back and they make even the plainest jumper look sophisticated.” She demonstrated by putting the collar around her own neck. “They reminded me of those Peter Pan collars the mod girls like to wear.”

“Ooh, let me try.” She handed me the collar and I tried it on, running over to the mirror to admire myself. It was surprising how such a small change made my whole outfit pop. Mary had such a great eye for little details. “I want one.”

“Then take it. I have plenty.”

“How much do you think you’ll charge for one of these?” I asked.

Mary shrugged. “Two and six?” We regarded each other doubtfully and Mary made a face. “Sometimes that worries me—that we don’t actually know how to run a shop, how to price things, or what to do about the taxes.” She tried to laugh. “Am I mad, Chrissie? Is this a big mistake?”

It was the first time I’d heard her express any concerns about the venture. I wondered how much of a front she put up to match APG’s boundless conviction that he could do anything he wanted to.

“I think with Archie behind you, everything will be fine,” I said with a lot more confidence than I actually felt.

“That’s true. Hopefully, he won’t let us go bankrupt.”

“Any ideas on the name for the shop?” I asked, desperate to change the subject. I kicked off my shoes and claimed my favorite space curled up on the bed.

Mary joined me and we sat shoulder to shoulder. “Alexander came up with a great idea.”

“What?”

Mary grinned at me. “Bazaar.”

I blinked. “Actually, that’s very clever.”

She elbowed me in the side. “Don’t sound so surprised. Alexander does have some amazing ideas, Chrissie.”

“But it’s great because the shop’s going to be filled with all kinds of things, like a bazaar, but it’s also going to be a bit quirky and bizarre just like you and Alexander.”

“Yes.” As Mary’s confidence returned so did her determination. “That’s exactly right. I can’t wait for everyone else to see it, too.”




CHAPTER 5

Chrissie

Bazaar, 1955

Things started to go wrong almost immediately. APG persuaded one of the Goldsmiths’ students to draw up plans to remodel the front of Markham House to provide greater access to the front of the shop. After spending far too much money on the basement to shore up the whole building, funds were already tight. Just after the new shop window went in, APG had a visit from the London County Council planning department and a very snotty letter from the Chelsea Preservation Society.

Although APG’s friend might have been a great architect, he’d forgotten to apply for planning permission to change the exterior face of the building, and the local council and preservation society were not happy with us at all.

Archie, Mary, APG, and I gathered in the shell of the shop for an emergency meeting. There were boxes stacked everywhere, paint cans on the floor, and a roll of linoleum waiting to be laid over the bare boards.

Archie was reading the latest missive from the council and frowning, which was never good. “They want us to take everything out and replace it as was.”

“That’s bloody ridiculous!” APG was furious. “The whole building was falling down before we got our hands on it, and what thanks do we get for saving it from the bloody preservation society? None!”

Archie studied the letter and enclosed plan. “It says you have to reinstate the bow window to match the one in Ronald Tuckerman and Partners next door.”

“What bow window?” Mary said. “There’s never been one on that side of the house.”

“The preservation society disagree.”

“Who wrote that bloody letter?” APG looked over Archie’s shoulder. “Are they blind? Oh. Of course, it’s one of my bloody uncles who lives in Markham Square. I should’ve known it.” He raised his voice. “‘We can’t have a family member engage in trade, let’s ruin him before he even starts.’”

“I doubt it’s personal, Alexander,” Archie said.

“I bet it is,” APG fumed. “You don’t know what my family’s like.”

Mary cleared her throat. “We can’t afford to redo everything. We’ll have to think of a way to persuade the council that things can stay as they are.”

“Obviously.” APG snorted. “How do you propose we do that? We’ve already tried begging, pleading, and crying.”

“Well, firstly we need to find evidence that there wasn’t a bow window there in the first place.” Archie’s calm manner was a welcome contrast to APG’s sarcastic fury. “There must be photographic evidence somewhere.”

“It’s a shame you didn’t get one of your fancy photographers to think of that before we started knocking things down.”

Mary put her hand on APG’s arm. “Alexander … there’s no need to be rude.”

To my surprise, even though Mary didn’t even raise her voice, he immediately shut up.

“Newspapers?” I asked. Everyone looked at me. “They keep archives. Someone must have taken a picture of this building at some point before we changed it.”

“Thank God for Chrissie,” APG said without a hint of sarcasm. “That’s a great idea.”

“I’ll look,” I offered. “I know you’re all busy.”

Archie and APG had agreed to pay Mary a salary of five pounds a week, twice what she’d been earning at Erik’s, so she could concentrate on Bazaar. I was still working full-time at the Fantasie, but with Archie’s agreement I was also helping Mary with the shop, which required huge amounts of time and energy.

We’d found it comparatively easy to find small arty things to stock, but clothes companies weren’t impressed when Mary and APG, two weirdly dressed “kids” who didn’t understand the concept of wholesale, turned up and just wanted to buy five dresses for their shop. It was very frustrating—especially for APG—who was used to getting what he wanted with his posh voice, charm, and family connections.

“The restaurant is shaping up nicely,” Archie said. “We’ll be able to open that part of the business.”

“Not if they repossess the building,” APG said gloomily, and kicked one of the paint cans.

“I’ll do my best to ensure that doesn’t happen,” Archie said in his solicitor’s voice, and then paused. “If you’re happy to allow me to deal with the matter, of course.”

“Please do,” APG said. “If I get involved, we’ll lose everything.”

Mary and APG left together, leaving Archie and me to lock up. We took a moment to visit the basement, which looked in far better shape than the shop. To me, the restaurant made sense. APG loved jazz, and cooking, and already knew all the best people in town who would gladly come and dine in discreet surroundings, but the shop? At the moment, it didn’t look like much and I struggled to visualize what Mary and APG saw so clearly.

I was concerned, too. Mary had already handed in her notice at Erik’s, and if things didn’t work out, she wouldn’t have a job. And what APG would do if everything went wrong, I had no idea. He’d poured every penny he had into Markham House. I had a horrible sense that he’d simply disappear on us, leaving Mary in the lurch.

“You look worried, Chrissie,” Archie commented as we made our way up the basement steps to street level. The beautiful new glass window of Bazaar glinted in the sun, reflecting our images in its smooth surface.

“Do you think any of this will work?” I blurted out.

“I hope so.” He regarded me seriously. “I’ve never made a bad investment yet.”

“But isn’t this a huge gamble?” I waved my hand in the direction of the property. “I mean, Mary and APG aren’t exactly business people, or—” I didn’t even know how to complete the sentence without sounding critical.

“But that’s why we’re here,” Archie said simply. “Think of them as two wild children who need adult supervision.”

“I’m slightly younger than both of them,” I pointed out.

“It doesn’t matter.”

I sighed. “Sometimes I hate being the responsible one.”

Archie laughed and we walked down the street to the coffee shop, which was already filled with our eclectic collection of patrons. I reminded myself that Archie had been right about the success of the Fantasie, and the photographic business upstairs, and that I should trust him.

I stopped just before we went through the door. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“All of this, when you could’ve invested in something safer?” I asked.

Archie shrugged. “Maybe there’s a little bit of wildness in me as well.”
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At lunchtime I went to the local newspaper offices to ask whether they had any old photos of the King’s Road that I could look at. Of course, they wanted to know why I was so interested, and I ended up blurting out all of Archie’s plans for Markham House. I consoled myself with the notion that publicity for the two businesses couldn’t be bad, and that I’d be forgiven if I found a picture that proved our point.

Two hours later I emerged triumphant with a photograph that showed very clearly that there hadn’t been a bow window on that side of the property. I’d promised, not only that I’d bring the picture back when we were done with it, but that one of their reporters would get an exclusive invite when we opened the businesses. I thought it was a fair bargain and hoped Archie would agree.

When I got back to the coffee shop, I went up to see Archie in the studio, picture in hand. The photography session had obviously finished, as Archie was standing around chatting to a vaguely familiar-looking blonde.

He gestured for me to join them. “Chrissie, this is Daphne Hyde-Smith.”

“Oh! We’ve met before!” Daphne smiled down at me. She was tall, skinny, very pretty, and very posh. “You’re a friend of Alexander’s, aren’t you?”

“Well, he’s going out with my best friend, so I suppose that’s true,” I acknowledged. “It’s nice to see you again.”

Archie wandered off to talk to Tony Armstrong-Jones, leaving me with Daphne.

“Mary’s the little auburn-haired girl, yes?” Daphne asked. “With the marvelous clothes.”

“That’s the one.”

“Mummy doesn’t think she’s suitable for darling Alex, but from what I’ve seen, he’s absolutely besotted with her.” She smiled. “He needs someone to take him down a peg or two.”

I really wanted to agree, but I didn’t know Daphne well. If she repeated my remarks back to APG, he’d probably laugh, but I didn’t want to hurt Mary. But if Daphne was one of the few women who weren’t hopelessly enamored with him, I would like her immensely.

“Are you working, Chrissie, or taking some time off?” Daphne asked. “Mummy wants me to go to finishing school in Switzerland, but it sounds dire.” She rolled her eyes. “I was just asking Archie if he had anything I could do, but he drew a blank, I’m afraid. Some people think I should try modeling, so maybe I’ll do that. I hear Lucy Clayton is a good place to go. Do you know anything about it?”

I shook my head, mesmerized by her endless stream of chatter.

She made a face. “Sorry, I do rattle on a bit, don’t I? What do you do?”

“I work at the Fantasie, but I also design hats and clothes in my spare time.”

“I thought I’d seen you in the coffee shop, but I was too shy to come and say hello.”

I couldn’t imagine such a self-possessed girl ever being remotely shy. It was more likely that she simply hadn’t wanted to introduce me to her society friends.

Daphne barely drew a breath before she hurried on. “I wonder if I could work there. I’ll have to ask Archie.”

“It’s hard work,” I said cautiously. “We’re busy all day.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me. I’m not a slacker.” Daphne beamed at me. “The biggest problem will be persuading Mummy that I have to work at all. She firmly believes that a girl should sit at home arranging flowers until some dashing peer pops in for tea and decides to marry her.”
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I finally got Archie alone after the photographer took Daphne out to lunch and handed him the photograph.

Archie looked delighted. “Jolly good show, Chrissie. I knew we could rely on you. Now all I have to do is compose an eloquently outraged reply to the council and preservation society and await their apologies.”

“Do you really think it will be that easy?” I asked as we went down the stairs.

“Oh yes, no one likes to look stupid. I’ll make sure they realize we’re prepared to say no more about it if they simply let us go ahead as planned.”

Archie’s confidence was reassuring. I went back to work with renewed hope and a sense that things might finally be moving forward. Where exactly they were moving forward to was another matter entirely.
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Later that evening, Mary and I were both in the flat. APG had gone out for a night of illicit gambling, and Archie was probably at home listening to the radio while he ate his supper with his very pleasant wife, Cathy. My mother had been very disappointed when I’d told her that Archie was already married.

I often wondered what Cathy thought about Archie’s involvement with the King’s Road. He had little in common with the ragtag collection of posh debutantes, artists, actors, and fashion enthusiasts bringing life to a once desolate street and making it the center of something new and exciting. But, as I rarely saw Cathy, and Archie wouldn’t dream of sharing any personal information about his family, I had to assume she was all right with all of it.

We stood in Mary’s bedroom, which was currently stacked high with boxes destined for Bazaar. The rest of the stock was in the Chelsea house APG’s mother owned, which was large and unused. Every day parcels arrived from all over Europe. It was lucky that I worked downstairs and was available to receive them or else both of us would’ve been permanently at the post office.

Mary set the new boxes on the bed and attacked the tape.

“It’s like Christmas every day.” She grinned at me. “One of Alexander’s great-aunts suggested I write to this artist in Italy. He makes amazing hand-painted scarves.”

We both oohed and aahed when the scarves indeed turned out to be beautiful. Mary counted them, took the letter the artist had enclosed as to the cost, and added it to the rapidly growing pile of invoices on her dressing table.

“What are you going to do with all those?” I asked.

“Hand them over to Archie, I suppose,” Mary said. “We’ll have to work out some method of keeping track of the stock and tallying up sales against it.”

“I suppose you dealt with that kind of thing at Erik’s,” I said.

“Oh no.” Mary laughed. “I would make the hats, the shop manager would send out the bill, and then, after a long delay, and several polite requests, the bill would reluctantly be paid.”

I looked around the stacked boxes. “It could take months to sell all this stuff.”

“I know. Let’s just hope our suppliers are as patient as Erik’s.” She picked up something next to the invoices. “Look at this.”

She showed me a paper carrier bag printed with the word BAZAAR and underneath, slightly smaller, CHELSEA in bright purple lettering.

“That’s very nice,” I said. “Is it to go in the window until you get a proper sign?”

“No, all our shopping bags will be printed like this,” she said. “It was Alexander’s idea. Everyone who buys something will leave the store carrying a bag advertising our shop.”

“That’s … really clever.” I was impressed. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“I know! And yet it seems so obvious when you think about it. Alexander says it’s free advertising for us. He designed this as well.” She handed me a small pad of paper receipts. At the top of each receipt, the name BAZAAR was printed, this time in purple and green, with the shop address underneath and an invoice number on the bottom left-hand corner.

“It’s brilliant.”

Mary smiled at me. “Now, all we have to do is finish the shop, stock it to the brim, and start selling.”




CHAPTER 6

Chrissie

Alexander’s restaurant opened and was an immediate success—mainly because APG knew everyone in London, and they all rallied round, and came out to support him. As he said, owning a restaurant was a passable occupation for the distant cousin of a peer, whereas, owning a shop was absolutely beyond the pale.

Bazaar opened shortly afterward on a dreary November evening. Mary and APG decided to have a big opening party, and a striped marquee was set up on the forecourt of Markham House. Invited guests were welcomed with food and booze before being allowed into the shop. I came along with Archie to help out in case things got hectic. To Mary’s absolute amazement, the crowd was huge and they were buying everything in sight.

At one point, the line to get in was four deep, and we were running out of some of the stock Mary had so lovingly chosen. There was copper jewelry from Peter Lyon, scarves from Ascher, and black stretch tights. The round collars Mary and I adored were selling like hotcakes.

Mary and APG were surrounded by well-wishers, and at one point Mary, who was tucked under APG’s arm, did seek me out, and mouthed, “Wow.”

The atmosphere was crazy, it was wonderful, and it was way more exciting than I could possibly have imagined. Women were fighting to get in front of the only mirror to try on the clothes. There weren’t any changing rooms, so they were taking off their fancy cocktail dresses and leaving them on the floor. The air was infused with a heady mix of cigarette smoke, multiple perfumes, and the underlying buzz of alcohol. I took over the cash register and we almost ran out of carrier bags and did run out of change. Carried away by the party mood, none of the customers seemed to mind overpaying for what they’d purchased.

We stayed open far later than we’d originally anticipated, and the restaurant staff and late diners came up from Alexander’s to join the party as well. No one seemed to want to go home, but eventually, Archie took charge, escorted the last drunk debutantes out of the door, and locked it behind them.

He leaned against the door, took off his glasses, wiped them on his handkerchief, and replaced them. “That went rather well.”

“Rather well? It was amazing! Spectacular! Astounding!” APG picked Mary up and spun her around. “I told you this girl knew her stuff!”

Archie nodded. “I’ll take the cash down to Alexander’s and count it.”

“I’ll come with you,” APG said. “I need a drink.”

They left chatting happily, leaving Mary and me behind in the suddenly quiet space. I spun around in a slow circle and gasped. The shop looked like it had been ransacked by burglars. There were items of clothing all over the floor, scarves scrunched into balls, jewelry everywhere, and several pairs of shoes I’d never seen before abandoned by the mirror.

“Good Lord,” Mary said. “What happened?”

I grinned at her. “People loved what you were selling, Mary. They went gaga over it, and now there’s nothing left.”

“I can’t quite believe it. Everything I made myself sold.” Mary pressed her fingers to her cheek. “I was so worried it would all be a disaster.”

“You never said that to me.”

“I didn’t dare.” Her smile was beautiful. “Now, all we have to do is pick everything up, do a proper stock take, and see what happens tomorrow during the proper opening.”
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In the morning, Archie asked me to stay at Bazaar for the day to help Mary. I fetched cakes and sandwiches from the bakery across the road, and when I returned, I noticed the work Mary had done last night on the front window display. She hadn’t gone to bed and her hard work and efforts to highlight what little stock remained after the party were lovely. She didn’t have any shop dummies, so she pinned the clothes to the display’s back wall, arranging them cleverly, like a magazine fashion editorial.

By the time I’d delivered the food to the small back stockroom and retrieved coffee for us both, a queue had formed outside Bazaar’s door.

“Look at that,” I said to Mary as I drank my coffee and gazed out the window at a row of determined faces.

“I know. I did wonder if yesterday was a fluke,” Mary said. “That it was just Alexander’s friends being kind.”

“Did we get any mentions in the local press?” I asked, noticing the newspapers Mary had spread around her.

She made a face. “Only in the social columns and none of them were very nice.” She picked up one newspaper and read out the headline. “‘Kinsman of the Duke of Bedford opens shop in Chelsea.’”

“Wait,” I said. “APG’s related to a duke?”

“He’s related to everyone.” Mary sighed. “I wish they’d mentioned the success of the shop rather than focusing on ‘one of their own’ going into trade.”

Outside, the increasingly restless queue of people was checking their watches “Maybe the duke’s out there in that line.” I chuckled.

“I suppose it’s all good publicity,” Mary said. “Alexander says that even if they come to mock, they might end up buying something. I’m not sure how I’m going to source new stock, run the shop, and keep designing if it’s this busy.”

“Can’t APG help?”

“He’s running Alexander’s as well as doing all the promotion and marketing for Bazaar,” Mary pointed out. “None of us expected it to be this crazy. We should hire more help right away.”

“What about that girl?” I asked. “APG’s friend. She said she was looking for a job.”

“Which girl?” Mary shrugged. “Alexander knows absolutely everyone.”

“Daphne something-something,” I said. “The blond, skinny one who came to Alister Jourdan’s with her mum and older sister for deb photos.”

“I remember her.” Mary nodded and looked around the shop. “She would look great working here. She’s the perfect size for all the best clothes and I could use her to model my own designs.”

“Then ask APG or Archie to offer her a job,” I suggested. “I doubt she actually works. She could probably start tomorrow.”

“Only if she’s not off skiing or touring the South of France or something,” Mary said.

“If you do employ her, make sure she knows she has to turn up when she’s scheduled to work,” I cautioned Mary. “We have terrible trouble at the Fantasie getting some of the debs to come in on time. They’re always off on a little jaunt somewhere and forget all about their little job.”

“Well, we can’t have that.” Mary finished her coffee. She looked rather tired. I remembered that she hadn’t been to bed yet. “I’ll ask Archie to draw up a proper employment contract before we talk to her.”

Someone rapped on the front door, and we both checked the time. Even though it was still barely light outside, the line had grown even longer while we chatted.

“Time to open the shop,” I said. “It looks like it’s going to be another busy day.”
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A week later, we held an impromptu meeting in the kitchen of Alexander’s. The Italian chef was busy shouting at the cooks while delicious smells wafted around our heads. Whenever a waiter passed through the swing doors smooth jazz from the resident band APG had put together filtered through into the kitchen. The restaurant appeared to be a roaring success and APG was ecstatic.

Mary was not in quite the same mood. “We’re almost out of stock,” she said.

“Then buy more. Surely, we’ve made enough money?” APG, who was dressed in an old-fashioned smoking jacket that had probably belonged to his father, looked inquiringly at Archie.

“It’s hard to say yet.”

“Come on, old man, everything’s selling like hotcakes.”

“Yes, but you didn’t price it properly.” Archie turned to Mary. “Your markup doesn’t include things like tax and other important deductions.”

“I asked around and was told that I needed the markup to be thirty-three and a third percent,” APG said.

“Not quite,” Archie said. “If you want a return of thirty-three and a third percent, your markup needs to be fifty percent.”

“So, we’ve been losing money?” Mary looked at Archie. “I thought we’d be making a hundred pounds a week if we were lucky, but we made five hundred in the first week.”

“Yes, but you barely made a profit because of the pricing,” Archie said patiently.

“Are you saying we’re broke?” APG demanded. “I suppose I’d better push off and make some more money playing chemin de fer.”

“Which is illegal and something that a responsible owner of two businesses should not be caught playing,” Archie added.

APG sighed dramatically. “You take all the fun out of life, Archie.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” Archie returned his attention to Mary. “From what I saw yesterday, you’ll run out of things to sell in the next few days. How do you propose to fill the gaps?”

“I can go back to my original suppliers,” Mary said cautiously. “But I’m worried they won’t have anything left for me.”

“Then we’ll find new people,” APG said.

“You know how hard it’s been to be taken seriously, Alexander. Most of the wholesalers laughed at us when we tried the first time,” Mary pointed out.

“But we’ve been successful.”

“Not if you’re undercutting their usual profit margins, old boy,” Archie said. “They’ll refuse to do business with you at all.”

APG looked sulky and then brightened. “What about knocking up a few more dresses yourself, Mary? People are always asking where you get your clothes.”

I looked expectantly at my friend. “That’s a great idea.”

“I have been making clothes,” Mary said with great hesitation. “I wasn’t sure how much to—”

“Just put them all in the shop,” APG said. “They’ll sell.”

I nodded. “Yes, they will.”

“I’ll need more time to sew and design things,” Mary said.

“Don’t worry about anything, darling.” APG patted her shoulder. “You get on with it and we’ll manage, won’t we?” He looked at me and Archie. “We’ve got to keep going. We’ve got nothing to lose, and it’s a hell of a great ride.”
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Later that evening when we’d returned to the flat, both with aching feet and headaches after a hectic day, Mary and I sat on the sofa with a cup of tea and a biscuit. There was a magazine on the coffee table, and I remembered why I’d brought it home.

“Look!” I leafed through the pages and pointed at an article headed, Shopping Bazaar. “You’re in Harper’s Bazaar! One of the girls at the coffee shop told me and today she brought the magazine in for me to give to you.” I quoted the article: “‘The wonderful range of hats by a young milliner, Mary Quant, and her personally designed pajamas.’”

Mary took the magazine and stared at the image of the model, who wore a pair of smart tan pajamas priced at one guinea.

“I made those,” she breathed. “I did and now they’re in a magazine mentioning the opening of Bazaar.” She looked up at me, her eyes shining. “Alexander’s right. It’s going to be a roaring success, isn’t it?”

I reached over and hugged her. “Of course it is! You’re so talented.”

She made a face. “I don’t know about that. Half the time I just take the patterns I like, cut off the bits I don’t want, and replace them with my own ideas. The class at New Cross has been very helpful for that.”

I lit a cigarette. “I wonder where you can get the material to make a good supply of clothes? Crystal swears by the street market in Portobello Road.”

“Oh, I’ve got something far grander than that in mind.” Mary beamed at me. “Alexander’s mother Elizabeth has an account at Harrods.”

“The Harrods?”

“The one and only. Apparently, they offer the best credit in the country, and never ever press for payment until at least a year has gone by.”

“Presumably because they know their rich clients will eventually cough up the money,” I said. “Does APG’s mother know about this arrangement?”

“Oh yes! She’s thinks it’s hilarious.”

“How nice.” I couldn’t help thinking about the state of my own bank account. Sometimes it felt like Mary was living in a different world. …

“I will pay her back,” Mary said. I wondered what she’d seen in my face. “From the profits.”

“Obviously.” I nodded vigorously. “And make sure you price everything to Archie’s satisfaction.”

“I love Harrods.” Mary sat back and put her feet on the coffee table. “They have the most amazing fabric department. All the masculine tweeds, stripes, and old-fashioned flannels that I love to play with in my designs.” She jumped up from her seat. “Let me show you what I’ve been working on.”

I finished my cigarette as she went into the bedroom and disappeared for a while. Finally, she emerged with several garments hanging over her arm. She showed me each piece, pointing out their distinctive features. They were an eclectic bunch including nightwear, ruffled shirts, dresses with dropped waists made from traditionally male fabrics, and trousers that reminded me of APG’s.

“I love everything,” I said. “The shapes remind me of the 1920s, but the mood is young and so fresh.”

“I’m just trying to make clothes I want to wear,” Mary said.

“Sort of a cross between a school uniform and a flapper dress?” I grinned at her. “It absolutely works.”

“I suppose it’s because I never want to grow up,” Mary said. “I’ve got loads more. Hats, scarves, separates … it’s a good thing I’m such a fast sewer.”

I had no idea how she found the time between managing Bazaar and APG to design anything. When I got home after my day at the coffee shop, I did nothing except eat, read, and fall into bed at the earliest opportunity. I’d even begun to question my desire to be a designer. What did I have to offer when Mary’s ideas were so original and unexpected?

“I love the pleats on that skirt.” I picked up a pinafore dress made with the fine striped wool usually used for men’s formal dress trousers. “You can wear it as is, in the evening, or put a jumper under neath it during the day.”

“That’s exactly what I was going for.” Mary hesitated. “You know that you can put your own designs forward for the shop, don’t you, Chrissie?”

I shrugged. “I hardly have time to sleep these days, let alone do any designing.”

“But you’re good at it,” Mary said.

“Not like you are.” It was hard to admit the truth, but I forced myself to continue. “Your stuff is totally new and unique, and mine is … derivative.”

Mary gathered up the garments. “You know how you always tell me to have faith in myself and my abilities?”

“Yes?”

“Then this is me saying the same thing back to you.”

I didn’t say anything, but I was secretly pleased she’d made the offer. I was ashamed to say that sometimes I did feel a little bit resentful that everything was going so well for Mary. I’d really believed that her relationship with APG would ruin her aspirations, but it had turned out to be the making of them. He had the charm and drive to push her into doing things that, as a more reserved person, she might find difficult. And he had all the connections we both lacked and a talent for marketing and promotion that was unrivaled.

“Archie found another flat for us in Oakley Street.”

I looked up at Mary. “When you say us, you mean for you and APG?”

“Well, for my new sewing machines and workroom, really.” Mary looked slightly embarrassed. “There’s more room for Alexander there, as well.”

“So, you won’t want your bedroom anymore?” I asked.

“Yes, I will, silly. I still have to fool the parents. If they thought I was actually living with Alexander, they’d never speak to me again.” Mary hesitated. “I just didn’t want you to worry too much if I wasn’t here occasionally.”

“I appreciate you telling me,” I said. “Although you’re hardly here, anyway.”

There was no point warning her that moving in with a man you weren’t even engaged to was shocking, because she didn’t care, but I did envy her gumption. Moving out of my parents’ house had taken all the courage I possessed. I visited once a week to have Sunday lunch even though it was often awkward or miserable. My mother drank too much sherry and asked such intrusive questions that even Dad noticed and tried to talk over her.

Mary’s parents had visited us once in the flat, and while Mrs. Quant had paid us many compliments on our furnishings and the flat’s layout, I got the feeling she was simply pretending to like things so she didn’t goad Mary into doing the unthinkable and moving in with APG. If she knew the truth she’d be mortified. I was fairly sure that Tony, Mary’s younger brother, knew exactly what was going on, but I felt his loyalty to his sister would keep him quiet.

[image: ]

After we’d eaten spaghetti carbonara we’d charmed out of the chef at Alexander’s, Mary went back to Bazaar with the new garments she’d just shown me. I never minded having the flat to myself. If I ever needed company, I just had to go downstairs to the Fantasie, which wasn’t supposed to be open late in the evenings but invariably was.

I’d heard rumors that some of the other shop owners on King’s Road weren’t pleased with all the newcomers. Only last week, Archie had been visited by the police inquiring whether he was selling alcohol on the premises. There were two pubs close to Archie’s businesses and neither of them appreciated him taking their customers. Archie, at his most charming, had denied all knowledge of spirits being consumed in his coffee shop and the police had let him off with a warning.

I had a feeling that Alexander’s and Bazaar would be next up for some official busybodying. It was quite common for the restaurant patrons to drift upstairs to the shop and buy things late into the evening. Apparently, that wasn’t allowed under the current laws and Archie was expecting a visit from a Shop Act inspector to ensure that Bazaar was closed on Saturday nights.

Surprisingly, Mary wasn’t worried because she said if the shop closed on time, it would give her and APG more time to change the shop window display, which had already started to draw a crowd. Mary had a surprisingly wicked sense of humor and the window displays were like nothing else in London. Some were wacky, others were cryptic, and all of them showed Mary’s designs off in the best way.

It wasn’t unusual to have some outraged Chelsea resident or bowler-hatted old gent banging on the glass screeching about the immorality of youth or other such nonsense. They also wrote vitriolic letters, which they sent in the post, or had published in the local press. APG would read them out with great hilarity.

I would’ve hated all the attention, but Mary and APG thought it was hysterical, and conspired together to think of even more outrageous ways to make people stop and stare at Bazaar. Sometimes there was a crowd six deep gathered in front of the window and traffic slowing down to take a look as it passed.

I sighed. I’d wanted my life to move more quickly but I hadn’t anticipated being caught up in a whirlwind. I got up to put the plates in the sink and noticed that Mary had left her door keys on the draining board. I knew she might not be planning to come back tonight but if she was, I didn’t want to be woken up with her banging on the door to be let in. I decided the best thing to do would be to walk down the street to Bazaar and give them to her myself.

The door to Bazaar, which should’ve been closed, was still open and lights gleamed out from the shop. I went inside calling out a cheery hello but there wasn’t anyone there. I assumed APG and Mary had popped down to the restaurant and would arrive back at any moment. I considered leaving Mary’s keys with a note, but with the door being open, I didn’t think it was a good idea. The King’s Road might be getting fancier but there were still a lot of undesirables around.

Speaking of which, I went over to the cash register. The drawer wasn’t even closed properly because there was too much money stuffed inside it. Archie wouldn’t be pleased. He’d warned Mary and APG to bring the cash down to the safe in Alexander’s every night but they tended to use it as their personal bank account and often forgot. I got one of the Bazaar paper bags out of the drawer and carefully counted the cash before placing it in the bag with a note.

I glanced at the stack of invoices, sales receipts, and official-looking documents that sat in an untidy heap behind the till. I had a feeling that Archie wouldn’t approve of APG’s accounting methods of paying a couple of bills near the top and leaving the rest. Some mornings it was hard to get the shop door open because of the red-lined bills on the mat. I had to hope that soon Archie would be having words of his own with the wild pair.

“Chrissie!” Mary and APG came into the shop hand in hand.

“You forgot your keys. I didn’t want you worrying.”

“Oh, thank you.” Mary came over to hug me. “We were just down in Alexander’s.” She glanced over at APG. “One of his great-aunts came for dinner this evening and refused to pay more than the set price for lunch so we had to make things right with the staff.”

There was a cough from behind APG. “Excuse me?” We all turned toward the door where an older man in a bowler hat and formal suit with a briefcase was regarding us all rather warily. “Do you work here?” he asked.

“Well …” APG smiled engagingly. “That rather depends on why you’re asking, old chap.”

“We’ve had a complaint about the opening hours.”

“We?”

“I’m a Shops Act inspector.” He handed APG his card. “You’re being exploited by your employers. You should all look for better jobs where they treat you properly and don’t expect you to work all night.”

“But we’re not technically employed here,” APG said. “We’re the owners.”

The man smiled. “That’s a good one. Your employer should give you all a raise.”

“No, we really are—”

Mary came to APG’s side, took his arm, and smiled at the inspector. “We’ll certainly ask for that raise.”

“And tell them to shut the shop at the regular time so that you can all go home or we’ll be back with a warrant.” The man tipped his hat to us and left the shop.

APG turned to Mary. “Why did you pinch me?”

“Because we didn’t really need him to know we own the shop, darling, did we?” She looked up at him. “Otherwise, things might have got nasty.”

“Oh!” APG nodded. “I see what you mean.”

“I’ll see you later,” I said.

I was still laughing as I went out of the door and down the stairs to Alexander’s with the cash in my hand. Life definitely was moving at a fast pace but sometimes it was hard not to enjoy it.




CHAPTER 7

Daphne

“What do you mean, a job?”

I gave my mother a reproachful look. “Mummy, you sound positively Victorian. You know what a job is.”

As I sat opposite her in the antiquated drawing room of our London family home, the Victorian era didn’t seem too far away. One might be forgiven for thinking one had slipped back in time to a previous era. I was sure not a lot had changed in this house since my grandfather married an American called Dolly Elbridge with buckets of money who had saved the family peerage from penury. The money had almost dried up due to the two world wars, but my parents were still determined to do things the old-fashioned way.

“But what about your presentation and your debutante season?”

I studied her worried face. She was the kind of woman who looked best on a horse and who thrived in the countryside. London had never held much appeal for her. She’d only persuaded my father to open up the house so that she could launch my big sister, Gwen, into society.

Gwen, who was bubbly, blond, and naturally cheerful, was having a lovely time, dancing the night away, meeting all the right people, and no doubt homing in on the chinless wonder she planned to persuade to marry her. She favored men from the guards regiments, and, as she looked as good on a horse as Mother, I had no doubt one of them would snap her up by the end of the season and take her home to preside over his ancestral home while he continued his military career.

I couldn’t think of a worse fate.

Mummy sighed. “Why do you always make things so difficult, Daphne?”

I smiled at her. “I don’t know. Maybe you should’ve stopped at two.”

“You know your father wanted another boy, just in case,” she reminded me. As if I wasn’t already aware that I’d been an aberration since the day I was born.

“Yes, I know, an heir and a spare, but at least you’ve got Gus,” I hurried to say. “Lots of girls get jobs nowadays.”

“But not for money.” She screwed up her face as if I’d suggested I become a prostitute. “Nice girls work for charities or on committees where they can be helpful.”

“And merely decorative.” I leaned forward. “Just think of all the money you’ll save if you don’t have to do a deb season with me. I mean, it’s all coming to an end anyway, isn’t it? Rumor has it that the new queen doesn’t seem very keen on the old ways, and jolly good for her, I say.”

“We have the money put by, dear.” Mother raised her chin. “You don’t need to worry about that, and most of Gwen’s formal dresses can be made over to fit you.”

I made a face. I’d spent my entire life wearing Gwen’s castoffs, including school uniforms, riding clothes, and all her old wellies.

“Mr. McNair is a very respectable employer.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard. And he doesn’t work at that shop, does he? You’d be supervised by someone else.”

“By Alexander Plunket Greene.” I looked hopefully at her. “You like him, Mummy. He co-owns Bazaar.”

“Alexander does?” Her eyebrows rose. “Do his family know?”

“I suppose they must do, seeing as the shop has been an enormous success and all over the newspapers,” I said. “Please let me at least try. I might be terrible at it, and they’ll kick me out the first day.”

“You are descended from the Pagets, one of the oldest families in England. You are perfectly capable of doing anything you please, dear,” Mother stated. “I still don’t approve, but I will speak to your father and ask his advice.”

“Thank you.” I beamed at her and rose to my feet. My father always did exactly what she told him to do. “I’ll go and tell darling Alexander I can start on Monday.”
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I knocked on the door of Bazaar promptly at eight in the morning and had to wait ages in the cold before someone finally opened the door. It was a girl I recognized.

She had blond hair cut in a neat bob and smiled and pointed to the sign on the door. “We’re closed. Come back at ten.”

“Oh! No! I’m Daphne!” I beamed at her. “Aren’t you … Chrissie? You worked at the Fantasie. Alexander told me I could start today, so I wanted to get here early to make a good impression.”

She stepped back. “APG didn’t mention anything to me, but do come in anyway. We really could do with some help.”

I stepped into the shop excitedly. It was always packed full of the most interesting and exciting stuff. When Mummy wasn’t around, Gwennie and I often came in to rootle around. I’d bought the most amazing costume jewelry, and Gwennie had found a purple silk cocktail dress that cost a fraction of the ones we bought at Peter Jones and had been much admired by her crowd.

“I can’t wait to start,” I babbled as Chrissie took me through to the back where there was a stockroom and a place to make tea and wash up. “Mummy thinks I’ll give up in a day, but I’m sure I’ll prove her wrong.”

“Have you any experience working a cash register?” Chrissie asked as she poured boiling water into the teapot and set out two mugs.

“Not yet, but I’m a quick learner.”

“You’ll have to be,” Chrissie said dryly. “Mary and APG don’t hang around.”

“I think they’re marvelous together,” I confided. “APG was rather a loose cannon before he met Mary. She’s settled him down quite considerably. Of course, everyone was a teensy bit worried because of that silly class thing, but they’re all terribly relieved that he hasn’t gone off the rails and disgraced his family.”

Chrissie blinked as she handed over a cup of tea. “Sorry, I do rattle on a bit, empty vessels and all that.” I took a hasty sip, burning my tongue, and set my mug down on the table with something of a thump, spilling tea everywhere. “Now, what can I do first? I’m dying to get started.”

“You’ll definitely be in charge of making tea and washing up because we only have four mugs between us.”

“Gosh, of course.” I rushed over to the sink and tipped the contents of my mug down the drain.

“You can drink it first, Daphne,” Chrissie said gently.

“Sorry, I’m a bit nervous,” I said. Even though it was blatantly obvious that I was a jittery mess.

“It’s all right to be nervous on your first day.” Chrissie smiled at me. “Come and help me with the stock taking. Once that’s done, I’ll show you how to fill up the spaces in the shop. Hopefully by then, either Mary or APG will be here and they can tell me what else they want you to do.”

Mary appeared just before the shop closed. She looked quite flustered, and there was no sign of APG.

“Daphne!” She gave me a hug and then stepped back and looked me up and down. “I have just the thing for you.”

“To wear?” I asked. “Really? I’ve been dying to try on some of your clothes, but Gwennie always gets here first.”

“Come along.” She hurried me into the back of the shop.

“Try this.” She handed me a soft navy jumper and a dropped waist pinafore dress in men’s tweed with big brass buttons on the shoulders. “You’re tall and thin enough to wear just about anything.”

There were no changing rooms, so I stripped off by the sink, glad that years of boarding school had banished any inhibitions about people looking at my body.

“I’ve always wanted a bigger chest,” I confided as I wiggled into the pinafore dress. “But Mummy always says bosoms are vulgar and need to be strapped down like luggage.”

Mary gave a little snort as she adjusted the fit of the skirt.

“My sister Gwen doesn’t agree and she has men swarming all over her,” I continued. “So, I think men do like a nice bosom.” I glanced down at my flat chest. “I used to stick tissues in my bra.”

“Well, there’s no need for you to do that anymore. You’ve got exactly the shape I want to sell my clothes,” Mary said as she stepped back to look at me. “I’d like you to pick something different every day. But if one of the customers loves it, you might have to take it off and sell it.”

“How fun!” I grinned at her. “I can pretend there’s another one out the back.”

“She looks great,” Chrissie spoke from behind me. “A perfect ad for the shop.”

I walked back into the store proper and looked at myself in the full-length mirror propped up against the back wall. “I look … nice.”

Mary joined me and I stared at her reflection in the mirror. I was so lanky she barely reached my shoulder.

“You look fantastic,” Mary said, tilting her head as she studied me. “I think I’ll make some tweed hats to match these pinafore dresses.”

“I can do that,” Chrissie said. “Then you can concentrate on the new designs.”

Mary nodded, her attention still on me. “Boots.”

“I have riding boots or wellies at home,” I offered.

“Definitely riding boots or the flats you’re wearing would be great for an evening look.” She frowned. “The makeup doesn’t work.”

“I only have lipstick and powder on,” I pointed out.

“No, not your makeup, just generally,” she mused. “I need to do something about that and the hair.”

“Gosh, I’ll look like a different person. Mummy won’t recognize me.”

“Will she mind if she can’t?” Mary asked. “I don’t want to offend her.”

“Don’t worry about Mummy. She’s got Gwen’s ‘at home’ tea to worry about and then there’s the ball …”

“You’re hosting a ball?” Chrissie asked. “At home?”

“No, just the tea’s at home. That’ll be for about twenty of Gwen’s best friends, their mothers, and the men she’s after. The ball is co-hosted with two other girls because they get frightfully expensive these days.”

“It’s a different world,” Chrissie said. “I can’t even imagine …”

“It’s terribly boring,” I confided. “And the men are all the same. I’ve already told Mummy I’m not doing it. She’s a bit upset, but I reminded her how much money she’ll save that she can put toward replacing the roof on the country house.”

“You have a country house?”

“Yes, it’s quite close to one of APG’s great-aunt’s, which is how I know him so well,” I said, smiling at Mary. “Have you met his great-aunt Flora yet? She’s a hoot.”

“We’d better get back to work,” Mary said. “Chrissie, how’s the restocking going?”

“All done, thanks to Daphne.”

“That’s great!” Mary’s face lit up. “Do you mind if I go back to Oakley Street? I’ve got a seamstress coming in to help me finish up the dresses and I need to speak to her before she gets going.”

“Go ahead. Daphne and I will manage.” Chrissie shooed her toward the door.

After Mary was gone, Chrissie picked up the stack of clothing Mary had left.

“Where did they all come from?” I asked.

“These are the things Mary and the seamstress made last night.”

“She’s so clever!” I marveled.

Chrissie smiled. “Last job—take a look at this lot, check the description Mary pinned to the front of each garment, write out a new tag with the price, and put everything where it’s supposed to go in the shop.”

“Righty ho.” I took the pile she handed me. “And then you can teach me how to use the cash register.”

[image: ]

By the end of my first week, I was absolutely exhausted. Mary had popped in for the last hour on Friday, but there had been no sign of APG—news that would disappoint my mother. Chrissie mentioned he didn’t spend much time in the shop, but was quite busy with its marketing and promotion, whatever that meant.

I’d spoken to Mr. McNair, who set me up on the payroll and promised that if I lasted another week, I’d get paid the following Saturday. The idea was amusing. I couldn’t wait to be the first person in my family to actually earn a wage.

Chrissie let me leave before she closed up on Friday, and I limped my way along the King’s Road in my borrowed boots and onward toward our place in Sloane Square. My pace was slow because girls kept stopping me to ask where I’d bought my clothes. I was proud to spread the word, even when some of the older generation looked at me with absolute horror. Finally, exhaustion hit me, and I waved down a taxi that took me straight to my door.

As I went to creep up the second flight of stairs to my bedroom, Mummy hailed me from the drawing room, and I reluctantly turned back. I’d forgotten she held her bridge parties on alternate Fridays, and after I blundered into the room, I was met by a sea of shocked faces. Everyone looked me up and down as if I was naked.

“Daphne!” my godmother squeaked. “What on earth are you wearing? You’ve no petticoat and I can almost see your knees!”

“This old thing?” I glanced nonchalantly down at my skirt. “It’s from a new place on the King’s Road called Bazaar. I work there.”

I winked at Mummy, who looked close to apoplexy, and went out, leaving a frenzied roar of conversation behind me. I’d get a telling-off later, but Mummy shouldn’t have dragged me in front of all of her friends on my first week of work. She must have known I’d be exhausted.

Upstairs in my bedroom, I took off my borrowed boots to discover I had three blisters on my right heel and that my second toenail had cut into my big toe and was bleeding all over my stockings. I lay back on my bed and stared up at the canopied chintz roses over my head. Yes, I was tired, but I’d never had such an exhilarating week in my life.

I’d been surprised at how many familiar people popped into the shop to browse or buy things. Half of the girls asked me not to mention it to their mothers, who preferred them to shop at more conventional places like Hartnell’s or Peter Jones. The others didn’t seem to care.

Every garment I’d added to the stock on my first morning had already been bought. Chrissie said that was quite usual and explained that Mary was now employing a seamstress to help her every day. Some of our customers had noticed Mary often brought in new stock in the late afternoon and actually followed her down the street trying to buy things before they even made it to the shop.

Bazaar seemed to be run rather casually. I was used to the stiff formality of designer showrooms or department stores like Harrods where you could buy almost everything you desired and put it on your family account. At Bazaar, everyone just mucked in, tried on the stock, advised and complimented each other, and occasionally fought over who got to buy something. In the past week, I’d had to be the adjudicator a few times, deciding whom the garment fitted best. I’d promised any aggrieved shoppers that Mary would whip them up one in their size within a week.

There was a knock on the door, and my sister, Gwen, came in looking glamorous as usual. Her gaze traveled the length of me. “Can I borrow that?”

I looked down at my printed silk dress. “It’s all crumpled, and technically it doesn’t belong to me.”

“I don’t care.” Gwen held out her hand. “I’m off to a cocktail party this evening and no one else will be wearing anything like that dress.”

I sighed and sat up. “It’s not cheap, so don’t rip it.”

“I’ll just borrow it, and you can take it back on Monday.” Gwen was very persistent when she wanted to be. “There’s a man I’m trying to impress, and I want to stand out.”

“Which man? They all look the same to me.”

“Rupert Downhill.”

I stared at her. “Rather out of your reach, I would’ve thought. He’s a lord, isn’t he?”

“He will be one day. Come on, do your big sister a favor.” Gwen clicked her fingers, and I reluctantly peeled off my dress and handed it over.

She slid it over her head, and it was immediately obvious that it suited her a thousand times better than it did me.

“Yes.” She twirled in front of the mirror. “My pearls, a little cardigan, and cream shoes, and I’ll be the belle of the ball.”

“You have to tell everyone where the dress came from and who made it,” I insisted.

“I will. I promise.” She kissed my cheek. “Thanks, old bean.” She left the room, calling for the maid. No doubt she’d want help getting the wrinkles out of the frock.

My feet were still hurting, so I put on my dressing gown and hobbled into the bathroom at the end of the corridor. The scent of Gwen’s Chanel perfume still hung in the air, and she’d left her lipstick and powder compact on the sink.

I found some sticking plaster and attended to my feet. Then, back in my bedroom I slipped on a warm pair of socks and my slippers. I was writing in my diary when there was another knock on the door and Gwen came back in.

“What do you think?” She turned around so I could view her completed outfit. She sounded unsure of herself, which was unusual.

“You look stunning,” I said. “You’ll be the best-dressed woman there. Rupert what’s-his-name won’t be able to take his eyes off you.”

“I hope you’re right.” She carefully embraced me. “Wish me luck.”

After she departed, Milly, our long-suffering maid of all work, put her head around the door. She was in her forties but looked older in the black-and-white uniform my mother insisted on for the staff. “Your parents are dining out. Your mum says there’s plenty of food in the kitchen, so please help yourself as Cook’s already gone home.”

I made a martyred face. “This is how they treat the only working person in the household.”

Milly gave me the eye. “What do you think the rest of us do? Sit around on our arses all day drinking tea?”

“You know whom I mean.” I followed her down the back stairs, which was the quickest route to the kitchen in the basement. “I’m one of you, now.”

She made a rude noise.

“I am! I’ll get paid on Saturday.”

“And how long will you ‘work’ before you give up and go skiing or something?” Milly asked.

“I’m not going to do those things anymore.” Milly set a loaf of bread on the table and started cutting huge slices. I got the butter and tomatoes from the pantry and found a plate. “I’m not even going to do the whole deb thing next year.”

“You have to.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Your mum will be devastated.” Milly scowled. Despite her carping, she was fiercely loyal to Mummy.

“I’ve already told her I’m not doing it and to spend the money on something useful.”

“But how will you get married to the right kind of man?”

“Maybe I don’t want that either.”

Milly shook her head. “I know your mum was worried about you mixing with that odd bunch on the King’s Road, but I didn’t realize how right she was.”

She buttered four slices of bread and made me two sandwiches with the tomatoes and a liberal addition of salt. I devoured them while she made us both a cup of tea.

“It’s lemon drizzle,” Milly said, retrieving the cake tin from Cook’s special hiding place.

“Ooh, my favorite.” I helped myself to a large slice.

Milly put the tin away before I could ask for more. “You can’t work in a shop forever, luv,” Milly said as we lingered over our second cups of tea. “It’s not fitting.”

“Now you sound like Mummy. Don’t you realize that things are changing out there?”

“There’s no need to be cheeky. I read the papers.”

“Then you’ll know that we don’t necessarily want the same things as our parents.”

“But nice girls like you—”

“Should marry some posh man, live in the countryside, and only pop up to London for the season to make their daughters repeat the same mistakes all over again?” I rolled my eyes.

“That’s a bit harsh. Your sister is enjoying her season.”

“But I’m not Gwen. She’s loving every second of it, whereas, I’d hate it.”

“I’m not sure why you think that. You love dressing up and looking pretty.”

“But I’m hopeless at talking to men. I blush, and I stutter, and I make a complete fool of myself.”

Milly set her cup down. “Practice makes perfect, luv.”

“If you don’t get it right straightaway, everyone loses interest in you, and you become one of those girls,” I pointed out. “If I have to be ignored, I’d rather do it on my terms than waste all that money that Mummy and Pops don’t have. And, anyway, I meet far more of our set in Bazaar trying on clothes than I do at any party.”

“Only the female ones, though.”

“But I don’t want to get married, Milly.”

She patted my hand. “You’ll change your mind one day, and then where will you be? A spinster working in a shop with no proper friends of your own class?”

“That’s hardly likely, is it?” I grinned at her. “I’ll just go and stay with Gwen and her husband, whoever he is, and snag myself a nice young man.”

That night as I went to sleep, I thought about our conversation. I knew working was the right thing for me but convincing those who wanted things to remain as they’d been for centuries wasn’t going to be easy. I loved working at Bazaar. I adored wearing the clothes Mary designed, and I wasn’t going to let anyone—even my future husband—stop me.




CHAPTER 8

Chrissie

1957

It was two years since Bazaar had opened, we were a screaming success, and the hectic pace hadn’t eased at all. I’d never gone back to working at the Fantasie as all my time was dedicated to managing the shop and the constantly changing staff. To my surprise, I absolutely loved my job and even my mother approved—with some reservations.

The King’s Road was changing along with us, drawing in the fashionable set who preened and congregated at the tables of the rapidly opening cafés waiting to be admired by their friends. Young photographers met in Archie’s studio with their model girlfriends and popular local bands. And, at the weekend, teenagers from all over London converged on the shops to spend their hard-earned wages or simply to window-shop as they strolled along the King’s Road in their best clothes.

The strain on those of us who worked in the shop or helped Mary produce her designs was enormous. Archie did his best to keep the ship steady and employ as many seamstresses as Mary wanted but she could be quite stubborn sometimes. She refused to let anything leave her workshop that she hadn’t designed or approved of herself, which created many delays. Archie had urged her to take on an assistant but she was reluctant to relinquish control—especially to any women working closely with APG, who was a dreadful flirt. Mary often found notes stuffed in his pockets or little gifts left in the car, which caused dreadful rows that everyone around them had to pretend not to hear.

Despite the occasional turmoil in their relationship, Mary and APG were still in love, enjoyed working together, and were determined to make the business a success, which was why they had decided to open a second shop right opposite Harrods in Knightsbridge. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It would be lovely to share Mary’s endlessly sought-after fashions with a bigger audience in the fanciest shopping district in London, but we were already struggling to manage what we had.

APG’s old school friend Terence Conran designed the new exterior and interior, and, after the usual battle with the local planning department, the plans went through, and work was well on the way to transform the building into something spectacular.
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Shortly before the new shop was due to open, I went on a walk-through with Mary. We paused on the mezzanine floor above the main shop and Mary made a sweeping gesture.

“This is great! Can you imagine it, Chrissie?” She walked to the top of the stairs that curved down through the center of the store. She’d been very specific with the architect about how she wanted everything to look. “My models can walk down from here, showcasing my designs, and everyone will be able to see them.”

I imagined the scene and nodded. “Yes, it will work really well.” I paused and then asked the question I’d been wanting to ask ever since the new shop was announced. “Who’s going to manage this shop?”

Mary started descending the stairs. “We’ve found an amazing woman called Joan. She’s a real old-time professional. What she doesn’t know about a customer isn’t worth a penny.” She laughed. “I swear she sizes people up the moment they come through the door, knows exactly what they’re worth, and somehow manages to squeeze every penny she can out of them.”

“Oh.” I tried to hide my disappointment as I slowly followed her down the stairs. I’d hoped to be asked to manage the new shop, but it appeared I hadn’t even been considered. “I would’ve thought you’d want someone more familiar with your businesses.”

Mary grinned. “Everyone else who works for us is a deb, Chrissie. It’s ridiculous. They might run Chelsea, but I wouldn’t put any of them in charge of this shop.”

“I’m not a deb.”

“And thank goodness for that.” She looked at me. “If you hadn’t stepped up to run Bazaar, I don’t think we would’ve made it.”

“But I’m not good enough to run this shop?” I don’t know why I couldn’t let the idea go. “And you’ve hired someone who has never worked for you before.”

“Chrissie.” Her voice gentled as she finally seemed to notice I wasn’t as excited about the new plans as she was. “It wasn’t like that at all. You’re brilliant at the first shop, and we need you there.”

“You keep saying ‘we.’ Was it a joint decision, or did APG make it?”

She held my gaze, all the laughter in her eyes gone. “I made the decision. I need you at the first shop. Daphne is very capable, but she’s not good enough to manage the place alone, and I want to use her as a model.”

“Why couldn’t this ‘Joan’ have taken on the first shop?” I asked.

Mary didn’t blink. “Because I want her here, and it never occurred to me that you’d be … difficult about it.”

“Of course it wouldn’t occur to you. Because I’m Chrissie, aren’t I? Your silly little friend running after you, constantly asking for favors and riding on your coattails.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Mary said. “I value you enormously, Alexander and I both do.” She sighed. “Do we really need to have this conversation now? I’ve got quite enough on my plate.”

There was a lot more I wanted to say but I’d grown up in a family of silences, and repressed emotions, and I didn’t even know where to start. I offered her a short, “Sorry.”

“Chrissie—I rely on you for so much,” Mary said. “You’re the only person who knows the real me. I need you to keep my feet on the ground.”

And what about what I need? What about my ambitions? The words trembled on my lips but I held them back. Did she ever think of that in her relentless drive to the top?

Mary pushed her fringe away from her face. “I really do have a lot to do, in fact, in a few days—”

“What’s going on?”

I looked past Mary to see APG lounging in the doorway. I wondered how long he’d been there listening to our private conversation.

“Nothing that concerns you,” Mary told him. “Shall we go and check the stockroom, Chrissie? I don’t think I’ve shown you my new designs yet.”

She walked past APG but as I passed him, he caught hold of my elbow and held me back.

“Don’t piss her off, Chrissie.”

“I’m not.” I tried to ease out of his grip, but he wouldn’t let me go.

“She’s got a lot on, and she needs to focus. If you can’t be helpful, go back to Bazaar and stay there.”

I looked up at him. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

“Actually, I believe I do. I am your boss, aren’t I?” He smiled in his usual charming way. “Mary likes you and you do a good job running the shop. Don’t jeopardize that by upsetting your employers.”

At that moment I truly disliked him and his patronizing tone.

I think he realized it, because he grinned and said, “Listen to me sounding like an actual employer, I must’ve had too much to drink already today.” His fingers slid from my elbow to my shoulder, and he gently squeezed. “We need you, Chrissie, darling. Please don’t make a big fuss.”

This was exactly why all the girls fell at his feet. He could be incredibly persuasive when he put his mind to it. “Please, sweetheart?”

It was hard to break eye contact with him. His thumb grazed the corner of my mouth. “So sweet …” He lowered his head.

I took a step backward. “I’d better go. Mary’s expecting me in the stockroom.”

If I expected the mention of his girlfriend’s name to change his demeanor, I was disappointed. He blew me a kiss as he straightened up. “Tell Mary to hurry up. We’ve got plans to make.”

For the rest of the day, I couldn’t stop thinking about that moment with APG—how it felt to have his full attention and the unwanted surge of attraction that had swept through me. I knew he was a terrible flirt, I’d watched him seduce every woman in sight, but I’d never thought he’d try it on with me. And there was no point telling Mary. It would only upset her and I’d probably end up getting the blame anyway because men like APG always escape being held responsible for their actions. I reminded myself that he’d only turned on the charm to keep me sweet so that I wouldn’t upset Mary.
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I took the next day off, leaving Daphne in charge of the shop, and returned to work in a much better frame of mind, convinced that I’d misinterpreted APG’s actions and that it was high time I found myself a boyfriend. After a few hours of Daphne’s endless chattering, I spoke over her.

“You managed very well, Daphne. I’m sure Mary told you the same thing yesterday.”

Daphne, who was wearing one of Mary’s newest designs with a hemline perilously close to the knee, bit her lip. “I’m rattling on again, aren’t I? It’s only because I was all on my own yesterday and I had no one to tell me I was doing things correctly.”

I paused to serve a customer and then returned to her. “What do you mean all on your own? I specifically asked Mary to pop in and see you.”

“She did pop in but it was only for five minutes,” Daphne said. “She was on her way to Chelsea Registry Office.”

“To do what?”

“Marry Alexander, of course.” Daphne smiled at me. “And about time, too.”

I left the counter and walked into the back of the shop. My best friend had got married and she hadn’t asked me to be there. She hadn’t even told me she was getting married in the first place.

Had she meant to ask me before I’d started arguing with her? Had she changed her mind or had APG changed it for her after he’d spoken to me? Was that why’d he’d flirted to keep me sweet? I took a deep, slow, shaky breath. It didn’t matter. It was better that she was married than simply living with APG. At least her parents would be pleased.

But even that didn’t make me feel any better. I’d been left out of something important and it made me sick to my stomach. I’d learned early on that my friendship with Mary would never be as intense as her relationship with APG but I’d thought better of both of them—I’d assumed that they’d include me in this important moment in their lives.

So where did that leave me? Should I continue to work for two people who, whatever they said, obviously didn’t value me in the way I did them? Would they even notice if I resigned and went off to do my own thing? Would they even care? And what would I do? Go back to designing clothes nobody wanted?

The curtain separating the back room from the shop swished open and Daphne approached. She had a very guilty look on her face. “I just remembered that Mary very specifically told me not to tell anyone what she was doing yesterday. But I assume you already knew, yes?”

I smiled at her. “Of course I did. Why do you think I took the day off?”

“Well, they’re off to Ibiza on their honeymoon, now, so we’ll just have to manage as best we can.” She returned my smile. “Do you want me to take the first break?”




CHAPTER 9

Daphne

Knightsbridge, 1959

“It’s fabulous!” I stood at the top of the staircase that curved between the first and ground floors and flung out my arms. “It’s the perfect place to flounce down wearing something spectacular!”

Mary smiled at me. “I’m glad you feel like that, because I want you to be in my first modeling show, which will take place right here.”

I gawped at her in a most unprofessional manner. “You want me to model?”

“Yes. You’re the perfect advertisement for my clothes.”

“I do get asked where my clothes come from an awful lot,” I admitted. “And my sister Gwennie is always trying to borrow them. I don’t let her if she doesn’t promise to take the greatest of care and return them to me properly laundered.” I paused. “You don’t mind, do you?”

“Seeing as your sister is making the match of the season, and is in all the society papers, I don’t mind at all,” Mary said. “In fact, if she needs something to wear for her engagement party, bring her here.”

“I’ll tell her. She’ll be thrilled.” I took a deep breath. “Do you really think I’ve got what it takes to be a model?”

“I wouldn’t have asked you if I didn’t.” Mary, who was rarely still for more than a moment, went down the stairs and I followed her. “Can you come to a rehearsal here after you finish at the other shop tonight?”

“Yes, of course.”

“We’ve invited all the press and a big group of friends, so it should be great fun.”

Even as I smiled and nodded, inside I was a quaking mass of jelly. I knew my parents wouldn’t approve of this latest development, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it myself. Being paid to put on clothes, stand around, and look glamorous wasn’t something that well-brought-up nice girls from the countryside did. My parents didn’t even like me working full-time at Bazaar, because they considered it “beneath me.”

But I didn’t want to be like Gwennie and pick from a very limited supply of approved men. I loved my job, the people I met, and the independence having a wage gave me.

I set off back to Bazaar in King’s Road deep in thought. Chrissie had asked me to deliver a parcel of fabric samples to Mary, and I’d taken rather a long time about it. Not that Chrissie would get cross. She was far more even-tempered than Mary or Alexander, who tended to row at the drop of a hat.

As I got closer to Bazaar, I noticed there was the usual crowd around the front window. Mary and Alexander’s displays were becoming legendary, and this one was sea-themed and featured just one fabulously dressed figure leading a large lobster on a golden chain. The moment I walked into the shop, which was closed for lunch, the smell hit me.

I rushed to find Chrissie, who was in the back taking out new stock. “The shop smells like something has died in it,” I told her.

Chrissie looked at me. “What?”

“I just came in. It’s terrible. Come and smell it.”

She followed me out into the front of the shop. Her eyes went wide and she made a gagging noise. “Is it the drains? Has anyone from Alexander’s been up to say anything?”

“It smells more fishy than drainy to me,” I said as I pressed my handkerchief to my nose. I pointed toward the front of the shop. “It’s worse over there.”

We stared at each other and then walked purposefully over to the large window. Chrissie pointed at the lobster. “It has to be that.” She paused. “Can you …?”

“Yes, of course.”

I held my breath as I rushed into the front display, grabbed the lobster by the tail, and took him through the shop to the dustbins at the rear. I left the back door open to help disperse the stench before we had to reopen the shop.

“Mary washed out the shell several times,” Chrissie said when I returned. She was fanning the air. “She’ll be so disappointed.”

I reached into my purse and took out the Chanel No. 5 spray Gwennie had given me for my birthday. “This should help.”

After spraying the area, I was pretty sure I’d made things worse. There was nothing to do but prop open the doors and hope no one noticed.

Chrissie looked out the front window. “We’ll have to try and find a plastic lobster to replace it. Any idea where we might get one?”

“Harrods?” I suggested helpfully. “They have simply everything.”

“I’m sure they do. If it slows down this afternoon, I might send you off to take a look.”

“If only I’d known when I was at the other Bazaar,” I said. “Harrods is just across the street! If it’s still open when I go back tonight, I’ll definitely take a look.”

Chrissie paused before she went to stand behind the cash desk. “You’re going back to the other shop? Is there something wrong?”

“Oh no. Mary asked me if I’d model in her next fashion show,” I said far more airily than I felt. “There’s a rehearsal tonight.”

“She didn’t mention it to me.”

“That’s probably because you’re in charge of this shop and not the other one,” I said. “Joan definitely knew.”

“Of course Joan knew. Joan knows everything.” She slammed the cash drawer shut. “I hope Mary realizes that if you’re off modeling I’ll have no help in the shop.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. “You have Cassandra and Marie-Louise.”

“Who, unlike you, aren’t very good at turning up,” Chrissie said.

“Well, they do have other social commitments.” I tried to be fair. “But they’re jolly good sports and they know simply everyone.”

“I suppose you went to school with both of them,” Chrissie said.

“Um, no. Actually, we had a governess until we were seven. With two of us it was cheaper than school fees.”

She let out a breath. “Could you possibly get me a cup of tea? I forgot to make one earlier.”

I hurried into the back room, leaving her to deal with the customers who had just been let back in the shop. Some complained about the smell, and others the draft, which meant, as usual, we couldn’t win. I made us both tea and took hers out to the front, carefully maneuvering round groups of women clustered around the clothes racks.

“Thanks, Daphne,” Chrissie said. “And I’m sorry for being such a grump. You’ll be a wonderful model. You already sell the clothes simply by putting them on.”

“The thing is …” I looked down at my shoes. “I don’t think my parents will approve.”

“Do you have to tell them?”

“I don’t but seeing as most of the new staff at the Knightsbridge shop are all Chelsea girls who know simply everyone, I think they’ll find out pretty quickly.”

“I still wouldn’t tell them,” Chrissie said. “Think of this as a trial run. You might hate modeling and never want to do it again. If so, the discussion will never need to happen.”

“But what if I love it?”

“That’s another matter entirely.” She turned to serve a customer. “Will you go and check what’s going on over there? That woman seems intent on throwing all the scarves on the floor.”

I hurried off to discover what the woman was doing and, as the shop got busier, I forgot all about my modeling dilemma until it was time to close. I began the pleasant fifteen-minute walk back to Knightsbridge through Cadogan Place and Belgravia, which was familiar territory to me, as my parents’ town house was nearby.

I went around the rear of the new shop and was let in by Joan, the shop manager. She took me through to the bottom of the grand staircase where a group of young women were already chatting excitedly. I gulped as I realized exactly whom I would be modeling with.

“That’s Jean Shrimpton,” I whispered to Joan.

“Yes, Mary wanted to use the best photographic models because she thinks they move better.”

“Oh,” I said faintly. Visions of tumbling down the stairs and everyone laughing at me resonated in my head.

Joan patted my shoulder. “You’ll do fine. Just listen and learn.”

Mary came in and clapped her hands for our attention. I noted that APG lounged in the background like a rather relaxed bodyguard.

“Thank you all for coming.” Mary smiled shyly at everyone. “Alexander and I got the idea for this show after we did something similar in Paris. The main thing we’ll require of you is speed.”

“In changing our clothes?” one of the girls asked.

“Exactly.” Mary pointed to the small recess at the back of the stairs behind a painted screen. “You’ll all be packed in there, but it will be great fun, and the audience will love it. Now if you’ll all come with me, I’ll show you what I’d like you to do …”

Three hours later, the rehearsal was finished, and my head was full of instructions, jazz music, and the chatter of all the girls. I was both terrified and exhilarated and still not convinced I could pull it off as I was the only non-professional in the group.

“Daphne?” Jean Shrimpton waved at me. “Do you need a lift anywhere?”

I gazed at her in awe. She was even prettier than she was in the magazines, and here she was asking if I wanted to share a taxi with her!

“I … I only live round the corner,” I stuttered. “Thanks.”

She came toward me. “It’s very late and I’d rather make sure you get home safely.” She smiled and I grinned foolishly back at her. “Come on, it’s no bother.”

I think I might have chatted for the whole taxi ride but Jean didn’t seem to mind. She even kissed me on the cheek before I got out. I stayed on the pavement waving after the taxi for far too long and jumped when I heard my name being called.

“Daphne? What are you doing?”

I turned to see Gwen at the front door and rushed toward her. “I just shared a taxi with Jean Shrimpton!”

Gwen eyed me suspiciously as we went into the hall and she shut the door. “Have you been drinking? Mother’s been asking where you were all evening.”

I lowered my voice. “I’m not drunk. Oh, and Mary said if you need something to wear at your engagement party to pop by the Knightsbridge store and she’ll find you something special.”

“She did?” Gwen gave me a big hug. “That’s marvelous, darling! Thank you.”

I shrugged. “She says you’ll be good publicity for the brand.”

“Because of this?” Gwennie extended her left hand so that the large diamond the honorable Rupert Downhill had reverently placed on her finger sparkled under the lights. “It is rather charming.”

“It’s obscene,” I said. “But do go and see Mary. She doesn’t do this for just anyone.”

She hugged me again. “I never thought I’d be glad that my little sister worked in a shop. Normally, I try not to mention it, or I pass it off as an annoying little eccentricity of yours.”

“Thanks.” I headed for the stairs.

“You’d better go and chat to Mummy before you go to bed. She really was quite worried about you.”

“I’ll definitely look in,” I promised. I still hadn’t decided whether I wanted to tell my parents about the fashion show. “Oh, and by the way, don’t go to Bazaar tomorrow. It’s the big opening do for the press, and it’ll be packed.”

“Righto,” Gwennie said. “We can go on Saturday.”

[image: ]

I felt sick.

There was quite a crowd gathered on the ground floor of the shop, mainly the press ready to snap my photo, and display it to my father in his morning newspaper over breakfast. The buzz of excitement rose upward to the concealed part of the mezzanine, which was full of girls getting dressed in Mary’s extraordinary clothes, brushing their hair, and putting on makeup. I’d only brought my comb, a tube of pale lipstick, and my mascara. I stood to the side, trembling like a newborn lamb, and wondered what to do.

“Daphne.” Jean beckoned me over to join her. “Do you want some of my stuff?”

I stared uncomprehendingly at the array of tubes, palettes, and eye shadow colors spread out on the floor beside the large mirror all the girls were trying to use at the same time.

“Er …”

She grinned at me. “It’s all theatrical makeup. It’s the only thing that works for photographic modeling. Would you like me to do your face?”

I could only nod and stand there like a noodle while she layered eye shadow, mascara, blusher, lipstick, and powder onto my face like she was icing a cake with a palette knife.

“Gorgeous!” She smiled at me again. “You have excellent skin.”

I turned to study my reflection in the mirror and almost fainted. I needn’t have worried about my parents finding out I was modeling. I looked nothing like my normal self at all. Mary had chosen my outfit—tweed knickerbockers and a Norfolk jacket with a fur collar, and a very fetching checked cap.

I looked just as fashionable and photograph ready as the other girls. “Thank you,” I whispered. My mouth felt strange slathered in lipstick.

Joan came to the top of the stairs and clapped her hands. “First outfits, please, and line up. We’re about to start.”

The specially spliced-together taped jazz music with no gaps blared out on the sound system. Mary had specifically told us to have fun and do whatever came naturally, which was not how a normal fashion show went at all. Jean Shrimpton strolled to the top of the stairs, posed for a second, and then ran down the steps as if something was pursuing her. On the main floor, she posed again before walking through the crowd to the back stairs.

The second model appeared and I was astonished to see her perform a sort-of bunny hop move down the stairs, her arms held high. Of course, the more I thought about my own stroll down the stairs, the more I panicked. Thank goodness I was the last to go. I reminded myself that no one would know it was me because of the way I was made up and dressed.

I took a deep breath, stuck my nose in the air, rather like my father surveying the pheasants on his land, and strutted down the stairs with all the assurance of a peer of the realm. Jean, who was already on her second outfit and had followed me down, whispered to me as we climbed the back stairs.

“Well done. You were fabulous!”
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I was blushing as I hurried to change into my second outfit, which was a high-waisted pinafore dress with black tights and a black jumper underneath. I also carried a leather satchel, which I swung like a schoolgirl as I skipped down the stairs. Each girl had four outfits to model, and the speed with which we were changing and moving meant that everything became a bit of a blur.

My last dress was long and made of purplish silk. A wind machine had been positioned halfway down the stairs and made the skirt float around me like magic. I paused at the bottom, smiled directly at the photographers, and blew them all a kiss.

I was panting after running up the back stairs a final time, and when I reached the mezzanine, I joined all the girls who were jumping up and down and screaming about what fun they’d had and how fast they’d had to change. I looked at my watch and did some calculations. Mary showed forty outfits in about fifteen minutes, which was crazy! And I’d been part of it.

Joan arrived and reminded us that we needed to change into our street clothes. She looked very pleased. “I bet the press wish they’d sent their best now,” she said as she helped me unzip the back of my dress. “You should see their faces down there! They don’t know what to make of it at all! But I bet we’ll be in all the papers tomorrow, regardless.”

“As long as it’s not The Times I think I’ll be fine,” I muttered to myself as I returned to my boring, everyday clothes. “I don’t see Father lowering himself to read the Daily Mail.”

I waited as the other girls packed up their makeup and chatted to each other about future engagements, photographers, and the usual gossip about others in their orbit. I was strangely tired but still exhilarated.

Mary appeared and spent a moment going around and personally thanking each model before they left. Eventually, she came up to me and smiled. “Did you enjoy it?”

“Yes, very much,” I admitted. “I was terrified, though.”

“You fitted in perfectly and I loved what you did with my outfits. You made them move.”

“Not as much as that girl who swung the pheasant around her head and splattered everyone with blood,” I said, and then instantly wished I wasn’t such a babbler. Fortunately, Mary saw the funny side.

“Yes, I don’t think Alexander realized quite how fresh the pheasant was when he got it from Harrods this morning,” Mary said. “We’ll have to scrub the walls to get the blood off.”

I laughed and she touched my arm. “Would you consider modeling for me again?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding hard. “I absolutely would.”
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I didn’t see much of Mary in the next few months, as she was so busy designing new clothes, doing publicity with Alexander, and dealing with the myriad problems of running a successful business. I was troubled by her appearance when she did show up at Bazaar. She seemed worn out, and constantly on the verge of tears. She and Alexander weren’t getting on terribly well, so it didn’t surprise me when in November, Alexander announced that Mary was taking a holiday and that he’d be staying behind to look after the business.

He persuaded me to go out for a drink with him the first evening after Mary left. Unlike a lot of girls who worked at Bazaar, I was indifferent to his flirtatious manner because he’d always been like a big brother to me.

He had purple shadows under his eyes and looked unusually disheveled when he finally sat down opposite me with our drinks and immediately lit a cigarette. “I miss her terribly.”

“She’s only just gone,” I pointed out.

“Yes, but we’ve barely been apart since Goldsmiths’.” He drained his drink, sucked down his cigarette, and lit another from the burning tip of the old one. “But I was starting to worry she’d crack up.”

“She did look rather tired,” I offered. “As my father often says—success is a double-edged sword.”

“I don’t think she believes she is successful,” Alexander said slowly. “She rather … panicked when everything took off, whereas I’m not surprised at all. I always knew she was fabulously talented and I knew that together we could do whatever we wanted.” He blew out a cloud of smoke. “Still not sure why she ever bothered with a chap like me.”

“Because she loves you.”

He smiled. “There is that.”

“Where has she gone?” I asked after he returned with his second pint.

“Malta.”

“Why on earth did you send her there?”

“It was the sunniest place I could think of that was close by.”

“But it’s full of the military.”

“How do you know?”

“Because my brother was stationed there for a while. We went out to see him. All I remember was that the hotel was right in the center of town and that we were constantly woken up by military music, parades, and flag ceremonies.” I shuddered. “We couldn’t wait to leave. I hope you booked Mary in somewhere quiet.” He just stared at me and I set down my glass. “You booked her into the hotel on the main square, didn’t you?”

“Probably. There weren’t many to choose from.” He grimaced. “Bloody hell. No wonder it was cheap.” His expression became ashen.

I tried for a more encouraging tone. “Perhaps it will be quieter in the winter months? It tends to rain a lot. And she could always move hotels if she doesn’t like it.”

“She can’t.”

“Can’t what?”

“Move. I booked everything from here and sent her off with very little money because I didn’t think she’d need it.” He checked his watch. “Maybe I’ll call the hotel.”

“Please go ahead,” I said. “I’ll finish my drink while I’m waiting.”

He rushed off to sweet-talk Archie into using his phone and returned fifteen minutes later looking even worse, if that was possible.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as he sank down into his chair.

“I spoke to the hotel. It’s pouring with rain there. Mary only stayed one night, and then she got back on a plane and headed off into parts unknown.”

“Oh, my goodness!” I gawped at him. “What on earth are you going to do?”

His brow creased. “Why would you think I’m going to do anything?”

“Because Mary might be in danger?”

He raised his eyebrows. “She’ll be fine. She’s very resourceful.”

“But you don’t even know where she’s gone! She could be anywhere.”

He reached over and patted me on the head like I was five. “Calm down, old bean. She’ll be home before you know it.”

I stood up. “Well, I jolly well hope so, Alexander, because if she isn’t, I’ll know exactly whom to blame.”




CHAPTER 10

Daphne

Over the next week every time I went to work, I kept a close eye on APG, who constantly declared that everything was fine and that Mary would be back at any moment with such desperation that everyone started to worry alongside me. On the tenth day, it was such a relief to hear her voice in the stockroom that I almost cried. She sounded full of energy and enthusiasm, which meant we would all be swept up in a new wave of creativity that would make Archie and APG very happy.

Chrissie didn’t look particularly pleased to see Mary, which was a bit strange because I’d always thought of them as the best of friends, rather like me and Gwennie. In fact, five minutes after Mary arrived, Chrissie asked to speak to her privately. Alexander disappeared down the stairs to the restaurant and I took over the till while Mary and Chrissie went into the back of the store.

Due to the small size of Bazaar and the open structure I couldn’t help overhearing some of their conversation. Well, I could hear Chrissie; Mary rarely raised her voice, and her tone was quite low anyway.

“If you’re going to use Daphne as a model, I need a new assistant here. Someone who will actually turn up when they are supposed to,” Chrissie said. “These debs aren’t very reliable.”

I couldn’t argue with her logic. The sort of girl who applied to work at Bazaar treated it as an amusing sideline to her great purpose in life of enjoying the social season and snaring herself a good husband. If a skiing trip or a jaunt to a Caribbean island came up, they were off like starlings in winter with no thought of their commitments at home. The fact that I turned up every day and did my job was a source of great amusement to my own social circle and friends. They all thought I was mad.

But the thing was, these girls, flighty as they were, knew everyone, brought everyone to the shops, and took Mary’s fashions into the highest echelons of society where they were photographed by the press. I couldn’t tell you the number of times one of the working-class girls with decent paying jobs turned up at the shop with a cutting from a newspaper or society magazine asking us whether we still had that item in stock.

Most of the time, we couldn’t fulfill those requests, because Mary typically only made a few items of a particular style, her mind already moving on to the next thing, and then the next thing.

Maybe Chrissie didn’t realize that a lot of the push for the new came from the mods and the debs who dominated the King’s Road. Mary listened to what they wanted and often designed things based on those conversations. Shorter skirts, longer boots, tights rather than stockings, all those ideas flowed to her from the street and became real in her talented hands.

Recently, I’d been with her to a manufacturer that produced tights for theatrical companies. I watched her calmly ignore every protest that what she wanted wasn’t possible, smile, and say, “I know you can do it.” She might not have Alexander’s charisma, but she was quietly determined, and usually got what she wanted, which in this case was tights in colors that matched her collections.

I knew she had plans to add footwear to her range at some point, although I’d only seen a few quick sketches on her desk at Bazaar in Knightsbridge. She sketched everywhere, and it wasn’t unusual to find pages of designs scattered on the floor or all over the breakroom table. We’d all learned to gather them up and hand them back to her or APG as soon as we saw them.

As someone who couldn’t draw for toffee, I was always amazed at how quickly Mary outlined a new dress or accessory in such a definite way that her seamstresses could take the design and make a prototype of it. Sometimes I was literally dragged from my job at the front of the shop to try something on that had just come from a seamstress working in Archie’s old flat just down the road.

“Fine,” Chrissie replied to Mary in a way that meant she wasn’t happy at all. “Find me someone reliable, and you can take Daphne. But I can’t manage all by myself. I haven’t had a holiday for almost a year.”

They came out from the back of the store together, and I pretended I’d been tidying the rails and definitely not eavesdropping.

“Daphne?” Mary stopped beside me. “As soon as I find a replacement for you, I’m moving you over to work in Knights-bridge. You’ll still be a sales assistant, but you’ll also be one of my in-house models.”

My gaze flicked to Chrissie, who looked resigned.

“Thank you,” I told Mary. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Mary left, and Chrissie sighed. “I knew this was going to happen.”

“I’m sorry.” I wasn’t sure quite what I was apologizing for. But if it hadn’t been for Chrissie’s encouragement, I wouldn’t have stuck it out at the shop. She’d helped me enormously, and I’d always be grateful. “I don’t want to leave you in the lurch.”

“It’s fine.” Chrissie waved away my awkward apology. “Do you mind if I take my lunch break first? I need some strong coffee.”

“Go ahead,” I encouraged her. “It looks like it’s going to be a quiet day.”

She got her coat and handbag and left the shop. I talked to a few customers who’d ventured out in the cold weather, gossiped with two friends who’d come to buy Mary’s furry hats, and tried not to think about how I was going to tell my parents about the modeling.

Just before the shop closed, Gwen came in. “Hello, you.” She kissed my cheek. “I spoke to Mary’s assistant and she told me to come to the Knightsbridge shop at five to meet Mary. I knew you’d want to come along.”

“I’d love to.” I grinned at my big sister.

Chrissie came out from the back with a newspaper open in her hands. “Have you seen this, Daphne? You look wonderful.”

She set the newspaper down on the desk and there I was, in the tweed outfit, posing like my father with my nose in the air, Jean Shrimpton just behind me.

Gwen gasped. “That’s … you?”

I shrugged. “Mary asked me to fill in.”

“You should do this for a living,” Gwen declared, perusing the photos. “How fabulous!”

I took her arm, nodded to Chrissie and told her goodbye for the day, and marched Gwen into the street. It was already dark and there was a hint of rain in the air with the threat of worse. Despite its growing reputation, the King’s Road looked its normal depressing, ugly self—a place where you wouldn’t want to linger at night.

“How on earth am I going to tell the parents that I’ve been offered a modeling job?”

Gwen looked at me as if I was mad. “Tell them during my engagement party after they’ve had some champagne. They’ll be so thrilled about me, that you doing something slightly dodgy won’t matter at all.”
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I didn’t begin working at the Knightsbridge store as soon as I expected. Mary and Alexander took an unexpected trip to New York where they hoped to gain some interest in her designs from some of the big American manufacturers.

Chrissie and I discussed the trip during our shifts together in Bazaar. I thought the news was exciting, but Chrissie thought their decision to go without more preparation—apparently, they’d taken only two cases of sample clothes and had only two contacts to show them to—was a mistake and wouldn’t go well.

But when they returned and showed up at Bazaar full of happy reports of their trip, it was obvious that Alexander and Mary had won over everyone they’d met with in New York. This wasn’t surprising. As a pair, they were irresistibly stylish and charismatic.

Mary told us they’d barely been there a day when they were contacted by Women’s Wear Daily, the most powerful fashion newspaper in America. They loved her clothes and raved about the rise of British fashion and Mary’s designs in particular. This led to a phone call from Sally Kirkland of Life magazine and a three-day shoot in New York culminating in a photo of Alexander and Mary running down Park Avenue with a large English sheepdog between them.

“And then,” Mary told us, “Because of the Women’s Wear Daily article, we were also contacted by Rosemary McMurtry of Seventeen magazine who wanted to do a special feature on us.” She beamed. “It was absolutely crazy.”

“How amazing,” I breathed. “You must have been so excited.”

“Mary’s always been lucky, Daphne,” Chrissie said with a slight edge to her voice that her smile didn’t quite dissipate. “Who else did you meet?”

“Well, we were taken out for lunch by a woman called Gerry Stutz, who’s the vice-president of Henri Bendel.”

“Never heard of them,” Chrissie said.

“They’re a small but very chic and forward-looking store.” Mary, who didn’t seem to have picked up on Chrissie’s lack of excitement, continued talking. “They want to buy some of our clothes.” She smiled. “I have no idea how we’re going to manage all these opportunities. It’s all gone completely nuts!”

“We’ll all help,” I said, glancing at Chrissie, who nodded.

“Thank you.” Mary, who wasn’t the most demonstrative of people, gave Chrissie a hug. “I can’t wait to get started.”

She left in search of Alexander, who had gone down to the basement restaurant, and Chrissie and I went back to work. Chrissie served a customer at the till and I adjudicated in a fight between two girls over a cocktail dress. Luckily, one of them was a bigger size than the other, and as the dress had just come in, we had three different sizes to choose from, so everyone was happy.

The shop quietened just before it was time to close. I found Chrissie standing at the open back door smoking a cigarette.

“Everything all right?” I asked.

She glanced at me, her gaze cool. “Don’t worry. I’m not getting smoke on the stock.”

“I hadn’t even thought of that,” I said, and then impulsively continued, “I know you were worried about Mary’s trip to New York. You must be pleased that it all turned out so well.”

“Must I?” She dropped the cigarette butt to the floor and ground it out under the sole of her shoe. “Sometimes I think Mary was born under a lucky star and other times I just think she’s lucky she met APG.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Who else could go to New York with nothing and end up having lunch with the British ambassador who then puts them in contact with everyone they need to know?”

“I suppose the ambassador knows Alexander’s family,” I suggested, feeling slightly uncomfortable. “And he was just trying to help.”

Chrissie rolled her eyes. “Of course, APG knows everyone.”

“That’s hardly his fault, is it? You can’t say he doesn’t work very hard to make Bazaar and Mary a big success,” I said, determined to be brave. “And if Mary’s designs weren’t any good, it wouldn’t matter who saw them, anyway, would it?”

“Mary is very talented.”

“You know that better than anyone,” I reminded Chrissie. “You and Mary have been friends for years.”

“Yes, we all know that I’ve been dragged along on the tails of her success.” She made a face. “Sorry. None of this is your fault, and I shouldn’t be complaining when it really has been a spectacular ride.” She paused. “It’s just that sometimes she seems to get all the luck. I just wish some of it occasionally fell my way.”

She closed the door and gave me an awkward smile. “Please don’t look so worried. I’ll be fine tomorrow and ready and willing to make everything as successful as possible. You just caught me at a bad moment.”

“Well, we all have those,” I blathered, eager to change the subject. “What do you suppose it’s like having a sister like Gwen, who’s the Debutante of the Year?”

“I can’t imagine,” Chrissie said drily.

“I mean, I love her dearly, but how could I ever live up to her triumphs?”

Chrissie picked up her handbag and put away her lighter. “Would you even want to?”

“No. I’d much rather be doing what I’m doing.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about, do you?” Chrissie smiled properly for the first time. “Now, let’s close up, and you can be on your way to the most glamorous engagement party of the year.”

I groaned as Chrissie handed me a bag containing the dress I was going to wear. Gwennie had picked her “original” up from Bazaar in Knightsbridge earlier that day. She had a special team of makeup people, including her hairdresser, coming over from Harrods to get her ready for her big night.

“Don’t forget to tell everyone who made your dress,” Chrissie reminded me.

“Don’t worry, I think Alexander is coming to the party as well. He’ll make sure everyone knows.”

I set off down the street toward home, avoiding the puddles and the occasional suspicious-looking character loitering outside one of the pubs. I’d decided to mention that I’d probably be modeling outside of Bazaar to my parents after they’d had a few drinks later in the evening. I hoped they’d be in such good moods that they wouldn’t demand that I stop, because if they did, I would have to defy them, and that never sat well with me.

There was already a buzz of excitement when I reached home. Even our normally imperturbable butler looked on edge as he managed multiple deliveries, which included engagement presents (stacked in the dining room for later), flowers, telegrams, more flowers, and the preparation for a late supper when we all returned from the ball.

I didn’t have to worry about sharing the bathroom with Gwennie as she had commandeered the best guest bedroom, which had its own facilities for her entourage. I hadn’t seen the dress Mary had made for her, but I already knew it would be spectacular.

I took a quick bath, rearranged my hair, and put on my own dress—one I’d spotted in the shop earlier that day, and bagged for myself. It was daringly short, with a swing to the pleated jersey skirt that I loved. It also had a very unfussy top with barely any sleeves that suited my lean shape rather well. The crushed-purple-pansy color made my eyes look very blue. I’d grown so used to wearing Mary’s fashionable clothes that I was surprised at the little frisson of shock that arose when I went into Gwen’s room. Mummy’s friends tutted and muttered while Gwen’s girlfriends clustered around me cooing at the dress, plucking at the fabric, and asking where I’d got it.

My mother dragged me into a corner. “That dress is hardly suitable for a ball, darling. It looks far too plain. Can’t you find something else? I’m sure Gwen can lend you something.”

“I’m quite happy as I am.” I smiled at her. “It’s a great dress for dancing in.”

“Well, I’m not sure anyone will be asking you if they see you turn up in that.”

“Mummy!” I frowned at her. “That’s so unfair. Gwen’s wearing one of Mary’s dresses, too.”

“But Gwen’s a different shape entirely to you, dear girl, and her dress covers her up in all the right places.”

I looked over at Gwen, who had just stepped into her dress. It was certainly far more conventional than mine, but it fitted her perfectly, and the apricot silk made her skin glow.

“I’m not changing.” I held Mummy’s gaze. “I like the way I look.”

She sighed. “Fine, make a spectacle of yourself. Let’s just hope that Rupert’s family aren’t easily offended.”

Anger boiled up inside me. “You’d better get used to me dressing like this because I’m modeling full-time for Mary now.”

“You can’t …” She pressed a hand to her cheek. “It’s so common, Daphne. You’re a lady and the daughter of a peer of the realm.”

“Only a minor one, and I’ve seen the Duke of Westminster’s family in Bazaar and they don’t seem to care.”

It wasn’t quite how I’d wanted to deliver the news about my new career path but she deserved it after her hurtful remarks.

“Your father won’t allow it.”

I raised my eyebrows and turned away. We both knew Daddy never stirred himself to do anything unless she nagged him half to death. If she wanted me to stop modeling, she’d have to work out how to do it herself. With Gwennie’s approaching wedding, I doubted she’d have much time left to worry about me.

I went over to Gwennie, who looked absolutely splendid in the shot-silk, low-waisted dress.

“Don’t forget to mention who designed your dress,” I reminded her as I carefully hugged her. “Mary would love the publicity.”

“I won’t forget.” Gwennie smiled, her eyes bright with happiness. “Thank you so much for getting her to make something just for me.”

“I wouldn’t do it for anyone else,” I said, and received another hug. “I’d better go down and join the ridiculous receiving line—unless Mummy’s decided I’m too scandalously dressed to be shown off.”




CHAPTER 11

Chrissie

1960

“Here’s the problem.” Mary looked around the room. “I have to design a themed collection for Seventeen magazine to photograph, manufacture, and get into Saks. And I also have to design for Bazaar. And then there’s the Henri Bendel items.”

“So, what exactly is wrong?” APG lit another cigarette. “You’re a whiz at designing things.”

It was barely ten in the morning but he’d already sweet-talked a glass of brandy out of Archie’s assistant. The rest of us were sticking with tea and coffee and were gathered in the Oakley Street flat which had largely been taken over by Mary’s seamstresses. Business was booming, but Mary was stressed and had insisted on a meeting to address her concerns. Archie was there along with Shirley Shurville, the assistant he’d recently acquired. Joan and I represented the shops.

Mary sighed. “I’m only one person, Alexander.”

“She does have a point,” Archie said.

“Well, it’s not as if you’re going to have to produce every single garment for Seventeen magazine, is it, darling?” APG said. “Didn’t Rosemary McMurtry give you a manufacturing contact in New York?”

“Yes, she did,” Mary said. “But I still have to design the clothes, get them approved by the manufacturer and Seventeen, and Saks, and then photograph them in January for the spring edition. And that’s just one part of the workload.”

“Which is why I keep suggesting you consider outsourcing all your manufacturing,” Archie chipped in. “You’re right that your time is valuable and using it on things that others could do just as well or even better is very shortsighted thinking.” Mary looked daggers at him and he held up his hands. “I know you don’t think anyone can possibly do it as well as you do, but please consider your options. If you want to expand the business—and you keep telling me that you do—then remember you’re the constraint.”

“That’s a bit harsh, Archie,” APG said. “If it wasn’t for Mary, we wouldn’t have a business.”

“I agree,” I said and Mary flashed me a grateful look. “Without Mary’s creativity we’d have nothing to sell or promote.”

“Then how are we going to manage?” Mary asked. “I can’t do everything.”

“What about closing the shops?” Archie asked.

Mary stiffened and glared at Archie. “That is not happening. How else will I know what the girls want to wear next?”

“Then how about you leave managing them entirely to Chrissie and Joan?” APG suggested. “You don’t need to be in there so much. They’re both perfectly capable.”

Mary looked at me. “I suppose I could pop in less.”

“Good girl.” APG kissed the top of her head. “That’s a start.”

I knew that it was a big concession on Mary’s part. She hated not being in control of any part of her business. She also loved being in the shops to listen to what her clients wanted, which these days was shorter and shorter hemlines.

“And how about letting Shirley help you with some of the wholesale buyers?” Archie suggested. “She’s very knowledgeable.”

Mary looked at Shirley. “I thought she was your assistant, Archie.”

“She is but I’m quite willing to share her expertise if it helps ease your burden.” Archie smiled at both women. “How about you go out to lunch together soon—my treat—and see if you can make things work between you?”

Shirley grinned at Mary. “I’d love to help. I’m a really big fan.” She had a slight Cockney accent that she’d obviously tried to iron out. Despite her nervousness she seemed genuinely thrilled to be working with us, and I’d liked her from the start.

Mary regarded her somewhat dubiously.

APG put out his hand and shook Shirley’s with great enthusiasm. “If Mary doesn’t need you, I bloody do. No one ever thinks to give me any help.”

Mary gave him a quick glance. “I’ll let you know if Shirley has any time left for you, Alexander, after we have lunch together.”

I noticed APG wink at Archie behind Mary’s back. I wondered if he’d deliberately offered himself as an alternative, knowing Mary was never keen on him being surrounded by females.

“What kind of clothes are Seventeen looking for?” I asked.

“Sportswear,” Mary said.

Archie looked mildly intrigued. “Like a football jersey or a tracksuit?”

“Not quite.” Mary smiled. “More like garments made out of the kind of fabrics that move like sportswear and that can be worn more casually.”

“Like a pair of lounging pajamas?” APG asked. “I always used to borrow my mother’s.”

I remembered him turning up at Goldsmiths’ in all kinds of odd garments, including gold trousers, and hastily repressed a smile.

“Soft, stretchy materials like jersey and knitted fabrics that cling to the body,” Mary said. “And separates. I’ve never really done a lot of those. I like the idea that you can mix and match pieces from different outfits and take a day look into the nighttime by simply adding or subtracting one element.”

“I love that idea!” Shirley said. “It’s also great for those on a budget.”

“Exactly.” For the first time, Mary looked approvingly at Shirley. “I do want fashion to be accessible to everyone.”

Considering how high the prices were in Bazaar, and how many of our clientele came from the Chelsea Set, I thought that was quite an interesting thing to say. If Mary really wanted the average girl to be able to afford her clothes, she’d definitely need a rethink.

“Rosemary’s going to send the clothing manufacturer over here to liaise with us.” Mary turned to me. “One thing that really impressed me was the uniformity of the sizing. You could go in almost any shop in New York, find your size, and it would fit properly.”

“That’s rarely the case here,” I agreed. “Perhaps this manufacturer can show you how it’s done and you can import the idea into this country.”

“I’ll certainly try.”

“And think about going into mass production for your clothes over here,” Archie said in his quiet way. “If you want to expand, it’s going to be a necessity.”

APG glanced at Mary. “He’s right, you know. All we have to do is find someone who’ll take us seriously and who can explain everything. Because we haven’t got a clue.”

Mary’s smile disappeared and she looked over at Archie. “Can I get back to work, now? Despite all your collective efforts to save me time, I still have a lot to do.”
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Because Mary was so busy I was deputized to deal with the representative from the American manufacturer Rosemary from Seventeen had lined up to make the clothes for the promotion for Saks. My first surprise was that it was a woman. In England women rarely made it into management positions in any industry, let alone manufacturing. Erica Elias wasn’t even old but her knowledge and expertise were formidable and I liked her enormously.

I think Mary liked me to be there as a bulwark between Erica’s desire to cut costs and her need to make every garment as perfect as possible. Mary wasn’t used to making concessions in her designs and Erica didn’t always understand why removing one button from four, which would be a massive savings for the manufacturer over hundreds of garments, drove Mary quietly mad.

After one such discussion, Erica left to type up her notes, leaving Mary and me in the workroom. Mary stared down at the designs scattered over the tabletop, her fingers lingering on a ruffled skirt which would now, in her opinion, be pared down to nothing.

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” I said. “If you feel like she’s taking everything you love out of your work you can always call it off.”

Mary made a face. “I’m just not used to having to consider the demands of mass production. When Erica says that an extra row of trim will cost thousands of dollars and that a single row would do perfectly, I’m torn between admiring her superior knowledge and wanting to tell her that I really want four.”

“It’s certainly an eye-opener seeing how she manages everything,” I agreed. “But I do think she cares about the designs and wants to get things right.”

“I suppose so.” Mary, unsurprisingly, didn’t look convinced. “And this is what Archie wants me to do with everything I design—send it off to someone else to make it—where I’ll have no control over the quality and the finish. How on earth can I possibly ensure that it’s good enough if I’m not supervising every little thing?”

“I suppose you just do your best,” I said. “Perhaps you’ll feel better when you see the samples made up.”

“I hope so.” She sketched something beside the original design and compared the two. “It doesn’t look too awful.”

I looked at the new drawing with the single line of embroidered trim and the flounces trimmed down to two. “I like it.”

“I suppose it does help streamline the overall design rather well. I can’t argue about every single stitch, or I’ll go nuts, and Seventeen will never work with me again.”

“That’s the spirit.” I smiled at her. “Think of the opportunity. Think of the size of the USA market!”

“My bank account will certainly appreciate it.” She smiled for the first time. “We’ve already covered the cost of our trip with the money we’ve made.” She sat up straight in her chair, her pencil in her hand. “I think I’ll start editing the designs so that when Erica gets back, we’ll have less to argue about.”

I stood up. “Good, then I can get back to work.”

“How’s Margaret doing at the shop?” Mary asked as I put on my coat.

“She’s not bad,” I said. “Daphne was better, but I’ve lost her to the modeling world.”

“Daphne’s a natural,” Mary said. “Every time she puts my clothes on, she’s a knockout. One would think she’s been doing it for years. I’m thinking of asking her to be one of the four models I use for the Seventeen campaign.”

“I’m sure she’d be thrilled—especially if you’re taking them somewhere warm to shoot.”

“The photographer’s being sent over to us. In January.”

“To model a spring collection?” I shuddered. “They’re all going to freeze. Poor Daphne.” I picked up my bag and headed for the stairs. “I suppose that will really help her decide if she wants to be a full-time model.”

Erica appeared at the door with a sheaf of papers and a determined glint in her eye as she walked toward me.

I winked. “Good luck.”

She grinned. “This is great fun. I’m having the time of my life. I love it when the designer has strong views. It usually means the clothes are going to turn out so much better.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then.”

She shook my hand, her grip as firm as any man’s and her manner just as direct. “Great to meet you, I hope you come out to New York to see the final collection. We’re all very excited about it.”

“Tell Mary that you want me to attend and I’m sure I’ll be there,” I said. “It’s been eye-opening.”

“In a good way, I hope?” She looked over at Mary, who already had her head down and her pencil moving. “She’s so talented, it really is a pleasure. I don’t even mind when I lose an argument.”

“She’s incredibly persuasive,” I agreed.

“And yet she rarely raises her voice.” Erica shook her head. “That’s a novelty. I’m so used to being yelled at and talked over by men that coming here and meeting Archie and APG has been something of a revelation. Everyone is so polite!”

I left her with her fond illusions that British people being polite meant they weren’t being horribly mean, and went down the stairs, out into the street, and back to Bazaar. Despite their differences I had a really strong feeling that the collection Erica and Mary were producing together was going to be a huge success and that Mary’s name would soon be known all over America.




CHAPTER 12

Daphne

London, 1961

My teeth were chattering so hard I was afraid the enamel would shatter. I huddled in a blanket and gratefully sipped the hot, brandy-laced coffee one of the photographic assistants had brought me. I was currently inside a car in front of Buckingham Palace between takes, while wearing a skirt and top more suited to the tropics.

I’d been thrilled when Mary asked me to be one of the models for the Seventeen magazine shoot. I was already familiar with the clothes. When the prototypes arrived from our seamstresses or from the manufacturer, Mary would have me model them for her. I loved the lightness of the clothes, the way they allowed you to move, and how they showed off your body. I couldn’t wait for the summer to parade around in all the pieces I intended to buy.

But it was January in England, during one of the coldest winters on record, and skimpy shorts, dresses, and tops were not ideal. Rosemary McMurtry, the powerhouse behind Seventeen, came over from New York for the shoot with her own photographer, Joe Santoro. Neither of them seemed bothered by the contrast between the arctic conditions and the fashions of spring and summer. I suppose they were used to shooting ahead.

Joe insisted he had the right kind of filters to make even the dreariest day look beautiful, but I wasn’t so sure. For half the shots, I’d been covered in goose pimples and felt as though my blue lips were surely showing beneath my lipstick. Hard to pretend I was having a great time basking in the summer sun.

Occasionally, my thoughts turned to my pals who were currently abroad visiting a private island somewhere off the coast of Spain. I’d had a postcard from my friend Amanda gushing about her suntan and the gloriousness of the unspoiled beaches. I tried to channel her enthusiasm into my expression while I was posing, but I’m not sure I quite succeeded.

The only good thing was we were being paid American rates for modeling, which were four times those paid in England, and so it was well worth suffering for my art. Gwen was deep in wedding planning, my parents still weren’t happy about my career choices, and all my friends were away. If it hadn’t been for the other models and Mary—who made the ordeal into a hilariously funny experience—I don’t think I would’ve survived longer than an hour.

I posed in a sleeveless apricot dress with box pleats and cream trim on the running board of a vintage car in a howling gale in Chelsea. They even took us down to Brighton and made us frolic on the beach. When Joe showed us some of his proofs, I was amazed to see that we somehow looked as if we were in the bright early light of a summer’s day.

Watching how the various fashion photographers worked while I waited to model was always fascinating and encouraged me to ask for a camera for my nineteenth birthday and start taking pictures of my own. Some of the photographers shared their knowledge and explained their process and were true gentlemen. Others, like David Bailey, rather scared me. Jean was romantically involved with Bailey and assured me that it was only bluster. I suppose she would want to think the best of him.

Because I’d been on the three-day shoot, Mary kindly allowed me to follow along with all the processes needed to get the article out, the clothes ready for their debut in Saks in New York, and the vast publicity campaign around them. Despite some obvious reluctance to accept help, Mary had gradually started to trust Shirley, who had started as Archie’s assistant and had now been taken over completely by APG and Mary. It was a good thing, too, as Shirley fielded a lot of problems before they ever reached Mary, who had enough to worry about at the best of times.

Shirley came in to speak to Mary while I was sifting through the proofs Joe had left, trying to see if I’d managed to look like a real model and wondering anew about just how he’d achieved such fabulous shots. I wish I’d had the nerve to ask at the time, but I’d assumed he wouldn’t appreciate being interrupted. I’d been asked to hang around after my stint on the shop floor to try on a couple of sample designs for the new Bazaar collection.

The workroom in the converted garage of APG’s family home in Chelsea was busy around us. The pattern cutters, seamstresses, and fabric cutters worked quietly away as Mary went over her latest designs, discarding those she didn’t like or wanted to develop later. If anyone had a question they came and asked her. Nothing left the room without having first been approved of by Mary.

“Do you remember those phone calls from that American, Mr. Paul Young?” Shirley asked Mary. “He kept missing you, and eventually turned up here uninvited with a man from Portman’s and mentioned JCPenney?”

“I vaguely remember him,” Mary said. “I tried the phone numbers you left me. One went to a hotel where they’d never heard of a Mr. Penney, and the other was for Selfridges, at which point I gave up, thinking it was all a scam.”

“Well, Mr. Young is here again and he thinks he can explain.” She smiled. “He actually represents an American retail company called JCPenney. He says they are the biggest chain of stores in the USA.”

“And he wants to talk to me?” Mary asked. “Why not? Send him in!”

I sat quietly in the corner and hoped she wouldn’t notice or send me away because it was all very intriguing. Mr. Young came in and shook Mary’s hand.

“Paul Young. It’s an honor to meet you, Miss Quant.” He had a strange accent, mainly American, with slight British undertones.

He chatted for a few minutes, telling us he’d moved from England to America as a young man and had liked it so much he’d never come back. Finally, he gestured at Mary. “I see you’re wearing pants. Did you design those?”

“You mean my trousers?” Mary looked slightly startled. “Yes, I made them.”

He grinned. “Forgive my manners but we don’t see a lot of women wearing pants in the States.”

“Which is a great shame and something I’m definitely trying to rectify,” Mary said. “Why shouldn’t women get to wear the trousers occasionally?”

Apparently, Mr. Young was still British enough to get the joke; he laughed and took the seat Mary offered him. Shirley went off to make some coffee as he looked around the office. The walls were covered in her latest designs and I noticed him staring at them closely.

“I saw your work in Women’s Wear Daily and Life magazine in the States,” he said. “And I just had to meet you.” He smiled broadly. “Do you know anything about our JCPenney stores?”

“Not really,” Mary said.

He crossed one leg over the other and sat back. “The stores were founded by James Cash Penney in the Midwest, starting with just the one and they just grew and grew. Mainly because Mr. Penney is a God-fearing, honest man who lives by his principles and his golden rule.”

Mary nodded. I had a sense that she wished APG was with her and I hoped Shirley had gone to find him. He enjoyed the selling part of the business but I could already tell that Mary did not.

“I’m a buyer for JCPenney,” Mr. Young continued. “I was asked to come to Europe and find new and exciting fashions to bring back to the stores in the States. So far, I’ve been to France, Italy, Ireland, and Scandinavia, and no one else is doing what you’re doing. I have to tell you I’m very interested.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Mary said.

She still seemed skeptical and I couldn’t blame her. It did sound rather preposterous that a huge established American store would want the forward-looking fashion Mary was producing. We had enough trouble scandalizing the locals who weren’t enjoying the King’s Road’s gradual transformation into the place to be seen in London. At weekends you could barely move without bumping into someone doing their own private fashion show, several debs, and a few mods, many of them wearing Mary’s clothes. There was something in the air, King’s Road was rocking, and not everyone appreciated it, particularly my parents’ set.

Mr. Young carried on speaking. “When I got to London, I asked Bob Pegna at Portman’s about your brand, but he said he’d never heard of you.”

“Portman’s?” Mary asked.

“Yes, they’re our British agents for Penney’s based at Selfridges department store in London. Bob heads them up. As he didn’t know who you were, we had to look up the shop in the phone book and call you direct.”

“That explains the confusion,” Mary said. “We genuinely had no idea who you were.”

“And I bet you thought we were just trying to scam you.” Mr. Young laughed good-naturedly. “It does sound rather bizarre, doesn’t it? That a hugely successful outlet like Penney’s would be interested in one little English designer.”

“Yes,” Mary said.

Mr. Young waited for her to expound but Mary was something of an expert in making other people talk until they ran out of things to say. It was a business technique I was dying to emulate because I was a terrible chatterbox who wouldn’t know how to shut up if my life was in danger.

“The board’s original idea was to put on a kind of European fashion extravaganza for our American shoppers, but now that we’ve met I think it would be better if we concentrated all our resources on you.”

“And what exactly would that entail?” Mary asked politely.

“Well, I’d be thinking at least four collections a year, specifically aimed at our junior sizes—the teenagers.”

“Four a year?”

“Yeah, kind of seasonal, you know?” His gaze returned to Mary’s latest designs on the walls. “Could you possibly talk me through what you’re working on so that I can get a sense of what we’d want in Penney’s?”

I think if Alexander had been there, he would’ve put his foot down at that point and asked for some more clarification on the supposed deal. In fact, when he and Mary talked after Mr. Young had gone, he told her off for letting Mr. Young see her new designs because he could’ve been lying about everything and just wanted to steal her work.

But, as soon as Mary started showing her work to Mr. Young, her enthusiasm came through, and she happily talked him through everything with great gusto. Alexander arrived just as she was finishing up and she introduced him to Mr. Young, who handed over his business card.

“I wonder if I might call my office in New York?” Mr. Young asked. “I want to tell them about Mary’s work and that I’m convinced she’s the one I want to work with.”

Alexander raised his eyebrows at Mary behind Mr. Young’s back.

She shrugged and told him, “He wants me to design four collections a year for their junior line.”

“That’s right,” Mr. Young said.

Alexander opened the door into the corridor connecting the garage to the main house. “There’s a phone right here you can use.”

“Thank you.”

I’m not sure whether Mr. Young deliberately left the door open or if it was Alexander’s idea, but we could hear every word of the loud conversation from Mr. Young’s end.

“Yeah, that’s what I said. Forget about the idea of a European collection. I’ve been everywhere and no one matches up to this Quant girl. She’s just what we’re looking for. She’s fabulous, fashionable, and her clothes will be a big hit with the teenagers. I guarantee it.”

The rest of the conversation was punctuated with regular yeses and noes from Mr. Young. At one point he stuck out his hand and mimed writing. Shirley gave him a pen and a notepad, which he propped up against the wall, the phone tucked under his chin as he wrote.

“Great!” He ended the call and came back into the room, beaming. “They love the idea!”

“That’s wonderful!” Alexander said. “Excuse my bluntness, but what’s in it for us?”

Mr. Young didn’t seem put off by APG’s rather American negotiating style and consulted his notepad. “As I said to your young lady earlier—we’d want four collections a year. I’m willing to place an initial order as a sign of good faith for six thousand two hundred and thirty-five garments, if that’s agreeable?” He looked up.

“That many, eh?” APG caught Mary’s eye. “We don’t currently have the manufacturing capacity to fulfill such an order, but I’m sure we can change that.”

“Talk to Bob Pegna,” Mr. Young advised. “He’ll be able to help.” He shook hands with Mary and APG and winked at me.

After he left, Mary and APG looked at each other for a long moment before jumping up and down while they squealed in excitement. I took the opportunity to move toward the door.

APG called out to me, “Don’t tell anyone about this, Daphne. Nothing’s guaranteed until the paperwork is signed.”

“I won’t.” I smiled at them both. “Congratulations, though.”

[image: ]

Over the next few months, the business began to change its focus from just the boutiques to designing for a mass-market brand like JCPenney. A company in South Wales called Steinberg’s took on the challenge of manufacturing Mary’s designs and everything got even sillier.

Luckily, Mary was a fast learner, and her minimalist style was well suited to what was required. She still grouched about the lack of detail, but with the money Penney’s were offering, and her experience with Henri Bendel, she was willing to make the changes. It also meant she’d be able to spread her fun take on fashion to every teenager in America—something that really motivated her.

Every time she complained, APG would remind her that gaining all this knowledge would help them when they came to launch their own mass-market brand. She truly believed that fashion should be available to everyone and had even spoken to Butterick, the pattern manufacturers, to see if they could make her designs into sewing patterns available to any woman with a sewing machine.

As one of the house models I was constantly being called in for fittings for the various collections. I also attended lots of photo shoots and my face appeared in several magazines that even my mother’s friends read, which meant I was not very popular at home. My pals thought it was thrilling and were always begging me for updates about what Mary would be designing because they knew I’d be in the know.

One afternoon as Mary was planning the trip to New York for the press launch at the British embassy for the JCPenney collection, she turned to me. I was standing patiently in the middle of the room while one of the seamstresses readjusted the hem on the sample gown I was wearing.

“Why are you frowning?” Mary asked. “Isn’t the dress nice to wear?”

“It’s not that!” I immediately said. “I mean nothing’s wrong with it, per se, it’s just that it could go shorter.”

Mary pretended to sigh. “That’s all you girls ever say to me—make it shorter, Mary. Make it show off my legs.”

“Well, we British girls do have good legs,” I said. “But we also need better undergarments if we’re going to let the skirts go up. Stockings don’t work.”

“I’ve already realized that,” Mary said. “And I’ve found a wonderful manufacturer who will be making tights in all my favorite colors.”

“That’s brilliant. And more long boots,” I added.

“Of course.” She asked the seamstress to take another two inches off the hemline. “Better?”

“Much better,” I assured her. “Although, if I wore this one home, Mother would probably have a fit. She’d think it was indecent.”

“Do you think she’ll allow you to accompany us to New York to model?” Mary asked.

“You’re inviting me?” I gasped and jumped up and down, much to the consternation of the seamstress. “Thank you! I can’t believe it! I have my passport, and everything, and I’m over eighteen so Mummy won’t have anything to say about it if I can help it.”

“Good. Speak to Shirley and Alexander about the arrangements.” She made a face. “We could be gone for a while. JCPenney have arranged a huge tour.”

“Won’t you hate that?” I asked, and remembered belatedly that she was my employer and that it was none of my business.

“I can’t say I’m looking forward to all the promotional stuff, but I am excited about showing the collection to a huge new audience,” Mary said. “I know Penney’s are really doing it to get people into their stores and they don’t expect to make any money, but it’s still an amazing opportunity.”

“I think they’ll be shocked about how well it does,” I reassured her. “I love everything!”

“Let’s hope the American teenagers feel the same,” Mary said, and glanced at her watch. “I’m having my hair cut. Do you want to come?”

“Yes, please.”

I’d been standing still for over an hour, and I was delighted for the opportunity to go out and stretch my legs. Gwen always compared me with a young giraffe who needed to gallop along for a while to untangle its legs. The seamstress helped me out of the dress, and I rushed to put on my red jumper, narrow tartan skirt, and high black boots—all bought at Bazaar, of course.

Mary hailed a taxi that took us to New Bond Street. We got out in front of Vidal Sassoon’s salon and Mary paid the driver.

“He’s frightfully fashionable,” I said to Mary as we ascended the steps. “But Gwennie says you have to wait months for an appointment.”

“We’re old friends,” Mary said as we approached the receptionist, who was smiling broadly. “Alexander and I first came here in 1957.”

We were ushered through the crowded waiting room like royalty and into the presence of the man himself, rather than one of his assistants.

“Mary.” He came over and gave Mary a hug and a kiss and she introduced me to him. “I hear from Alexander that great things are in progress.”

“Yes, we’re off to New York to debut a new fashion collection.” Mary sat in the chair. She had the most amazing conker-colored hair styled in a 1920s bob. “Which is why I’m here. I need a haircut that looks after itself for a few weeks.”

“I have just the thing,” Mr. Sassoon said. “It’s a new development on your bob. I’m calling it the five-point cut.”

I sat in an out-of-the-way chair and as he began to cut Mary’s hair, I forgot to breathe. His precision was incredible, as was his attention to detail. I wished I’d brought my camera, but I’m not sure they would’ve wanted me to take photos.

“Did Mary tell you what happened on one of her first visits to my salon?” Mr. Sassoon suddenly addressed me. “I was showing off a little to my students, and I inadvertently clipped her ear.”

Mary chuckled. “And refused to acknowledge the fact even though blood was dripping down my neck. I remember Alexander asked if you charged more for the blood.”

They both laughed while I shuddered. I’ve never been a big fan of blood.

“You know, your little friend here would look fabulous with this haircut,” Mr. Sassoon said to Mary. “She has just the face for it.”

Currently, my long blond hair was tied up in a messy bun at the back of my head. I’d been late for work and hadn’t had time to do anything with it.

“Daphne’s one of my house models,” Mary said. “She’s coming to New York.” She met my gaze in the mirror. “Would you like a haircut?”

“I don’t think I can afford it,” I said frankly. “But thanks all the same.”

“It’s on me,” Mr. Sassoon said with a wink. He really was the most charming of men. “You’ll be a walking advertisement for my salon.”

I looked at Mary, and she nodded encouragingly.

I took a deep breath. “Then, yes please.”

Mr. Sassoon clicked his fingers and one of his assistants appeared. “Jackie, will you please find someone to wash Daphne’s hair and then bring her straight back to me?”

I stood and smiled at Jackie, who was considerably shorter than me. She smiled back.

“You’re a model, aren’t you? I’ve seen your face in the papers.”

Secretly thrilled that I’d been recognized, I followed her to the back of the salon to get my hair washed.

After I reassured Mary I’d be fine without her she went back to the workroom and I took her place in the chair and watched my long locks fall to the floor with a muddled sense of dread and anticipation. My facial features emerged more strongly as my shorter hair framed my bone structure and I looked even younger, if that was possible.

“I look like an urchin,” I said at one point.

“An adorable street urchin,” Mr. Sassoon agreed. “All big eyes and pouty mouth. I bet you look fantastic in Mary’s clothes.”

“She does,” Jackie, who was assisting, agreed. “I’ve seen her in the papers.” She took a deep breath. “Will you sign my magazine when you’re all finished?”

I tried to look nonchalant and failed miserably. “I’d be delighted.”

Mr. Sassoon held a mirror up so that I could view the back of my head and all I could feel was the draft on the bareness of my neck.

“Thank you.” I nodded.

“No, thank you.” He stripped the hair-cutting cape off me with something of a flourish. “Voilà! You look fabulous.”

To be honest, I wasn’t sure how I felt about the haircut. It was so radically different to anything I’d had in my life. Still, I couldn’t deny that it suited the clothes I was wearing much better than my heavy tresses had. My head now felt as light and free as my body.

“Now, to take care of it all you have to do is shampoo, condition, and shake your head,” Mr. Sassoon advised as he patted my shoulder. “That will settle the hair back into place.”

“That’s all?” I regarded him doubtfully. “It sounds too good to be true.”

He winked at me. “That’s what they all say, and that’s why they keep coming back. Give my regards to Alexander and have a wonderful time in New York.”

“I will, thank you.”

By the time I left the salon it was already getting dark outside, so I decided to get a taxi and go straight home. When I entered the house, I heard voices in the drawing room and went in to say hello.

Gwen and Mummy had their heads together looking at some kind of seating plan and were in the early, polite stages of disagreeing, which I knew from experience had a high chance of escalating into a big row. According to both of them, wedding planning was hell. Gwen saw me first and her mouth dropped open in a perfect O.

“Good evening.” I smiled. “How are you both?”

Mother looked up and she screeched so loudly both Gwen and I flinched.

“What have you done to your hair?”

I shrugged. “Vidal Sassoon cut it. It’s far more practical for work.”

“But why?” she practically wailed. “It was your crowning glory. How will you ever wear a tiara with hair like that?”

“As I don’t plan on wearing one in the foreseeable future, I don’t think I’ll be worrying about it too much.”

“But what about Gwen’s wedding? You’ll stick out like a sore thumb! What will people think?”

Gwen came to stand beside me. “They’ll think how lucky I am to have such an amazingly beautiful sister.” She took my hand. “I am so jealous of you right now. How on earth did you get an appointment with Vidal Sassoon himself?”

“He’s an old friend of Mary’s,” I said, glad of her support as my mother struggled not to cry. “He offered to cut my hair, and I thought—why not?”

Mother stood up. “I don’t like it, Daphne. You should have asked for permission before you did something so detrimental to your chances of future happiness.”

“That seems a little dramatic, Mummy,” I said, trying to lighten the atmosphere. “It’s just a haircut.”

“This isn’t a matter for levity,” Mother continued. “No gentleman of worth could look at you and consider you suitable as a future wife.”

“Maybe I don’t care.” I faced her. “If that’s all these so-called gentlemen want, I’m sure I can do better.”

“You might not care now, my girl, but wait until you’re twenty-five, and on the shelf, and then you’ll regret your lost opportunities.”

“I doubt it.” I smiled at her. “Now, are we having dinner soon? I’m absolutely starving.”




CHAPTER 13

Daphne

“Smile, please.”

We all stood back as the gentlemen of the press took photographs of Mary standing beside a British Overseas Airways Corporation custom crate filled with ladies’ clothing destined for the grand press launch at the British embassy in Washington. Customs hadn’t been very happy about reopening the crate, and had only allowed it when BOAC said they could stay on the plane and reseal it immediately themselves.

I was tremendously excited about going to America with Mary, Alexander, and the other models. My parents had been slightly mollified by the fact that we were being supported by the British ambassador and his wife, Lady Ormsby-Gore, a woman my mother knew from her own debutante days. She’d written a note to Lady Ormsby-Gore that I’d been told to deliver in person at the first opportunity. For all I knew it could’ve been an apology for a girl like me showing up in such company, but I didn’t care if it meant I could go.

After the plane took off, Mary and Alexander began having an increasingly agitated conversation. It seemed that Mary had forgotten her passport. The atmosphere remained quite tense, but when we reached Idlewild Airport, she was allowed to disembark without any issues. Somebody at the embassy must’ve pulled a few strings. We got on a new plane that would take us directly to Washington, DC, and the mood settled down.

About twenty minutes before we were due to land, the chief steward came up to Mary. “We’ve had a message from Washington asking if you could descend from the plane first, Miss Quant, so that the photographers can get their pictures.”

“Of me?” Mary said rather faintly.

“Of course, darling,” Alexander said. “Who else?”

His tone was edged with impatience—something I’d noticed happening more often. Recently the company name had changed from Bazaar to Mary Quant, and Alexander had been showing subtle signs of resentment. He was such a big personality, I had to wonder how he felt at Mary’s name taking center stage. I’d even heard people address him as Mr. Quant, which can’t have felt nice.

“I’d much rather you and the models went first, Alexander,” Mary said. “You know that.”

“Well, that’s not what they want.” Alexander looked down at her. “You agreed to this press launch. The least you can do is go through with it, after all the work Shirley and I have put in.”

Mary stood up. “I have to go to the lavatory.”

“Good idea. Slap on some makeup, and you’ll be ready to face anything,” Alexander advised, and then settled in to finish off the very nice first-class wine we’d been offered.

It wasn’t until we were told to extinguish all cigarettes and put on our seat belts for landing that I noticed Mary still hadn’t returned from the lavatory. Alexander stood up, walked down the aisle, and tapped on the door.

“Mary? You need to come out. We’re about to land.”

There was no reply. He knocked more loudly and one of the stewardesses joined him, explaining that everyone really needed to be in their seats before the plane landed. I couldn’t tell if Mary was replying to them, but eventually, Alexander returned to his seat alone, swearing quietly under his breath, his face like thunder.

As the plane landed, I saw through the window a vast bank of photographers and television crews gathered at the bottom of the steps and felt like a film star. There was still no sign of Mary, which was rather worrying. The passengers started to murmur among themselves and, after another fruitless conversation at the lavatory door, the chief steward allowed everyone else to leave the plane ahead of us.

“Right,” Alexander said. “Girls, you go on ahead. There will be cars waiting to take you to our hotel near the embassy.”

I paused before I gathered my things and asked, “Is Mary all right?”

“She’s got bloody stage fright,” Alexander said. “She won’t come out until everyone’s gone, the silly bint.” He glanced out of the window at the rapidly dispersing crowd. “All that great publicity wasted.”

As our car circled around the tarmac, I looked back to see there was only one person left waiting for Mary to descend. Alexander came down the steps followed by Mary carrying a stack of boxes that left only her legs showing. I already knew she was shy, but I hadn’t expected her to implode at just the moment when Alexander needed her to be on her best behavior. I only hoped that he’d be able to jolly her through the rest of the trip.
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When we reached the hotel, I slept for hours and only woke up when one of the other models opened the curtains, letting in the daylight. I hadn’t realized how odd it was to change time zones and that even my appetite would desert me. We were due at the embassy that morning for a rehearsal in the Rotunda where the fashion show would take place. I hurriedly assembled my things and made it into the taxi, which Penney’s had arranged to take us on a short tour around Washington, DC, before depositing us at the imposing gates of the embassy on Massachusetts Avenue.

It was very grand—more like an English country house than a government building. My mother told me it was designed by Edwin Lutyens and that it had been open since the 1930s—information I shared with my fellow models, who were somewhat overawed by the grandeur. They insisted that I should be the one to speak to the guards at the gate and after our credentials had been checked, they followed me in like a row of anxious ducklings.

A tall young man came out to greet us as we approached the side door. “Good morning, ladies, and welcome to the British embassy. I’m Martin Murray and I’ve been assigned to assist you over the next couple of days.”

He was taller than me, had amazingly blue eyes, and an aristocratic Scottish accent. I stuck out my hand. “Daphne Hyde-Smythe. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Any relation to Gwen?” he asked. “I know her fiancé.”

“Small world.” I grinned at him. “She’s my sister.”

“Then I assume you’re attending her wedding?”

“I’m her chief bridesmaid.”

“Then I might see you there. I’m one of Rupert’s groomsmen.”

We smiled at each other until one of the girls behind me cleared her throat.

He let go of my hand. “Let me take you through to the Rotunda. Miss Quant is already there.”

I couldn’t help but laugh when we entered the large circular space, which was decked out with every silly British cliché imaginable. There were Beefeaters, phone boxes, red buses, and flags everywhere, along with a big banner announcing the JCPenney Young International Designer Collection.

Martin Murray caught my eye and gave an embarrassed shrug. “It’s what the Americans expect.”

“I think it’s brilliant,” I said. “So much fun!”

We rehearsed the running order of the fashion show under the watchful eye of Mary and some of the embassy staff, who provided us with properly brewed tea and biscuits at regular intervals. I couldn’t stop yawning as my body reminded me I should be in bed. I was looking forward tremendously to the day ahead. We’d all been invited to a luncheon hosted by Mr. Penney and his management team, and in the evening, after the fashion show, I’d get a chance to speak to the ambassador and his wife and present my mother’s letter.

During one of our tea breaks, Martin told me that his boss, Ronald Arculus, the commercial attaché for the embassy, had invited all the best American fashion buyers and the press from all over the country to attend, and that the embassy was very enthusiastic about the whole thing. I was slightly surprised, as the diplomats I’d met at my parents’ home tended to be a stuffy old lot.

After the rehearsal, we had just enough time to change into our own clothes before the gala luncheon that was being held in one of the large hotels in the center of town. Mr. James Cash Penney, who was well into his eighties, arrived with a huge entourage of store managers and his top executives, who all occupied the top tables at the event. Mary and Alexander, along with the embassy staff, were located in the middle of the room, and the rest of us were at the back.

Mr. Penney swept into the room wearing a Stetson with an odd plastic wrapping protecting it. He looked like a cowboy from the Wild West and had the energy and charisma of a much younger man. In the entire time I saw him I don’t think he removed his hat once. I even wondered if he slept in it. The meal began and we soon realized alcohol wasn’t available. We later learned that as a practicing Baptist, Mr. Penney didn’t allow alcohol to be served even at social occasions. This created a mild panic for Alexander, but soon one of the embassy staff quietly mentioned that the ambassador had arranged for water bottles filled with vodka to be distributed only to us.

Mr. Penney stood up to speak and spent at least half an hour telling us and the press about the ethics of his company, and how to abide by his golden rule—“Do unto others as you would be done by.” It all sounded a trifle self-congratulatory to me, but the audience loved it, and didn’t seem to mind him bragging in a way no British person would dream of doing. It was obvious that he was a well-respected man in his country, and one couldn’t help admiring everything he’d created, and we all clapped politely at the end of his speech.

Eventually, we made our way back to our hotel where most of us took a well-earned nap before we had to return to the embassy for the evening show. In the usual Mary Quant way, it wasn’t going to be a long, drawn-out affair. There were only sixteen outfits from the new collection for JCPenney to be shown, which meant we didn’t have our usual frantic rush to change at lightning speed, but we were still moving pretty fast. It was always so fun to prance along the runway in Mary’s amazing clothes that I hoped I’d quickly forget about our unusual audience.

Somebody pointed out Lady Ormsby-Gore, who came to sit beside Mr. Penney for the performance, and I made a mental note to remember her face as I strolled past in my first outfit, a houndstooth waistcoat, frilly blouse, and a short, flared skirt over long boots. Despite the formality of the surroundings, it appeared that everyone was enjoying themselves immensely. Mr. Penney himself led the applause at the end.

I didn’t manage to get near Lady Ormsby-Gore, but I did speak to Mr. Young, who remembered me from his visits to Mary’s workroom. He introduced me to Mr. Penney, who was very gracious indeed. Martin Murray also caught up with me and I explained my dilemma about the letter I was supposed to deliver from my mother to Lady Ormsby-Gore. To my delight, he offered to give it to the ambassador’s wife after the party ended.

I thanked him profusely, but he insisted he was just doing his job.

“Anyway,” he said. “It gives me the opportunity to ask for your address so that I can contact you directly and let you know I kept my word.”

“Why would you think I wouldn’t believe you?” I asked, and then, after a moment, said, “Oh. Right, I see.” And blushed so hard I could feel the heat on my cheeks.

He managed to produce both a pen and paper for me to write down my details. My hand was somewhat shaky, as I wasn’t used to men showing interest in me, especially when they’d already met my sister. But I liked Martin’s quiet competence; it felt as though he’d always be reliable in a crisis.

“Thank you,” he said. He took the letter and my address and placed them in the pocket of his immaculate suit. “I won’t be at this posting for much longer, but please feel free to call me if you come back to Washington before your sister’s wedding. Otherwise, I’ll see you there.”

“Yes,” I said, nodding like an idiot. “I’ll definitely be there.”

He smiled and moved on to speak to one of the other models while I looked around for a drink. Even though the show was short, we poured a lot of energy into it and I hadn’t eaten much since luncheon. I spotted Alexander in the corner of the room, observing the chattering masses. He had a large glass in his hand and his gaze was fixed on Mary, who was at the center of an adoring crowd. She seemed to have forgotten about being shy at least for the moment, which was a great relief.

I went over to him and helped myself to a glass of punch. “It’s all gone very well,” I said to him.

“Yes,” he said. “Bravo to us.” His gaze was still on Mary. “I thought everything was doomed when she wouldn’t get off that bloody plane, but she seems to have perked up.”

“It must be hard being shy and having to do all this,” I offered. “I think she really appreciates everything you do for her.”

He shrugged. “Someone has to be loud, and it might as well be me.” He swallowed down his punch and looked disgusted. “I really need a drink.”

“If you speak to Martin Murray, he’ll probably be able to wrangle something for you. He’s very efficient.”

“And from an excellent family.” Alexander looked at me.

I started to blush and tried to look unconcerned. “Really? He didn’t mention that.”

“He was probably too busy trying to chat you up, Daphne.”

“He was not—” By now I knew I must be as red as a beetroot. “He’s been lovely to everyone.”

Alexander patted my shoulder. “I’m sure he has. Now point him out to me again, and I’ll go and see if he can get me something proper to drink before I run amuck in the British embassy and ruin everything.”

After helping Alexander, I slunk back to where the other models were sitting and found only one of them still at the table. She was a new girl in the group, and I didn’t know her as well as the Boyd sisters or Jean. She was a tiny thing with big brown eyes and hair the color of golden toffee, which she’d recently had cut by Vidal Sassoon into a short bob similar to mine.

“Are you enjoying the party?” I asked.

She glanced down at her drink. “Not particularly.”

“Oh! Are you feeling unwell?”

“I’m fine. It’s just that I’m not posh like you and the others.”

I wasn’t sure how to reply to that, and so I just looked inquiringly at her. She shrugged. “It’s like you all know the right things to say and I don’t.”

“I just get on with it,” I confided. “I don’t have a clue.”

She studied my face. “You probably went to some fancy la-di-dah school where everyone was posh, didn’t you?”

“Not quite.” I made a face. “My sister and I had a governess until we were seven and then we went off to boarding school.”

“Blimey.” She shook her head. Her accent was obviously working class, although she was attempting to hide it. “It’s even worse than I thought. You’re like the bloody queen.”

“Hardly,” I replied. “And if you don’t mind me saying, I can hardly change my upbringing, can I? It wasn’t as if I chose it.”

“True,” she said. “But it definitely makes life easier for you, doesn’t it?”

I held her skeptical gaze. “I’m not sure about that, because we’re both doing exactly the same job and my parents hate me doing it.”

“My parents hate it, too. They think I’m little better than a tart. My dad didn’t want me to come here at all.”

“Same.” I grinned at her. “See? We have more in common than you might have realized.”

She finally smiled back and it transformed her face. She held out her hand. “By the way, I’m Dawn—I mean Fern. That’s the name I’m using now.”

“Daphne.” I shook her hand. “Clever of you to use a different name. I wish I’d thought of that. Now, why don’t you come along with me, and I’ll introduce you to a few people.”

She set down her glass and stood up. I was at least four inches taller than her. She took a deep breath. “All right, then. Let’s go.”

“It’s quite easy, really,” I murmured as we approached the first group. “Just ask questions and look interested in the answers.”

Fern snorted as I eased our way into the gaggle of people.

“Did you enjoy the fashion show?” I asked brightly.

Everyone started talking at once. I winked at Fern and focused on nodding, smiling, and asking another question when conversation started to flag. I’d never thought of myself as being particularly good at socializing. My parents had insisted that all their children were polite to the staff, and tenants, and that the whole family was “approachable,” which I think was English-speak for “Please don’t cut off our heads and go for a republic like the French.”

It was nice to see Fern start to relax and ask questions of her own, and after a time, I felt quite proud of my little protégée. I was surprised to learn during the conversation that Fern was only sixteen and that she’d had to get her mother’s permission to come to the States with us. It explained a lot. Goodness knows what I would’ve done if I’d been sent off on a modeling tour at sixteen. I would’ve curled up in terror.

I also noticed she was making a huge effort to conceal her Cockney accent, which might have accounted for her reluctance to speak in the first place. It seemed a shame she felt she needed to hide her roots, but I could sympathize. I definitely tried to sound less like the queen.

After a few minutes, I extracted us from the group and moved on to another one, Fern firmly at my side. I bumped into Martin again and tried not to blush.

“Have you met Fern, Martin?” I asked brightly. “She’s a little shy.”

“Yes, of course.” Martin smiled at her. “Mr. Plunket Greene was telling me he went around to your house for tea to reassure your parents that he’d take the best care of you on the trip.”

“’E did what?” Fern’s mouth dropped open. “Bloody hell! No one told me. It was probably when I was at school. I wondered why me mum had all the best china out!”

“I’m sure Mr. Plunket Greene made sure to emphasize that you’d be safe in our hands,” Martin said smoothly.

“Can’t get much safer than the British embassy,” I agreed. “Shall we get another drink, Fern?”

“I think I’d like to go back to the hotel,” Fern said, her face expressionless.

“That can be arranged,” Martin said, and looked hopefully at me.

“I’ll go with you,” I said to Fern, which earned me a nod of approval from Martin. “I’m getting a bit of a headache myself.”

The embassy provided us with a car that dropped us off right in front of the hotel entrance. I followed Fern up to the room she was sharing with Amanda Lear, one of the other girls, and waited until she unlocked the door and went inside.

“Will you be all right?” I asked, following her into the room.

“Why didn’t Mum tell me that he came to our house?” Fern asked. “She could’ve gone to him—that’s what I thought she’d done.”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes! Because Mr. Plunket Greene ain’t the sort of geezer who should be anywhere near a council estate. He’s lucky he didn’t get robbed or beaten up.”

“He is quite formidable in his own way, Fern. I’m sure he was quite safe. Otherwise, your mother wouldn’t have invited him round.”

“She didn’t know how posh he was.” Fern sank down onto the side of the bed and stared at her feet. “What must he have been thinking?”

“That Mary wanted you to model for her on this trip and that it was his job to make sure that happened?” I answered. “And your parents did agree, so he must have done something right.”

She looked up at me. “You just don’t get it, do you? People like me aren’t supposed to be friends with the likes of Mr. Plunket Greene. We don’t have nothing in common.”

“Except you do.” I smiled at her. “You both want Mary’s fashions to succeed in America.”

She shook her head. “It ain’t right.”

“I’m sure you’ll feel better about everything in the morning,” I said encouragingly. “Remember, all of us girls are here to help you.”

I had half turned to go when she spoke again. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Being kind.” She sighed. “Can you keep it to yourself—the bit about him visiting my mum and dad?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I don’t want anyone asking him questions about it and hearing him make it all into a big joke.”

I was surprised at her perception, because that’s exactly what Alexander might do—not to hurt her, but in an effort to make it the funniest story anyone had ever heard. He was a natural showman who sometimes couldn’t help himself and he could be quite merciless. Fern would be crushed if he thrust that spotlight on her.

“I promise I won’t say a thing,” I said. “Good night, Fern. Sweet dreams.”
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We were settled in Washington for the next three days while Mary dealt with numerous interviews, photographic shoots, visits from other potential buyers, and meetings with the JCPenney staff. We barely had time to sit down because we were rushing about so much. I made an effort to stick close to Fern. She confided that she’d never even been on holiday away from home, and that it was quite overwhelming. Amanda, who was also one of the models and a tremendous personality, also took Fern under her wing.

I must admit I was feeling slightly overwhelmed myself, and when we set off on our Penney’s tour things became even crazier. The seven of us models danced our way across America with twenty-eight suitcases of clothes, a pop group called the Skunks, Mary, Alexander, and Shirley. Every day we arrived in a new city to do a fashion show for thousands of screaming teenagers who besieged us after the shows for makeup tips and begged for Vidal Sassoon haircuts.

I imagined it was how a famous film star must feel and was glad that I was with the others. People would literally stop us in the street and ask us to speak to them just to hear our accents. One afternoon, things got so hectic that someone called the police to control the crowds, and then the fire department showed up. It became virtually impossible to leave our hotel after a show because of the sheer number of people wanting to see and speak to us. I regularly received notes from fans, which was odd in itself, and several marriage proposals that I didn’t have time to politely refuse before we were off again.

It was absolutely nutty, but we loved every minute of it because Mary and Alexander made everything so much fun. It was also a relief to be away from my disapproving parents and with people who appreciated me. I took hundreds of photographs as we moved around, especially of my fellow models.

We didn’t often get a chance to appreciate the cities we passed through, because all we saw were our hotel beds as we crashed into them before rising at dawn to travel on to the next venue. Some of the planes we traveled on had seen better days and I often noticed Alexander sitting white-faced as we took off as he was developing a terrible fear of flying.

When we reached Las Vegas, we were all exhausted and beyond grateful to check into two large suites at an enormous hotel on the famous Vegas Strip. I was laughing with Fern about the slot machines conveniently located by our beds, when I saw Mary in the connecting suite. She had just opened the very grand curtains and was staring fixedly ahead.

I walked through to her and asked, “Is everything all right?”

She pointed in front of her. “There are no windows.”

I followed her gaze and saw that behind the curtains was a thick concrete wall.

“Oh, dear,” I said. “Perhaps it’s just that one—”

“No, they’re all like that. I can’t stand it.”

I looked at her more closely and realized she was trembling from head to toe. I turned to see if Alexander or Shirley were about but couldn’t see them.

“I have to get out of here.” She turned and headed for the door, with me in pursuit. I yelled to Fern, “Find Alexander!” before running off after Mary.

She marched down into the lobby and straight out onto the Strip, which was a gaudy, loud mass of people and flashing lights even in the daytime. She just kept going.

I managed to keep her in my sights and eventually caught up to her. “Mary?”

She glanced up at me. “I can’t do this.”

I tried to slow her down as the Strip dwindled into areas I wasn’t certain were quite safe, but Mary took a sharp right turn into what appeared to be miles of sandy desert. As we progressed up a slight slope, I turned back and stared at the sparkling city, which looked as if it had been dropped from a great height into the middle of a vast emptiness. I’d never felt quite so panicked in my life. Sweat gathered on my brow and rolled down my neck as the heat of the sand radiated through the soles of my shoes.

“Er, Mary? Don’t you think we should go back? It is getting rather hot.”

She stopped and took a deep shuddering breath and then another. Tentatively, I touched her arm.

“Maybe a nice nap? Or a fancy cocktail? I’m sure you’ll feel right as rain.”

She finally looked at me and grimaced. “I’m sorry I dragged you out here.”

“It’s fine!” I said brightly. “I always enjoy a walk. Do you think we should be getting back now? We don’t want to miss lunch.” My dress was sticking to my back, my feet hurt, I’d forgotten my sunglasses, and I was having to squint into the merciless sun. “At least we know the way back.”

“It’s hard to miss,” Mary agreed.

I’d been aware of a steadily rising noise, which now made it difficult to hear, let alone speak. Sand swirled around us and I had a sudden fear that we might be buried in the kind of sandstorm that had done for my great-aunt Olive on one of her nomadic adventures in the 1920s. Something blotted out the sun and the noise and the dust became unbearable.

“Mary Quant!”

Somebody shouted from above. I tried to look up, shielding my eyes from the screaming, swirling sand, and found a helicopter hovering over us. The next thing I knew a man was being lowered on a rope-type thing and he was beckoning to both of us.

“Go,” I said to Mary. “I’ll follow you.”

We ran toward the man and one by one we were winched up into the body of a small black helicopter. The noise was indescribable and hardly changed even when the doors were shut.

Mary was the first to recover. “What on earth is going on? We were just going for a walk.”

“Not in Vegas, ma’am.” The man who’d winched us up didn’t look very happy. “It’s not safe out here.”

“We were fifteen minutes away from the Strip,” Mary continued. “I think we’re both perfectly capable of walking back.”

“With respect, ma’am, the desert can be treacherous if you don’t know your way around it. People die all the time out here because they just went for a walk.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Mary looked like she was willing to argue the point so I got in first.

“Thank you so much for coming to get us. It was very kind.”

He looked at me. “You’re welcome, miss.”

When the helicopter landed, we created just the kind of spectacle Mary always tried to avoid. And, of course, neither of us were exactly looking like fashion plates. I’d discovered that even a short walk in the desert destroyed your shoes and your complexion. As I scuttled into the lobby, I’m sure I looked remarkably like an embarrassed lobster.

We rushed up to the suites. Alexander firmly closed the door behind Mary and then let her have it while the rest of us pretended not to hear. I took a cold shower and slathered myself in moisturizer but I knew I’d have sunburn, which would make changing in and out of all the clothes extremely painful.

“What on earth happened?” Amanda asked as I came out of the bathroom and into the sitting area. “Where did you go? APG was rushing around shouting like a crazy man.”

“Mary wanted to take a walk in the desert,” I said. “Apparently, that’s not allowed and a helicopter came and picked us up.”

“A helicopter?”

“Yes. We were winched up by a very grumpy man called Earl.”

Amanda looked at me for a long moment and then burst out laughing. I joined in, because what else could I do? Such ridiculousness over something as simple as walking was difficult to comprehend.

“I’m surprised they didn’t just take Mary and leave you in the desert.” Amanda was still chuckling. “She’s the valuable one. I bet she was fuming.”

“She was,” I said. “At one point, I was afraid they were going to throw us back out again.”

That set Amanda off again and I escaped into my room, where the glory of air-conditioning allowed me to lower the temperature and help my body cool down. On Amanda’s advice I also drank copious glasses of water and eventually felt ready to face the public for the show. I always said that life with Mary and APG was tremendously exciting but on this particular occasion I rather wished I’d stayed put and let someone else chase Mary into the apparently treacherous desert.
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Mary came up to me just before we started the show at Penney’s department store. “I just want to apologize for dragging you out into that hellhole.”

“It’s fine,” I reassured her. “I’ve never been in a helicopter before, so that was fun.”

She patted my arm. “Daphne, you’re a treasure.”

I cleared my throat. “Are you feeling all right, now?”

“Yes, I’m fine.” She smiled at me and I couldn’t help but notice how tired she looked. “There’s just a lot going on. While we’re on this tour, I still have to send my designs for next year’s collections back to the workroom.”

I made a sympathetic face and she moved on to speak to another of the models. Alexander caught my eye and I went over to him.

“Thanks for following her, Daphne. God knows what would’ve happened if she’d been by herself. She’d probably be halfway to California by now, straight through Death Valley.”

“I just thought it best to … go after her,” I said carefully. “She seemed quite stressed.”

“She’ll get over it,” Alexander said rather brutally, in my opinion. “She loves designing.” He patted my shoulder. “Jolly well done, though.”

I was already in my first outfit, and I went back to my dressing case to make sure my makeup looked all right. I’d been teaching Fern how to apply the theatrical makeup favored by Jean Shrimpton and Jill Kennington. It was the look Mary preferred for her shows. Fern was always complaining about how thick it felt on her face. I agreed, but the dramatic effect did suit Mary’s designs.

“Is everything all right?” Fern asked as I sat down beside her.

“I’m just a bit worried about Mary,” I said.

“She looks fine to me.” Fern looked over to where Mary was laughing at something Alexander had said. “She ain’t got a lot to complain about now, does she?”

“I don’t know, it must be hard when everything comes down to you,” I mused. “When you’ve still got to be creative while you’re doing a million other things.”

“I don’t think she’s hankering for a quiet life,” Fern said. “She’s got more bloody energy than me and she must be twice my age.” She pressed a tissue against her lips to blot her lipstick. “Are you ready to go? We start in five minutes.”




CHAPTER 14

Fern

I used my key to unlock the door to our flat. Inside, it smelled comfortingly of cooking fat and cigarette smoke. “I’m home!”

The radio wasn’t blaring, my mum wasn’t singing along, and there was no sign of Dad. The vague hope that he might have found a job while I’d been away died when I heard loud snoring from the bedroom. Since he’d lost his job at the docks, he spent his days sleeping, smoking, or queuing up at the labor exchange with all his mates in the futile quest for employment.

Mum had started to follow him when he picked up his dole money to stop him taking it straight into the pub or down the dogs in Walthamstow. He hated it because it made him look henpecked in front of his friends, but she wasn’t the sort of woman to cross. Despite her small size, she had a mean streak as wide as the Thames, and deep down, he was afraid of her.

She’d grown up in slum housing in Stepney and had a loud voice, a hard hand, and a steely determination to bring us up right. She made us stay in school, come home straight afterward, and keep ourselves “respectable,” which meant no hanging around with boys and getting knocked up at fourteen like she had. I loved her, but she also terrified me because she was so sure she was right about everything, and God help you if you tried to argue.

I went into the bedroom I shared with my younger sister Julie and scowled. She’d been wearing my clothes and using my makeup again. She hadn’t even tried to hide it. My narrow bed was completely covered in a pile of crumpled stuff, most of which needed washing. I picked up my favorite shirt, and a button fell off and rolled across the linoleum.

We didn’t have a washing machine, so it meant another trip to the launderette and an anxious wait to see what was still wearable. Julie was already taller and bustier than me. After a long night on the plane, I really wanted to sleep, but I forced myself to go through the pile on the bed and fold everything into a laundry bag for the morning. At least I could afford to pay for the washing this time. I’d had no idea that a model could make such a lot of money.

The front door banged as my mum came in and I went out to greet her. She was short, red-haired, and moved with a restless energy that I’d inherited.

“Dawn, luv! You’re back! Did you have a good time? They was asking for you up at the school, but I told them you’d be back before they knew it!”

“Mum.” I hugged her hard. After weeks away, I’d really missed her. She smelled of Pears soap and the disinfectant she used for her cleaning jobs in the offices of London. She’d worked nights when we were small, leaving my dad in charge of getting us ready for school—a task I’d taken on when he kept forgetting things.

“Look at you, all fancy!” She patted my cheek. “You don’t need all that makeup, dearie. You’re beautiful without it.”

She went into the kitchen, which was adjacent to the combined dining and sitting areas that comprised the majority of the flat. It was a relatively new construction, but we’d had no end of problems with ill-fitting windows and bad plumbing I’m sure the council were sick of hearing about. Mum wasn’t one to be deterred by a letter saying they’d come round when they felt like it. She’d been known to march right into the local council offices and sit there until someone did what she told them to do.

Mum set the kettle to boil and peered at me more closely. “You look a bit peaky. Have you been eating foreign food?”

“I didn’t have much choice, Mum, or else I would’ve starved.”

“You’re skin and bone, luv, always have been. Doesn’t matter how much you eat, either.” She smiled at me. “How was it?”

“Which bit?” I teased her. “The plane rides, the shows, the screaming fans …”

She took out two cups and the teapot. “I want to hear about all of it. So, start from the beginning.”

“Should I wake Dad up so he doesn’t miss anything?” I asked.

“Leave him be.” Her face hardened. “He doesn’t deserve to hear nothing, the lazy git. He went out to the pub last night with the last pound note from my purse—without asking if he could take it, mind you. I searched his pockets this morning, and there’s nothing left!”

I winced. Knowing Dad, he’d probably bought his mates drinks and forgotten all about his family.

“How am I supposed to afford groceries this week?” Mum asked. “And with you back as well.”

I took an envelope out of my pocket and pushed it across the table.

“What’s this?” Mum asked as she poured the tea.

“For rent and stuff,” I said, feeling a bit self-conscious. I’d had to ask Mary if I could have my wages in cash because I hadn’t got a bank account. “They want me to go back next week and do some fashion shoots.”

She opened the envelope, took out the two five-pound notes, and stared at them. “I can’t take all your money, luv.” She tried to give me one of the fivers back. “That’s two weeks’ wages for me.”

“I have plenty,” I said.

She slapped the five-pound note down in front of me. “Five pounds is enough, and I’m very grateful for it. Put the rest in your Post Office savings account.”

“Are you sure?” She gave me a hard stare and I scooped up the fiver and put it back in my pocket. “If you need it back, just ask.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Dawn, but you don’t know how long this modeling thing is going to last, do you?”

“I’ve already been asked back,” I pointed out. “So, that’s at least another tenner. In fact, I think they want me to work there permanently.”

“At the shop?” Mum lit up a cigarette and nodded approvingly. “Nice, steady, clean work selling clothes.”

“More like as a house model,” I tried to explain. “Mary’s bringing up a whole new collection for girls that’ll go into normal shops all over the country. It’s called the Ginger Group.”

“So, you’d stand around all day wearing different clothes?” Mum looked skeptical.

“Not exactly.” To be honest I wasn’t quite sure what I’d be doing. “I’d have to be there to try on the new designs when they came out of the workroom—stuff like that.”

“And they’ll pay you for doing so little?”

“That’s what Mary said.”

“Ooh, it’s ‘Mary’ now, is it?” Mum winked at me. “You be careful, luv, or you’ll soon to talking all posh like that Plunket Greene geezer.”

“You didn’t tell me he’d come here, Mum.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Where else would he go? Down the pub with your dad?” She drank some tea. “Mr. Plunket Greene’s a right charmer and a real gentleman. He treated me like a lady and didn’t say a word about your dad sitting there at the table in his string vest.”

“He was very kind to me.”

Mum suddenly looked sharp. “He didn’t ask for any favors from you, did he?”

“Favors?”

“Like a kiss or something.”

“No! He’s not like that, Mum.” That wasn’t quite true, as he was a terrible flirt. But he’d always treated me like a schoolgirl who needed to be protected. “In fact, he made sure that all the men stayed away from me.”

“There were men?”

“Everywhere we went,” I said simply. “Screaming at us. It was like being a film star.”

“Well, I never.” Mum finished her cigarette and lit another one from the still burning tip. “And here was I thinking you’d just walk around in a few new dresses.”

“The other girls were really kind,” I added. “When they found out it was my first modeling show, they taught me everything I needed to know.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Mum declared. “I was a bit worried sending you off like that, but I knew you were a good girl who could cope with anything, and Mr. Plunket Greene assured me he’d take care of you.”

“I wasn’t expecting there to be so many people,” I said. “Sometimes we couldn’t leave, because all these teenagers were outside screaming for the clothes, which won’t be in the shops for ages. Lots of them even knew our names and would shout out to us.” I paused. “It was fun, though. I made some friends, and I got to see a lot of America.”

“Then you’re a very lucky girl.” She reached over and patted my hand. “Long may it last.”

“I’m going to take a nap, Mum. Julie can wake me up when she comes home.” I finished my tea and put the cup in the sink. “It’s nice to be home.”

“We’ll get fish and chips for supper as a treat,” Mum said. “I’ll make your dad go and get them. It’ll get him out of the house.”

I fell asleep immediately and only woke up when Julie came in and sat on the end of my bed.

“Oi! You! Where’s my presents?” She tickled my feet, which she knew I hated. “Get up.”

I opened one eye. She still wore her school uniform and her dark hair was in a ponytail. We didn’t look like sisters at all. She was broader built and had Dad’s blue eyes and smile; whereas, I was blond and petite and didn’t look like anyone. Mum said I reminded her of her granny, but as she’d died before I was born, I had no idea if she was just saying it to make me feel better.

“You’ve been wearing my clothes again.” I fixed her with a mock glare. “If you’re going to do that, the least you could do is put them away again.”

She smirked. “Sorry. I got asked to a dance last Saturday, and I really needed something to wear.”

“You’re too young to be going to dances.” I sat up. “Mum wouldn’t let you go anyway.”

“I sneaked out while she was arguing with Dad,” Julie said. “I took his key and let myself back in without anyone even noticing.”

There was something different about her smile that worried me. “You’re not walking out with any of the boys, are you? Because Mum will kill you.”

“We’re definitely not doing any walking around, Sis.” She winked at me. “Les is really good to me.”

I stared at her for a long moment. “Julie …”

She tossed her head. “Don’t you start.”

“But—”

She patted my knee. “Just because you’re not interested in boys doesn’t mean I can’t be. Now what did you bring me back? Mum said you had two suitcases.”

Knowing how stubborn Julie was, I accepted the change of subject and pulled back the bedsheets. “Why don’t you make me a cup of tea while I go to the loo, and I’ll meet you in the kitchen?”

Mum was thrilled with the scarf and the snow globe of the Empire State Building. Julie loved the furry hat and gloves and the fancy perfume from the airport. Dad came in as we were sitting at the table and looked over at me. He hadn’t bothered to shave even though it was late afternoon, and he stank of sweat.

“You’re back, then?”

“Yes.” I smiled at him. “I brought you something.” I handed over a pouch of American tobacco and the half bottle of bourbon. “I hope you like them.”

He accepted the gifts without saying thank you. “Must have cost a pretty penny.”

“They paid for all the hotels and travel, Dad, so everything I earned came straight to me,” I explained.

“You should’ve saved your money, because you’ll never see the like of it again.”

“That’s a bit unfair, Dad. I’ve already been asked back.”

I wasn’t sure why he was being so unkind. I looked to Mum for help, but she was frowning at him.

“Did you meet anyone famous?” Julie asked.

“Probably not anyone you’d know,” I said. “They were all Americans.”

“What about film stars?”

“We did go and see Sammy Davis Junior in a nightclub. One of the models, Amanda, already knew him.”

“Amanda? There’s a posh name,” Mum said.

“All the models were posh except me,” I confessed. “Most of them are just doing it for fun. But they were all very kind, and I had a great time.”

“Fancy you going in an airplane.” Mum sighed. “I think I’d be sick.”

I shrugged. “I got quite used to it. The distances between the cities were so vast it would’ve taken days to get there by car.”

Dad set his presents down. “I’m going to the pub.”

“No, you’re not.” Mum stood up. She held out her hand. “Where’s my change?”

“For what?” Dad faced up to her.

“The pound you took out of my purse last night. Come on, hand it over.”

“I don’t know what you’re gabbing about,” Dad said. “I took nothing.”

“You think I wouldn’t notice if you stole my last pound?” Mum raised her eyebrows.

I looked at Julie, who was trembling. “Mum, me and Julie will go and get the fish and chips.”

“Fine,” Mum said, her furious gaze locked on Dad. “Me and your dad have a few things to say to each other.”

I grabbed Julie’s hand, and we got our coats and left the flat. The lifts weren’t working, so we clattered down the stairs, avoiding the piles of refuse and worse scattered in the corners. Mum always said she never understood people who pissed in their own backyards but that the flats were full of them.

“Dad’s been awful since you’ve gone,” Julie said. “Mum thinks he’s jealous.”

“Of me? That’s not fair.”

“I don’t know whether I should tell her that I’ve seen him out on the streets drinking with his mates when he’s supposed to be looking for work.”

I gave her a quick glance. “Aren’t you supposed to be at school during the day?”

“I bunk off sometimes. Everyone does.”

“Julie …”

“Just leave it, will you?” She glared at me.

Reluctant to ruin my first night back, I offered her a placatory smile. “Just be careful, all right?”

“I’m not stupid, Dawn.”

I left it at that and started telling her about New York and Las Vegas, which kept her interested all the way to the chippie. It was nice to order anything I wanted and not have to be satisfied with sharing a bag of chips with Julie. We did get extra chips doused in salt and vinegar and shared them on the walk back, the fiery heat warming our oil-slicked fingers as we chatted and laughed our way home.

Julie had already decided she wanted to work in an office and she was currently studying shorthand and learning how to use a typewriter. She was dying to leave school at sixteen; whereas, I’d been wondering whether to go on and do my A levels. They said I was clever enough, but I wasn’t sure I saw the point. It wasn’t as if I’d be able to afford to go to university or anything, and I wouldn’t be supporting my family. Dad being out of work meant that Mum was carrying all the burden of keeping us, which was hard.

“Do you like modeling?” Julie asked as we approached the front door of the flat.

“Yes, every time I put on a new outfit, I can pretend to be a different kind of girl.”

She giggled. “That’s silly.”

I put the key in the door, bracing for the shouting, but it had all gone quiet. We went into the kitchen where Mum sat at the table smoking, her expression stony.

“He’s gone out.”

“Oh well.” I set the newspaper-wrapped fish on the countertop. “He can always heat his up later.”

“Not if we eat it first,” Julie said as she got out the plates and cutlery. “That’ll teach him.”

Mum started to laugh and we joined in. I felt guilty for even thinking it, but these days it was easier when Dad wasn’t there. I did feel sorry for him losing his job, but it wasn’t fair to take it out on his family, who were doing their best to support him.

“He says he’s got an interview tomorrow for a hotel porter job up in Chelsea.” Mum sighed. “But I’m not sure I believe him.”

I glanced over at Julie and slowly shook my head. Now was not the time for Julie to tell Mum that she was right not to believe him. With Julie’s revelation that she had a steady boyfriend, Dad’s changed behavior, and my new career, poor Mum had enough to put up with.

I didn’t have to go to the Knightsbridge shop till Monday, which meant I had three blissful days to be here at home. I could sleep and stop thinking I was still in America. Even though I was worried about everyone else, I was still looking forward to what might come next for me. If I could keep modeling, I could earn enough money to support the whole family. Whether Dad would be happy with that was another thing entirely.

Mum looked under the sink and brought out a bottle of fizzy lemonade left over from Christmas.

She poured us all a glass and held hers up. “To Dawn, the next big thing.”

“It’s Fern, Mum, I told you.”

Mum rolled her eyes as Julie and I raised our glasses and joined her in the toast. I had a feeling that my life was going to continue to change, and I had no idea how to stop it—and anyway, why would I want to?




CHAPTER 15

Chrissie

1963

As the years rolled by, I had the feeling I’d been pushed out of Mary and Alexander’s inner circle. They had Shirley working for them, doing all the little unseen jobs I’d done before to make their lives easier; Archie dealing with the finances; and a host of manufacturers jumping to do their bidding. I hadn’t been invited on the JCPenney tour of the USA and was still managing the original Bazaar with a succession of ditzy deb assistants. I was in a rut and I didn’t like it.

So, I was surprised when Mary came into the shop by herself and asked if I had time for a coffee.

I turned to my latest assistant, Fiona, who was gawping at Mary, and said, “I’ll take my lunch now.”

“Yes, of course, Chrissie.” She took up position behind the cash desk. “No need to rush back. The opera doesn’t start until eight.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” I said gravely. “I wouldn’t want you to miss the opening act.”

“I’m more worried about missing the cocktails at the bar, to be honest.” She chuckled. “Opera gives me a headache, but Hugo adores it.”

I sensed Mary trying not to smile beside me. It was nice to catch a glimpse of the girl I’d once known under the high-powered businesswoman she’d become. Her accent was far more Plunket Greene than London these days; whereas, mine had remained the same.

We went to the Fantasie and sat in the corner next to the large window, giving us a modicum of privacy. A pall of cigarette smoke hung over the shop along with the vibrant smell of coffee and too many clashing perfumes. Everyone was younger than us and dressed up to the nines. I spotted several regular customers wearing Mary Quant clothing and resisted pointing them all out to Mary.

All the dodgy shops on the King’s Road had disappeared by now, replaced by boutiques, restaurants and cafés catering to what was becoming known as Swinging London. It was the place to be seen and Archie had been one of the first people to see it. I knew he’d invested in several of the new businesses along the road and that he was doing very well for himself, and yet here I was, still stuck in the same place doing the same thing. Sometimes I wondered where my ambitions had gone.

While we waited for our drinks, we discussed the shop, the upcoming collection for Bazaar, and the problems keeping staff who quite often saw having a job as a temporary measure designed to fill the gaps between social activities. The queen might have done away with official presentations at court, but the deb season was still a big thing in Chelsea.

“How’s Daphne?” I asked as I stirred sugar into my tea.

“She’s a treasure,” Mary said. “She turns up every day, she’s patient with the seamstresses, and she looks fantastic in my clothes.”

“I’m not surprised. She was the best assistant I ever had.”

“Sorry about pinching her.”

I shrugged. “It was meant to be. If you hadn’t shown an interest in her, she’d have been married off by that formidable mother of hers by now. You gave her a true purpose.”

“Speaking of mothers, how’s yours?” Mary asked.

I made a face. “As awful as ever and drinking far too much of the cooking sherry. Dad’s taken up golf, so he’s never home at the weekends now. It’s quite surprising how two people can live in the same house and never spend any time together.” I drank some tea. “How are your parents?”

“Not too bad,” Mary said. “Tony still visits them regularly, so they get all the gossip about me through him.”

“You don’t go and see them yourself?”

“I do, but they’ve never been that keen on Alexander, so it can get a bit feisty sometimes.”

“I thought they’d come around after you got married.”

“They did, but he drinks too much for them ever to be comfortable with him.” She shrugged. “You can take a couple out of the Welsh valleys, but they will still be Methodists at heart.”

“Well, give them my best when you see them next. They were always very kind to me.”

“I will.” Mary lit a cigarette. “Mum will want to know everything—especially whether you’ve married and settled down.” She made a face. “She’s given up on me ever giving her a grandchild.”

“Well, she’ll be disappointed to hear that my love life is full of men who can’t cope with a girlfriend who has a full-time job and ambition.” I sighed. “The moment I have to work late, or not fit in with their plans, all hell breaks loose. I’ve almost given up.”

“At least Alexander doesn’t do that to me,” Mary said.

I couldn’t help but smile because Mary was always spot-on about APG, accepting his strengths and weaknesses with surprising equanimity.

Mary tipped ash off the end of her cigarette. “I’m setting up a new company called the Ginger Group. I want to make my clothes more accessible in this country.”

“Rather like you’re doing in the USA with JCPenney?”

“Exactly. I’ve learned a lot from the collaboration with Penney’s, and I intend to use that knowledge here. I’ve already talked to Steinberg’s and they’re willing to come in with me as an equal partner.”

“They already manufacture the American stuff, correct?”

“Yes.”

“So, they know what they’re doing.”

“They do.” She grinned. “We have our moments, as they can still be a bit prim and proper about how things should be done; whereas, Alexander and I want everything done quickly and efficiently like the Americans.”

“It sounds like an excellent idea.” I sat back and looked at her. “What are you worrying about?”

“Me,” she said frankly, which was surprising.

“Is it too much work?”

“It’s a lot. Alexander and Archie don’t seem to understand why I can’t just keep churning things out like a machine. When we were on the JCPenney tour, I almost had a nervous breakdown in Las Vegas. I literally ran out of the hotel in a panic and found myself hiking across the desert before Daphne talked some sense into me.”

“Did I hear there was a helicopter involved?”

“Apparently, you’re not supposed to go for a walk in Vegas.” She stubbed out her cigarette. “Alexander was very cross with me for causing a scene.”

“Surely, he understands the pressure you’re under?” I asked.

“He does, but that’s one of the perils of being married to your business partner,” Mary said. “Sometimes it’s impossible to separate the two different needs. And I’m just as bad. We rarely have a conversation that doesn’t revolve around the business. I’m terrible at relaxing, and we’re never out of each other’s company.”

I thought about that, biting my lip to avoid my usual rush to criticize APG. “It must be hard,” I acknowledged. “I know it might sound stupid, but have you ever said any of that to him?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Wouldn’t you think that after all the years we’ve been together, he’d know?”

“He’s not stupid, Mary. It must be obvious to him that things are … difficult.”

“Things are difficult because he’s not entirely at peace with the company being called after me now and the way he’s ignored in favor of his wife.”

“Excuse me, but APG is impossible to ignore.”

“We both know that, but that’s how he sees it.”

“What does he want you to do—get buried under a pile of work? Or does he just expect you to keep designing until you die?” A sudden thought struck me. “He doesn’t want you to stop and have babies, does he?”

“Good Lord, no. I don’t want children yet. When would I have the time? I have a full-time job dealing with Alexander Plunket Greene.”

“I think you’ll have to put your foot down, like you did before,” I said. “Have a meeting with APG and Archie and tell them what you just told me—that you need some balance in your life or you won’t be able to continue. That should make them think.”

“I suppose you’re right.” She sighed. “I’ve always been terribly bad at standing up to those two.”

“I’ll come and support you if you like,” I offered.

“Thank you, Chrissie.” She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “You’re always on my side.”

For the first time I felt vaguely ashamed of my jealousy toward her and APG, which sprang entirely from my own feelings of inadequacy. Mary had been nothing but kind to me. I’d refused her many invitations to submit my own designs for Bazaar and I’d been offended when she’d asked Joan to manage the second Bazaar shop rather than me. I was also envious of her talent and drive—things I’d gradually realized I didn’t share. It was humiliating to realize that my mother might’ve been right about me all along.

She smiled. “I didn’t actually come here to burden you with my problems, Chrissie, I wanted to know if you’d be interested in a job with the new Ginger Group.”

“Me?” I blinked at her. “Really?”

“Yes, I’d like someone I can trust at the heart of it. The only thing is that you wouldn’t be able to manage Bazaar and do this job, because in the beginning it will require some traveling.”

“How so?”

“Margaret’s compiling a list of all the shops, boutiques, and department stores in Britain, and potentially abroad, that have shown interest in carrying the Ginger Group line. The interest is great, but I want to make sure they’ll promote my clothes properly. I want the designs displayed in a group, not all over the place, and I need to make sure they’ll enthusiastically sell my clothes. The big buyers will come to me after the first show, but I want to have some independent shops involved as well.”

“So, you’ll need people to visit each potential shop, tell them what you want, and make a recommendation as to whether they’ll be a good bet?”

“Yes, and there’s no one I trust more than you to know what I want, Chrissie. You helped me build Bazaar.” She sipped her coffee. “You won’t be going alone, there’ll be two of you, but you’ll be on the go for at least three months if not more.”

I considered my current lack of social life and wondered whether I could sublet my flat without Archie noticing. A small spark of excitement lit in my stomach at the thought of widening my horizons and taking Mary’s designs to the far corners of Britain. I’d been complaining that my life was too predictable and here was an opportunity to break out of my shell and do something new.

I met her gaze. “Yes, I’d love to do that. When do you want me to start?”

Soon, was the answer. But first we had to find someone to manage Bazaar in my absence. Luckily, Shirley—whom I’d come to like—had a cousin called Jean who’d worked at Peter Jones before having her first baby. By all accounts Jean was raring to get back to work and, as she had parents willing to babysit, she could work a full week. I met Jean when she came to interview for the job and knew immediately that she had the quiet, competent presence necessary to work in the sometimes-hectic shop. She was already a fan of Mary’s designs and was thrilled when I told her about the formation of the Ginger Group, which would make clothing more accessible to those with limited budgets.

As soon as we’d secured Jean’s services, Mary asked me to come to the new Ginger Group headquarters at Nine South Molton Street to meet the other member of the scouting party, as she called us. I was both excited and nervous as I went into the new offices. They were barely furnished and still had staff moving between Mary’s Chelsea workspace and the new venture.

“Chrissie!” Mary appeared at one of the doors off the entrance hall. “Come on in and meet Terence Walker.”

I went into what I assumed was Mary’s new office. The space contained a desk already covered in designs, two chairs, and an old Victorian fainting couch draped in shawls. Sitting gingerly on the edge of the couch was a dark-haired man in a well-cut suit and blue tie.

He stood up and held out his hand. “You must be the amazing Chrissie I’ve heard so much about.”

“I’m not sure about the amazing, but I’m definitely Chrissie.”

“Call me Terry,” he said as I shook his hand.

We both sat down, and Mary stood behind her desk and picked up a poster to show us. “This is some of the advertising for the new Ginger Group.”

The poster was a bright apricot color and displayed two illustrated doll-like figures with Sassoon haircuts. One wore a yellow shift dress with a zipper and pockets and the other wore stark black and white. The word “Ginger” was written in a large, distinctive font with an upside down “i” and the whole design really popped.

“It’s lovely,” I said. “Really fresh.”

“That’s the idea.” Mary nodded. “It’s aimed at the young girls so it needed to be eye-catching and fun.” She picked up another board covered in fabric samples. “The concept is that everything goes with everything else so you can gradually add pieces to your wardrobe when you can afford it.”

“I love the fabric choices.” I got up and came over to feel the samples. There were cottons, flannel, crepe, and a particularly nice, bonded jersey. “Where on earth did you get them?”

Mary smiled. “I had them made specially. It took a lot of persuasion. We’re not only making clothes, but matching tights and underwear, as well.”

“You’ve been badgering the theatrical companies to move into mass production for you for years.”

“They’re being made by the Nylon Hosiery Company,” Mary said. “I made a deal with Nirvair Curry and her husband, Swaren. They’ve been wonderful. The idea was to use a limited amount of colors in different fabrics and shapes that complemented each other.”

Terry came over to the table as well and picked up some of the samples. “You’ve chosen an interesting color palette.”

“Ginger, obviously. Colman’s mustard yellow. Prune, putty, white, and black. Sometimes with stripes.” Mary turned to a page in her sketchbook. “Like this one. It’s sleeveless, so you can wear it on its own or put one of my skinny sweaters underneath. It’s also drop-waisted, and the skirt has godets with an alternating color to give it a two-piece effect.”

“I love it.” I turned to another board that held lighter fabrics. “I assume these are for blouses and shirts?”

“Exactly.” Mary smiled at me.

Terry cleared his throat. “May I ask something?”

“Fire away.”

“None of these colors are mentioned in the New Year fashion predictions. Aren’t you worried they’ll be a little bit … out there?”

Mary beamed as if he’d asked just the right question.

“I study the trends as well, Terry, and my theory has always been that when every shop window is awash with the same colors then someone has to come up with another color palette that complements what’s already out there. For example, this year is predicted to be all about pastels and neutrals, so at some point, everyone is going to be dying for a pop of strong color.” She gestured at her fabric selection. “All of these work with any of them.”

“Blimey, that’s clever,” Terry said slowly.

“It’s brilliant,” I said. “Now how do you want us to go out and sell them for you?”

We both resumed our seats and Mary joined us.

“When we first wanted to sell Mary Quant designs into stores around Great Britain, I got John Bates and Shirley to travel around the country and visit all the shops and boutiques who wanted to sell the clothes for us.” She smiled. “They set off with just photographs of the major pieces in the collection. They handed them out and did a marvelous job convincing people to sign up. This time we want even more. I’m anticipating there will be department stores who will have a whole Ginger Group shop within their walls.”

“But our job is to secure the independent shops, right?” I asked. “I’m sure APG and Archie can manage the big boys.”

“Yes. You two will go out and make sure each shop gets what I’m trying to do,” Mary said. “And don’t worry about all the details. Margaret’s going to book your travel and hotel arrangements for the whole trip so that you can concentrate on the appraising and selling.”

“What’s the pricing going to be like?” Terry asked.

“I can give you a couple of examples.” Mary turned to another page in her sketchbook and consulted a list. “About three guineas for a blouse, eight or nine for a dress, and twenty-nine shillings for a pair of tights.”

“Cheaper than the Mary Quant and Bazaar lines,” I said. “And just about affordable for an average working girl if she budgets carefully and gradually builds up her collection. It’s exciting.” I looked at Terry.

He grinned. He had a very engaging face. “I can’t wait.”

Mary suggested we go out to lunch together, so I took Terry back to the King’s Road and into one of the many restaurants that had opened up to cater for the crowds of youngsters who liked to be seen in their latest gear in all the right places. Even during the week, there were people drinking coffee in the Fantasie, gawping at Bazaar’s latest window display, and promenading in their finest clothes.

“It’s very different around here,” Terry said as we sat down in the Mediterranean-themed café where I liked to have lunch.

“The King’s Road, or London in general?” I asked as I picked up my menu.

“I’m a Londoner myself.” He smiled. “Not quite a Cockney, but close. I grew up in Islington near the Arsenal football ground. How about you?”

“Greenwich,” I said.

“Very nice. Are your parents still there?”

“Yes, although I don’t get to see them that often. My mother’s very socially active and my dad plays golf.”

“I should imagine Miss Quant keeps you very busy. She said you went to art college together.”

“We both attended Goldsmiths’.”

“My parents wouldn’t let me go to art college. Dad’s working class and proud of it. He would’ve died if his oldest son had gone to such a namby-pamby place.”

“My parents weren’t very keen, either,” I commented. “I only wrangled it because I insisted I just wanted to be a teacher, which was an acceptable career for a nice middle-class girl while waiting for that all-important proposal from the right man.”

He grinned. “I originally apprenticed with a carpenter.”

“So how did you end up in fashion?” I asked after the waiter took our order.

“I went to Peter Jones department store in Sloane Square to finish up some new cabinetry, and I got talking to one of the girls about doing window displays. She said there was a job going as a junior, and that was that. I abandoned my apprenticeship. My mum threatened to have a heart attack, and Dad considered disowning me, but I persevered. I loved doing the windows, and I kept getting promoted until I became a buyer for the menswear department.”

“Now it makes sense.” I nodded. “What made you leave Peter Jones?”

He made a face. “It’s so bloody stuffy. There are protocols to follow and traditions and changing anything is frowned upon. I wanted to make the mannequins livelier like the ones in your shop window, but the very idea was greeted with horror. I had this terrible feeling that if I stayed there too long, I’d never leave.”

I nodded sympathetically. “Well, working for Mary Quant is never boring,” I said. “She’s so full of new ideas that you never know what will happen next.”

“That’s why I took this job,” he said. “After fifteen years at Peter Jones I need all the excitement I can get.”

I quickly calculated how old he must be if he’d left school at sixteen and realized we were of a similar age.

“I can’t wait to get going,” I confided. “I hope we get some sample clothes to take with us rather than just photos.”

“Me too.” He picked up his knife and fork. “And maybe the fabric and color range as well. I loved Mary’s explanation of how she picks her colors.”

“She’s an amazing designer.”

The waiter returned with my stuffed peppers and Terry’s lamb chops and salad. I cut into my blackened red pepper filled with steaming fragrant rice and vegetables and we ate for a while without speaking.

“Any husband or boyfriend at home to worry about you traveling around the country with another man?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye.

“None. I’m completely unattached. How about you?”

“I’ve been engaged for a while. Cheryl’s not happy about me leaving London at all.”

“I promise I’ll take good care of you.” I paused. “Would it help if I met her?”

He grinned. “I think that would just make things worse. If she knew I was working with a fabulous blond bird dressed in the latest fashions, she’d never let me out of her sight.”

I found myself blushing and hurriedly finished my food. Terry ordered coffee and we chatted for a while about business things before we split the bill and he walked me back to Bazaar.

He shook my hand. “I’m really looking forward to working with you, Chrissie.”

“Me too, Terry.” I smiled up at him. He really was a nice man and reminded me of the cheeky, London-born photographers we often dealt with for Bazaar. “I’ll see you on Thursday at the office.”
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We were both present for the launch of the Ginger Group collection, which went really well. The models showed the clothes in their usual fun way and the photographers loved it, as did the press. Mary got her first British Vogue front cover on the strength of her Ginger Group designs and a four-page spread inside called “Young Ideas,” which displayed the new clothes in all their fabulousness. To no one’s surprise, several London department stores were eager to take the whole collection.

Terry and I set out for our journey crisscrossing the country, and I couldn’t have had a better traveling companion. He was funny, great at his job, and always treated me as an equal partner in the venture. Knowing he was engaged to Cheryl meant I could be myself and not worry about creating the right impression.

By the time we returned to London with around sixty boutiques and shops eager to sell the Ginger Group collection, we were firm friends. I’d really enjoyed being out of the shop and not having to cater to the ever-changing ideas of the Plunket Greenes. I’d felt more like myself—like the girl who’d gone to art college full of her own ideas—the sort of person other people respected.

Terry and I met up with Mary, APG, and Archie at South Molton Street to discuss our experiences and to give our final report.

To my surprise, Mary was slightly distracted, which was unusual. I glanced at Terry halfway through the meeting while Archie was enthusiastically talking and noticed he looked equally perplexed.

I cleared my throat. “Is everything all right, Mary? Did we miss something?”

“Oh!” She blinked at me. “No, everything’s wonderful. You both did a marvelous job.”

“She’s distracted because The Sunday Times just called,” Archie said with a smile. “She’s been given an international fashion award for ‘jolting England out of a conventional attitude toward clothes.’”

“That’s wonderful,” I said. “Congratulations and well deserved.”

“Absolutely,” Archie said heartily. “Jolly well done.”

APG nudged Mary. “You can put your award next to your Woman of the Year one on the mantelpiece.”

“I don’t know if they’ll actually give me something.” Mary looked flustered. “I hope there isn’t a big ceremony.”

“If there is, we’ll all be there to celebrate with you,” I said. “You survived being given the Dress of the Year by the Museum of Costume in Bath.”

“Which dress was that for?” Terry asked.

“It was called the Rex Harrison and inspired by his character Professor Higgins in My Fair Lady,” Mary said. “It was rather like a man’s long-line cardigan, but in the form of a button-down pinafore dress.”

“I loved that dress,” I said. “I actually own one.”

“This Sunday Times things is much bigger, though,” Mary said. “You all know how much I loathe publicity.”

“You seem to be dealing with it rather well recently, darling,” APG drawled. “After all, you are the face and name of the brand.”

“Surely dealing with it and enjoying it are two separate things?” I asked, looking pointedly at APG. “You’re brilliant at promotion, but most of us aren’t that good at blowing our own trumpets.”

“Fair point,” APG said. “Although, one has to note that I’m also an excellent trumpet player.”

I couldn’t help but laugh and the tension dissolved as APG discussed his latest efforts to form his own jazz band.

Eventually, Mary turned to me. “I’ve booked you and Terry into the Ritz for lunch to say thank you for everything you’ve done for me and the company.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Terry said. “I’ve never been there before.”

“Well, go off and enjoy yourselves on us,” APG said jovially. “And tomorrow we’ll get back to work. Mary has some very exciting news about the next Ginger Group collection.”

Terry flagged down a black cab and we were soon being ushered into the glorious surroundings of the Ritz dining room. Vast golden chandeliers hung from the ceilings providing a mellow glow over the white, starched tablecloths, glinting crystal, and gilded chairs. Champagne was produced immediately and we toasted each other, grinning like fools.

Presumably thanks to APG, there were no prices on the menu, which made both of us feel better about choosing exactly what we wanted rather than worrying about the cost. A pianist played in one corner, conversation was hushed, and the waiters appeared to glide over the carpet with uncanny speed.

“This is nice,” Terry said as we tucked into our starters. “We should do this more often.”

“You should bring Cheryl here,” I suggested. “She’d love it.”

“Ah, well, as to Cheryl.” He put down his knife. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you about her.”

“Don’t tell me she wants us to meet? You said she trusted you.”

“It’s not that,” Terry said. “It’s a bit of a long story.”

I stopped eating so that I could focus on his face. “Go on.”

He took a breath. “When I worked at Peter Jones there were a lot more women than men around. Young women.”

“And?”

“A lot of them were keen on going out with me, or setting me up with their sister or cousin or friend, or someone like that. It felt like I was constantly turning them down and sometimes it led to awkward situations when we had to keep working together.”

“Poor you.” I fake sighed. “Constantly pursued by a horde of women.”

“Not only the women. Some of the men thought I might incline their way, as I kept refusing to go out with anyone female.”

I wasn’t shocked by his comment. Running one of the most successful and fashionable boutiques in London meant I’d met all kinds of people with different sexual identities that would have sent my parents into apoplexy. As far as I was concerned, it was none of my business what people did together. When I didn’t say anything, Terry plowed on.

“I made Cheryl up. It stopped everyone asking me out.” He hesitated. “Once I’d started the lie, for as long as I worked at Peter Jones, I was stuck with it.”

“I see.”

“And when we were first introduced, I was so bowled over by how you look that I just said it automatically.”

“Makes sense.” I nodded, trying not to smile.

He reached across the table and took my hand. “The thing is, I want you to know the truth, because even if Cheryl did exist, I’d be ending the relationship.”

“Why is that?”

His grip tightened. “Because now I’ve met you, and I don’t want to pretend anymore.”




CHAPTER 16

Daphne

I picked up the roll of putty-colored fabric and examined it dubiously. I’d been called into the workroom for a fitting of one of the new Ginger Group designs, and I wasn’t quite sure what I was looking at.

“Does it really work as a dress fabric?” I asked the seamstress closest to me.

“It’s not the easiest thing to sew,” she said. “But Mary’s very keen on it, so we persevere.”

“What’s it even called?” I wrinkled my nose. “It has a strange, plasticky smell, and I think it will crinkle like a plastic bag when I walk.”

The seamstress concealed a smile as she turned to the sample garment laid out on the bench. “It’s polyvinyl chloride—PVC, for short.”

“I think it would be great for a tent,” I said. “But carry on.”

Mary had just come into the workroom and heard my last comment. “It is waterproof.”

“That’s … good,” I said cautiously as the seamstress helped me slide my arms into the sleeves of the sample garment. “What exactly am I wearing?”

“It’s a rain smock,” Mary said. “It buttons down the back.”

I did wonder how one was supposed to get in and out of the garment without a maid or an obliging husband, but I didn’t mention it out loud. Mary was a very tolerant employer, but in the design stage of the process she could be a little prickly if anyone suggested a change.

I looked at my reflection in the large mirror opposite the raised platform where I stood. The raincoat finished just around my knee. It had the Peter Pan collar Mary loved, gathered shoulder seams, and triangular darts over the bust to keep the fabric flat. It reminded me of something, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

“What’s it called?” I asked.

“Christoper Robin,” Mary said and suddenly it made sense. The design was remarkably similar to the little smocks Christopher Robin wore in the illustrations for A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh tales.

Mary buttoned me in and she and the seamstress discussed the fit while I turned patiently at their direction. It wasn’t until they removed the coat that I was able to examine the back. There were eight large copper-looking buttons concealed by a placket. The bound buttonholes seemed to be causing some issues and did look a little wonky.

“When we sew the buttonholes, the PVC tears. Or even worse, it melts and sticks to the foot,” the seamstress was saying to Mary.

“Your foot?” I joked. “Or the sewing machine’s?”

Neither of them laughed, which meant the problem really was serious. I closed my mouth and focused on the next garment, which was a warm red raincoat with a matching hat. I liked that one much better.

I put it on and struck a pose as Mary studied me intently.

“Yes,” she said almost to herself. “Daphne should do it.”

“Do what?” I asked.

“The photo shoot for Vogue. They want to feature the Wet Collection.”

“Oh! Because everything is waterproof.” I did a double take. “Did you just say you want me to model for Vogue?”

Mary smiled at me. “Yes, I did.”

“But what about Jean or Jill or Fern?” I asked desperately. “They’re professionals!”

“And so are you,” Mary countered.

“I’m jolly well not. Girls in my family aren’t supposed to have careers, just useless, unpaid occupations until the right man comes along and marries them.”

“And is that what you want?”

I held her gaze. “Not really.”

“Then try and think of yourself as a professional model. I want you to do the Vogue shoot and I’ll make sure you get paid handsomely.” She paused. “Being financially independent is a remarkable thing.”

I was already aware of that. Gwen was complaining that the monthly allowance Rupert gave her was barely enough to clothe herself decently and that all his money went to his stables. No one in my family knew I had my own bank account and that the balance was surprisingly healthy for a girl from a cash-strapped aristocratic family. At one point I’d foolishly offered to pay rent and Mummy had reacted with such horror that I’d never mentioned it again.

In the back of my mind, I liked to think that if there was ever a financial emergency in the family, I would be able to help out—not that it was a given they’d even take my ill-gotten wages. Earning a living was simply “not done” in my father’s eyes and smacked of “lowering one’s standards,” whatever that meant.

Mummy had even stopped pressing me to do the season, which was a relief. Although I suspect it was because Gwennie’s wedding had used up all their financial resources. I’d suggested a few cuts to the wedding plans but my parents had insisted they had to do the right thing, and Gwennie had simply wanted to impress Rupert’s very snobby family.

If I ever got married, I intended to visit the local registry office dressed in my Mary Quant finest and invite only the people I loved to the wedding breakfast afterward. I still hadn’t settled on a groom, but I was in no hurry. Not to be a show-off, but being a model meant that all sorts of men wanted to go out with me. I was far too busy working to have time to invest in a relationship. Although I did exchange the occasional postcard with Martin Murray as we both traveled the globe.

“Brian Duffy’s taking the photographs.” Mary was speaking, so I made myself concentrate.

“For the Vogue thing? Gosh, he’s a wonderful photographer. I’m sure he’ll even make me look glamorous.”

I hadn’t worked directly for him before, but I’d heard from the other girls that he was one of the good ones. You wouldn’t believe some of the lechers we had to deal with. Mary and APG always told us that if anyone made us feel uncomfortable on a set, then we should stop work. APG might be a gentleman, but he and George Kersten, the sales manager, could be quite menacing when called upon.

I didn’t have much time to worry about my suitability for the Vogue job because it was imminent. The delay in getting the PVC fabric to behave appropriately meant that the magazine was desperate for the shoot to take place and, as it was Mary’s first British Vogue cover, she was determined to make it happen as soon as possible.

I was hurried off to Duffy’s studio, and he was as pleasant as everyone had told me. He even answered all my questions about his photographic techniques, something I knew would help me improve my own photographs immensely. At his suggestion, I invested some of my savings in a better camera and several new lenses. I also wondered whether I could convince Mummy to let me use the old butler’s pantry as a darkroom rather than borrowing the facilities at Archie’s.

When I saw the shoot’s proofs a couple weeks later, I was secretly proud of myself. The outfit looked great, I had a huge Rolex GMT-Master watch on my wrist, and my face was in profile, meaning that even if my parents came across a copy of Vogue, they could pretend it wasn’t me to all their friends.

I put the money I earned from the job in the bank, treated Gwennie to lunch at the Savoy when she came to town, and listened to all her complaints about the country house that she was now supposed to call home. It sounded horrendous, and I was doubly glad that I’d so far resisted Mummy’s desire to marry me off to another impoverished peer.

The PVC fabric continued to enamor Mary and APG, and they decided to line the walls of their conservatory with the fabric. When Lord Snowdon—the former Tony Armstrong-Jones who’d married Princess Margaret—visited, he insisted on photographing Mary in one of her own raincoats in the space. APG told us later, very indiscreetly, that he’d left Mary and Tony to it and had gone out to the cinema. Later he’d heard that, during the shoot, Princess Margaret had called Tony every five minutes because she was convinced he was having an affair with Mary. He also said that his earlier decision to send the happy couple a pair of dueling pistols for their wedding present had been vindicated.

Mary wanted to launch the Wet Collection in Paris, and, as she always insisted on using her own models for shows, five of us were booked to accompany her.

Of course, Mary and Alexander had their usual flaming row about who was supposed to have ordered the specialist packing cases for the clothes when none arrived just before it was time to leave. The entire collection had to be packed into a variety of cardboard boxes and grocers crates and carried through the airport behind us like an extremely eccentric baggage train.

We progressed through London Airport like a circus arriving in town. APG and Mary went first, followed by George the sales manager. Behind him were us models, all looking our best. People gawped as we sashayed past in our scandalously short skirts, long boots, and piled-up hair. Behind us came the porters with all the boxes Mary hoped would still be allowed on the plane. It was something to behold and I wished I’d had my own camera out to record it.

It was Fern’s eighteenth birthday on the departure day. I’d already handed over her present a day earlier when we were practicing our run-through of the show. I’d bought her one of the tortoiseshell cases all the girls carried their makeup and hairpieces in, and she’d been thrilled. I knew she was beginning to earn good money modeling, but I suspected most of her income went to support her family, whom she rarely mentioned.
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Eventually, we arrived at the Hôtel de Crillon in Paris, where the show was going to take place, and were ushered into a huge suite with several bedrooms. Fern and I decided to share and happily piled our luggage on the vast double bed. As she’d never been to Paris before, I took her on a quick tour of the major sights before we had to get to work.

Fern was in awe that I spoke passable French and that I knew my way around the city. It was quite an odd experience, as I’d swear we were stared at more than the Eiffel Tower. Even in a city as chic as Paris, our Chelsea-girl look stood out. One girl even asked if we were part of a pop group like the Beatles—a group I hadn’t heard of, but that Fern was enraptured by.

Fern explained that the Beatles were from Liverpool, and that they were the best-looking boys ever. She told me that if I wanted to go to a London concert with her and her sister, she’d get me a ticket. Amused by the fact that they’d put Fern in a tizzy, I agreed that, in the unlikely event that they ever made it to the city, I’d go and see them. She then told me that they were already becoming famous in the US, and that if I saw them, I’d be screaming along with all the other girls.

When we got back to the hotel, she produced a music magazine with the image of four smiling mop-topped boys in collarless suits. I agreed that they were handsome and soon she wouldn’t stop talking about her favorite Beatle, John.

Later, we began to prepare for the show. The room Mary had booked on the ground floor of the hotel seemed rather too grand for us. It had huge chandeliers, marble walls, and gilded furniture that would be difficult to navigate if we performed our usual freewheeling show. I noticed both APG and Mary looked doubtful when I went past them on my way to the staging area where we would change our outfits.

John Cowan, who often photographed Mary’s clothes, intended to make a film of the show, and he was there during our rehearsal, attempting to line up his shots.

Mary gathered us together for a chat and explained that the show would be done in our usual style and accompanied by the high-tempo jazz music she preferred, with no concession to the grandness of our surroundings.

“I threw everything into this collection, and I want you all to have fun with it,” she said. “I don’t know how well it will go down with the grandees of Paris, but at least we’ll have made them bloody look at us.”

We all cheered. I’d never seen Mary so fired up, and I was determined to do my absolute best to make the show a hit. Jill said that because Paris Fashion Week had just ended, every important person in international fashion was still in the city. Ernestine Carter from The Sunday Times, a terrifyingly influential woman, was determined to make them all show up for our little show. I was surprised Mary wasn’t sick with nerves.

We all watched from the back as the seats began to fill up with fashion’s finest. Jill, who knew everyone, helped identify each face. Mary had provided champagne to help liven the atmosphere, but as far as I could see, no one was actually drinking it. John Cowan roamed the room taking photographs of people, but they seemed unnerved by the experience. It was the only time I’d ever seen Ernestine Carter look a little flustered.

The atmosphere was more royal visit or funeral than joyous fling and became more fraught when Lady Dixon, the wife of the British ambassador, was ushered in to take her seat. Mary blanched and turned to APG.

He held up his hands and whispered, “She’s the sister of one of my aunts! I couldn’t stop her turning up!”

Eventually, when the audience were settled, the lights went down, and loud pretaped jazz filled the room. Dee Wells, a little girl Mary had borrowed from her mother for the show, stepped out into the spotlight wearing a shiny, mock-crocodile, batwing top over black tights, her hair loose down her back. She skipped down the runway at some speed.

I was supposed to go behind her, so I started out, moving so quickly, weaving between the chairs, that I didn’t see much of the audience other than the occasional confused blur of open mouths. I might’ve heard a few gasps. I had no idea how things were going or what effect Mary’s unorthodox way of showing her collection would have on the foreign journalists who had never seen anything like it before.

John was everywhere with his camera, capturing the models’ cartwheels, jumps, skips, and even the splits. There was no set way of presenting the clothes and we all did our own thing and had fun. One of the girls licked a lollipop, although I don’t know how she didn’t choke considering the speed we were moving at.

We showed sixty outfits in fifteen minutes, and it was enormous fun. As the last girl left the runway and the lights came up, there was a stunned silence. We peered through the curtains as everyone stood en masse and left as if they were rushing to get to the fire exits after a catastrophe.

Mary sighed. “Well, I suppose it was a risk.”

“It doesn’t mean they didn’t like it,” I said. “Maybe because they’re foreign, they need more time to … digest what they saw.”

Mary didn’t look convinced. She glanced over at APG. “I might come back with you to London tonight, after all.”

“Don’t be silly,” APG said. “You need to be here in the morning to meet all the new buyers and the press.”

“No one will turn up.” Mary made a face. “I’ve finally made a collection that everyone hates.”

He patted her shoulder. “Chin up, darling. Remember, bad publicity is sometimes better than good.”

Mary turned to address the models. “Thank you for all your efforts. I’ve booked dinner for everyone in our suite tonight.” She half smiled. “We’ve got quite a lot of champagne to get through, so don’t be late.”

Later that night when Fern and I were tucked up together in our vast bed, I was just about to put the light out when she started speaking.

“Do you really think it was a flop?”

“Too early to tell,” I tried to reassure her. “Remember, most of them have never seen anything quite like a Mary Quant fashion show. Usually, models walk slowly along a dais and pause occasionally to turn around while an announcer tells the audience what they’re wearing.”

“I’ve done a couple of those,” Fern said. “They weren’t half as much fun as this.”

“Oh! Are you getting other jobs? That’s marvelous! Well done, you.”

“Bailey recommended me to Donovan, and they both seemed to like me,” Fern said shyly. “It’s nice to talk to someone who isn’t posh.” She paused. “Not that I’m getting at you, Daphne. You’re great.”

“I can’t help being posh.” I smiled.

“I’m trying to change my accent,” Fern said in a rush. “I don’t want to sound common.”

“I think you sound perfect just the way you are,” I said, and yawned. “Shall I turn out the light? I’m exhausted.”

The next morning, Mary and George, who was deputizing for APG who had returned to London, set out the clothes from the show on rails in the largest room in the suite. Potential buyers were expected to come through the day after a show to make purchases or orders. Shirley and Margaret were manning the phones in case journalists needed quotes or photographs of the items.

It was eerily quiet, and Mary looked like a ghost. “No one’s going to turn up,” she said as she drank her coffee. “Alexander told me I was taking things a bit too far.”

“It’s experimental design,” I reminded her. “You’re the first person to make beautiful clothes out of a new and exciting fabric. There are bound to be a few hiccups along the way.”

As I finished speaking the phone rang, and Margaret picked it up. The second phone rang and then we were off. Soon, buyers, journalists, and fashion’s finest were fighting to get appointments to see the clothes.

I was pressed into service because I could speak French. I had to attempt to organize the line to see the collection, stop fights breaking out, and prevent anyone running off with any of the samples.

By the end of the day, I was worn out, and it was obvious that the Wet Collection was an enormous hit. Despite Mary’s calm demeanor I knew her well enough by now to tell that she was elated and exhausted in equal measures.

We prepared to leave Paris like the conquering heroes we were and swaggered through the airport wearing items from the collection, which made our return journey even more flamboyant than our departure.

When I returned home, I had a postcard from Martin telling me he’d seen my Vogue cover and had bought a copy for his sister, who was a real fashionista. He also said he’d be in London soon, hoped to take me out for dinner, and would call to make firm arrangements.

Over the next few weeks, orders flooded in for the new clothes, hundreds of articles were written, and photographs of the show and the designs covered most of Europe’s fashion pages.

I took a few days off to travel down to see Gwennie, who was pregnant and suffering from terrible morning sickness. Rupert had returned to his regiment, and she didn’t expect to see him for months, which struck me as unfortunate. I suggested she come and stay with us in London, but she said she had enough to do at home and didn’t want Mummy fussing over her.

She swore me to secrecy about her condition, and I was so used to keeping secrets from my parents by now that I didn’t even blink. They still had no idea I’d been on the cover of Vogue or that I’d modeled in the most outrageous fashion show of the year. They were still waiting for me to stop being silly and settle down into the life they wanted for me.

I already knew I was never going back to that small, cloistered existence narrowed by class and old-fashioned expectations that no longer applied to me. I was a successful model, I earned my own living, and I’d developed a passion for photography that would never leave me.

Working for Mary had exposed me to so many different kinds of people that I felt I understood the world in a way my parents never would. Their world was changing, and try as they might, they wouldn’t be able to stop it. My journey was just beginning, and I was old enough to embrace the crazy, chaotic, fun place Mary inhabited and make it my own.
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“Darling,” my mother called down the stairs to me as I came into the hall. “There’s someone here to see you.”

I left my bags at the bottom of the stairs for the butler, took off my coat, and went up to the drawing room. To my complete horror, Martin was standing next to my mother, a glass of something in his hand.

“This young man telephoned the house for you, dear, and I took it upon myself to invite him for drinks this evening.” Mummy smiled at me. “Your father will be along shortly.”

Martin came over and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Daphne, you look well.”

“Thank you,” I stammered, looking wildly between him and my mother. “I didn’t think you’d be here until later in the week.”

“I got in earlier than anticipated, and I handed over my final reports yesterday. When your mother suggested I come over this evening for drinks, I thought it might be nice to surprise you.”

“Well.” I attempted a laugh as my mother handed me a glass of sherry. “I’m definitely surprised.”

His expression changed. “Hopefully in a good way?”

“Oh! Absolutely. Cheers!” I took a gulp of the sweet sherry Mummy favored and abruptly sat down.

“So, what do you do, Martin?” Mummy asked.

“I work in the diplomatic service, my lady. I’ve just finished up a posting in the USA.” He glanced my way. “That’s where I met Daphne.”

Mummy looked confused and he continued, “At the British embassy in Washington at the fashion show.”

“When Daphne was … working?” Mummy asked tentatively. “She does so love jaunting off all over the world with her little friends.” She laughed. “I can’t wait for her to settle down and do something useful with her life.”

“Like arrange some flowers?” I asked. “Or sit on a charity committee?”

She cast me a reproving look. “You can’t keep prancing around in strange clothes and showing off to strangers forever, darling.” She turned to Martin. “Have you seen what she wears sometimes? It’s quite shocking.”

“I always think Daphne looks splendid,” Martin said. “The cover she did for Vogue was extraordinary.”

“Vogue?” Mummy sounded like he’d said the Daily Mirror.

“You must have seen it, it’s been everywhere.” He smiled at me. “My sister asked if you could sign her copy.”

“I’d love to,” I assured him. “It was great fun to shoot the cover.”

“Perhaps you can tell me all about it over dinner,” Martin suggested, and then turned to my mother. “If that’s all right with you, Lady Hyde-Smythe? I promise I’ll bring her back before midnight.”

I shot to my feet. “What a great idea! I’ll just get my coat.”
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He took me to a small Italian restaurant near Bank Station where he was obviously well known and slipped easily into speaking Italian with a skill I admired.

“How many languages do you speak?” I asked.

“Well? Spanish, French, Italian, German, and Portuguese. I have a smattering of a few others including Japanese. I just have an ear for it. It’s very helpful in my career.”

“I bet it is.” I opened my large, checked napkin and set it on my knee. “I’m adequate at French due to my governess, but that’s about it.”

We ordered big glasses of red wine, and a plateful of garlic bread arrived with a bottle containing two liquids.

“What’s this for?” I examined it.

“It’s olive oil and balsamic vinegar. When you upend the bottle the two mix together and you can dip your bread in it.”

I followed his lead and discovered it was blissful. “I don’t think my parents have ever tried Italian food outside of Italy.”

“I try and find out about the local cuisine wherever I go,” Martin said. “I like to cook but finding some of the ingredients in this country is difficult. You can only buy olive oil in the chemist’s in a tiny bottle here.”

“Which is a terrible shame,” I agreed. “Why don’t you go ahead and order for both of us? I’m willing to try anything.”

“Anything?” Martin raised an eyebrow. “How about sea creatures?”

“That depends on what they are.”

We finished the garlic bread so quickly, Martin ordered more and then spent some time chatting with the restaurant owner about our food choices. I loved the sound of the Italian language and wished I’d learned it instead of boring old French.

“I hope you didn’t mind me accepting your mother’s invitation to drinks,” Martin said during a pause between courses.

“Not at all!” I said brightly.

He held my gaze, his mouth quirking up at one corner. “Are you sure about that? You looked like a deer in the headlights.”

“I didn’t think she’d let you in the door,” I confessed. “It was just a surprise.”

“She said you’d never brought a young man home before.”

“Why would I?” I asked. “No one deserves to be scrutinized by my parents about their ‘suitability’ to go out with me. To be frank, I’m amazed you passed muster.”

“I did mention that I’d been one of Rupert’s groomsmen,” Martin said. “Lady Hyde-Smythe said she remembered me.”

“Invoking Rupert’s name was a masterstroke,” I said. “She adores him and his family connections.”

His brow creased. “Did I say the wrong thing? I was trying to get on her good side so that she wouldn’t object to me seeing you.”

“You’re a diplomat, of course you did the right thing,” I said. “I just don’t think her approval is necessary for me to go out with you.”

“You have to admit that it makes things a lot easier.”

I stopped attempting to wind my spaghetti on my fork. “For whom? You?”

He sat back. “It seems that in trying to get along with your parents, I’ve managed to offend you.”

“I’m not offended. It’s just that my mother sees my entire future through the lens of the sort of man I’m supposed to marry. If she approves of you—which she seems to—then what does that mean for me?”

“Are you saying that you’d choose not to see me just because your parents approve of your choice?”

“Of course not. It’s just a bit strange.” I stared down at my plate and took a deep breath. “But I’m not a complete idiot. I still like you.”

I felt him relax. “Well, that’s the important thing, I suppose.”

“You suppose?”

I looked up and he smiled at me and I couldn’t help but smile back.

“I’m sorry. I’m behaving very badly,” I confessed. “It’s just that I’ve tried so hard not to find the sort of man my parents would approve of, and I’ve ended up with you.”

He burst out laughing, grabbed my hand, and kissed my palm. “That’s my girl.”




CHAPTER 17

Fern

1964

I only discovered that the Wet Collection might be having problems when I was preparing for a photo shoot one morning in Mary’s workroom. The clothes had just come in from the manufacturer, and normally Mary’s designs fitted well and were exquisitely made. But when I zipped up the raincoat I was meant to try on first, there was a horrible ripping sound.

I froze. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No.” Chrissie, who was helping manage the Ginger Group for Mary, made a face. “This has been happening all morning. Apparently, PVC is hell to sew. Every time you apply pressure to the fabric, the seams rip. Even if they’ve been bonded.”

“That won’t be great in the rain,” I said as I carefully unzipped the coat. I spotted the tear near the bottom of the zip immediately and pointed it out to Chrissie. “There it is.”

“Great.” She looked over at Mary and APG, who had appeared in the workroom. “This isn’t going to work. We need better and stronger samples.”

Mary frowned. “We’ve been over this with the manufacturer about a hundred times. I’m not sure what else I can say.”

“Well, you can’t send out garments that rip the moment you do them up,” Chrissie said. “Isn’t it better to delay for a while and make sure things come out right?”

“We’ve got a huge amount of orders for this collection,” Mary said. “We can’t default on them.”

APG cleared his throat. “Not default, Mary, merely delay. We’ll work out the problems. We always do.”

Mary sighed. “Fine, I’ll talk to the manufacturers.” She picked up the samples and headed for the door. “I don’t know when I’ll be back, so I won’t need you today, Fern.”

I was torn between being glad to have an unexpected day off and sad that I wouldn’t get paid. I was earning good money, but I wasn’t convinced it would last. At some point someone would realize I didn’t have a clue what I was doing, and I’d be kicked back to the council estate and trying to find a job in Woolies.

Daphne showed me how to set up a bank account, and now I had a checkbook and everything. I still paid Mum rent and made sure she didn’t want for anything. She was so proud of me she could burst. I’d also used money to bribe Julie to stay away from her boyfriend occasionally. It didn’t always work, because he was a nice enough lad who obviously cared for Julie. I kept trying to tell her that getting pregnant at sixteen wasn’t a great idea, but I’m not sure she was willing to listen to me.

Dad refused to accept anything except the occasional fish and chip supper. I’d started to avoid him because he glowered and muttered things about me “getting above my station,” whatever that meant. He didn’t seem to understand that no one cared where you came from or how you spoke anymore as long as you were grooving to the same beat.

“Fern?”

I looked over and saw the Boyd sisters, Pattie and Jenny, who both modeled for Mary, beckoning to me. I gathered my stuff and went over to them. “Did you come for the shoot? Mary just canceled it.”

“We heard,” Pattie said. “Which means there’s something else we can do.” She glanced at her sister. “Shall we tell her?”

“Yes, let’s!” Jenny grinned at me. “She’s with Cherry, isn’t she?”

Cherry Marshall was the agent Daphne had helped me sign on with. Cherry assisted with casting calls and other projects. She took a small percentage of my earnings, but it was worth it for the quality of the jobs I was being offered now.

“Last week Cherry sent me on a casting call at the Park Lane Hilton with Richard Lester.” Pattie paused impressively.

Even though I had no idea who he was, I nodded as if I did.

“The film director,” Pattie, who wasn’t easily fooled, said. “He wanted me to audition for a top-secret project. I was a bit concerned because I’m not an actress, but he assured me there wasn’t much to the part and he thinks I’d be great in it.”

“Of course you will,” I said automatically.

“Cherry asked me if I knew anyone else who could be in the thing.” She glanced at her sister. “Jenny’s chickened out, but what do you think?”

“Will I get paid?”

“Yes.” Pattie grinned at me. “If you’re game, meet me just before one o’clock under the clock at Paddington Station today. I’ll bring Jenny’s costume for you to change into.”

I went off and had lunch in one of the coffee bars the models preferred, ignored several men trying to chat me up or look up my skirt, and decided to get the tube to Paddington. It was always busy at the station and today was no exception. There was no sign of a camera crew. I found Pattie and she took me to the ladies’ loo and handed over a carrier bag.

“Hurry up and get changed and I’ll meet you under the clock.”

I put on the long gray pinafore dress, white button-down shirt, striped tie, and over-the-knee socks and immediately looked about twelve again. I made sure to cover everything up with my coat and went to join Pattie and two other girls who both looked vaguely familiar. A young man with glasses arrived and told us to follow him to one of the platforms where two trains sat idle.

We boarded the second one, entered the compartment he pointed out, and were left alone as the train slowly chugged out of the station. Ten minutes out of London the train stopped again and I stuck my head out of the window to see what was going on. Suddenly, a lot of people got on with cameras, props, large boxes, and all kinds of stuff. We all looked at each other.

“I wonder if that’s the film crew?” Pattie asked.

“Why on earth didn’t they get on in London?” I wondered.

“They did say it was top-secret,” one of the other girls said. “I can’t wait to find out what the film’s about. We look like we’re auditioning for St. Trinian’s.”

We didn’t have to wait much longer to find out. A balding man dressed in black opened the sliding door and smiled at us.

“Ladies! So good of you to join us!” He stood back. “The boys wanted to come in and say hello.”

Four young men dressed in suits came in and my jaw dropped.

“All right?” The cutest one smiled. “I’m Paul, this is Ringo, and that’s George, and John.”

I couldn’t have spoken if my life depended on it. We were on a train with the Beatles!

Pattie, who was slightly older than me, looked quite composed as she shook their hands. “Is this a Beatles movie?” she asked.

“Yeah.” George looked at her and kept staring. “We needed some gorgeous birds to sing to, and I see they found us some.”

I giggled like a ten-year-old. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from John, who’d always been my favorite Beatle. He made less effort to talk than the others and seemed keen to leave, which was slightly disappointing.

It didn’t take me long to start chatting away to Paul, who was incredibly sweet, and Ringo, who made terrible jokes all the time. As they had heavy Liverpudlian accents I didn’t make any effort to change my Cockney accent, and somehow, we all understood each other.

The older man, whom Paul told me was the director Richard Lester, appeared in the doorway and clapped his hands. “Time to get to work, boys and girls. Come with me to the baggage car.”

Three of us models had to stand outside the metal cage in the baggage car and stare at the boys, who’d been imprisoned inside as they sang. Pattie managed to get the best seat inside the cage and had the time of her life. I even managed to get a few words out of John and asked him and the others to sign my autograph book.

By the end of the very long day, I’d been sung to by the Beatles several times, learned a lot about the film industry, and been warned repeatedly not to tell anyone what I’d been doing.

The boys and the crew left the train before it got back to London and us four girls were left to contemplate our extraordinary day. Pattie seemed quite distracted and I asked if she was all right.

“George asked me out.” She bit her lip.

We all gasped, and Pattie blushed. “Actually, he asked me to marry him, and when I laughed, he said, ‘Well, how about coming out to dinner with me instead, then?’”

“And what did you say?”

She made a face. “I turned him down.”

“Why?”

“Because I already have a boyfriend.” She looked at us. “Do you think I made a mistake?”

We all nodded in unison.

“Perhaps we’ll see him again if they do more filming?” I suggested, not very hopefully.

“I doubt he’ll ask me again,” Pattie said. “He’s one of the Beatles. Every girl in the world would want to go out with him.”

It was incredibly hard keeping the news to myself, when all I wanted to do was tell Julie and Daphne, but I knew it was important to stay quiet. Ten days after the filming ended, Cherry called and said that they were going to do a press call with us four girls.

We arrived at the press call and were told to dress in the school uniforms we’d worn for the filming. Then we had to stand behind a Beatle and pretend to do his hair. I got to stand behind Paul, and he was as lovely as usual to me.

Pattie was behind George and, as I knew she’d hurriedly dumped her boyfriend, I wasn’t surprised when she told me later that George had asked her out for dinner again and she’d accepted.

I went home in something of a daze. John Lennon had kissed my cheek and wished me all the best. He hadn’t asked me out, but I knew I’d never be washing my face again.

I couldn’t keep a secret to save my life. If I told Julie I was in the film, it would be all around Stepney by the time I finished talking. I ended up telling Daphne, because she wasn’t the biggest Beatles fan, and I knew she would keep my news to herself. One day during our lunch break I told her about my amazing day out filming on the train. To my surprise she was thrilled to be in the know and pestered me for all the details.

“You can’t tell anyone,” I said. “I don’t think I’ll even be credited in the film, so no one’s going to know it’s me.”

“I promise I won’t tell a soul,” Daphne said, and waggled her fingers at me. “Guides’ honor.”

I didn’t mention that Pattie was going out with George. That wasn’t my business.

“Did that John person—the one you like—say anything to you?” Daphne asked.

“He did give me a hug and a kiss when the filming ended,” I said. “But he certainly didn’t ask me out.”

“How could he?” Daphne asked. “He’s married.”

I put down my cup. “Married? Says who?”

Daphne suddenly looked guilty and fiddled with her teaspoon. “Gosh, I didn’t know it wasn’t public knowledge.”

“How do you know such a thing?” I tried to stop looking like I was devastated.

“Well, I was with Mary the other day when Mr. Lennon came in with his manager, Mr. Epstein. He’d bought one of the leather caps Mary designed for the last Ginger Group show and he’d come to pick it up. While he was chatting to Mary, he said that his wife, Cynthia”—Daphne lowered her voice—“wanted the Christopher Robin smock.”

“The one you modeled?”

“Yes. Mary asked me to put it on and show Mr. Lennon how it looked with the matching hat. He bought it for her and Mary promised to deliver it to their home as soon as it became available.”

“She might be in for a long wait. That Wet Collection is causing all kinds of problems.” I let out a breath. “Well, that’s blown my chances of being Mrs. John Lennon.”

Daphne looked sympathetic. “To be honest, Fern, I think you’ve had a lucky escape. He wasn’t very nice to anyone.”

I caught the bus home. I was relieved I didn’t have to worry about blurting out my secret over the kitchen table, as Julie was out with her boyfriend, Mum was at the shops, and only Dad was there to greet me when I came in. Not that he bothered to be sociable. He looked briefly up at me, grunted, and then returned his attention to the betting columns in the newspaper.

“Would you like a cuppa, Dad?” I asked as I filled the kettle and set it on the gas hob.

“No thanks. I’m going out.”

“Mum said to remind you to leave her money for the gas man.” I got out a cup and saucer and set them beside the kettle.

“I thought you were paying all the bills these days, Miss High and Mighty.”

I took the milk out of the fridge. “I try and help out when I can, Dad. It’s the least I can do.”

“Yeah, you should be bloody grateful that I took you on,” he muttered.

I turned to face him. “What?”

He scowled. “I said you should be grateful. If I’d known your mum was up the duff, I would’ve turned around and left instead of asking her to marry me.”

Coldness seeped through me, paralyzing my thoughts and my movements. I tried to make sense of what he was saying and swallowed hard.

“You’re not my dad?”

He couldn’t even look at me, his face closed off, his body tense as he rose to his feet and stuck the paper in his back pocket.

“Dad?” My voice was cracking but he didn’t seem to care.

He shrugged. “Thought it was about time you knew the truth. No daughter of mine would be parading herself onstage like a tart. You must have got that from your real dad, or your mother.”

The kettle whistled, making us both jump, and I hurriedly shut off the gas. By the time I turned around, he was gone, the front door crashing shut behind him. I made a pot of tea because it gave me something to do while my mind raced like a mad thing.

Was it true? How come Mum hadn’t told me herself? I poured the tea, forgetting the strainer, and added far too much milk. I sipped the pale brew and tried to stop my hands shaking long enough to light a cigarette.

The front door opened and Mum came through into the kitchen, her hands full of shopping bags. She was already complaining about something, but I couldn’t make sense of the words.

Eventually, she stopped chatting and looked at me. “What’s wrong, luv? Don’t tell me you’ve lost your job, I couldn’t bear it.”

I swallowed hard. “Dad just told me I wasn’t his daughter.”

She sat down heavily on the chair opposite me. “Bloody hell. Why’d he go and do that for, then?”

“Is it true?”

She met my gaze. “Yeah, luv, it is.”

“And you didn’t think to bloody mention it in the last eighteen years?”

“I never thought it would come up.”

I stubbed out my cigarette. “Well, it has and I’d like to know the truth.”

She took off her coat and hung it up on the hook in the hall before returning to the kitchen. Weariness poured off her and showed in her face as I made her a cup of tea and waited for her to speak.

“I was fifteen when I had you, Dawn. Life was tough, and I did the best I could to give you a father who’d stick around.”

“Dad—I mean your husband—said he didn’t know you were pregnant, or he would never have married you. Is that true?”

“Well, that’s a filthy lie for starters. He knew. We were going out when it happened.” Mum crossed her arms. “I told him, and he said he’d take care of me.”

“What did happen?”

She looked away. “Nothing good, luv. I got into a bit of a pickle with a married man who wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“Someone … forced you?” I tried to swallow as sickness crept up my throat.

“Yeah, well, that’s why I didn’t want you to know.” She made a face. “I ended up with a black eye and two busted ribs before I stopped fighting.”

“Did you go to the police?”

“Don’t be silly. Like they’d believe me? They’d say I led him on and that I deserved what I got.” She lit a cigarette. Her hands were shaking as badly as mine. “Neil knew what happened and said he’d marry me anyway.”

“That’s not what he told me.”

She reached over and patted my hand. “He’s hurting, luv. He’s the man of the house, he can’t get a job, and there you are getting paid to model clothes none of us can afford.”

“At least I’m earning money,” I said stiffly. “He’s not even trying!”

“He’s never done anything but work on the docks,” she pointed out. “And he doesn’t know how to learn something new.”

“Then he’s a fool,” I said. “And none of that is my fault anyway.”

“I didn’t say it was, Dawn, but this is his house, and he deserves our respect.”

“Respect?” I stared at her. “Why are you on his side? What about me?”

“You’re doing all right, luv. He isn’t.”

I snatched my hand back from under hers. “He called me a tart and said I was just like my father.”

She winced. “I’m sorry he said that.”

“But not sorry enough to tell him to knock it off?”

“Oh, don’t you worry, I’ll be having a few words with him when he gets home.” She sucked hard on her cigarette and a load of ash fell from the tip onto the formica tabletop. “There was no need for him to say that and upset you.”

“He wanted to upset me,” I said. “He’s been dying to tell me he’s not my dad ever since I started doing well at my job.” I stood up, washed my cup in the sink, and put it on the draining board. “I can’t stay here if he hates me.”

“Don’t be like that, Dawn. We’ll sort it all out. I’ll tell him we need your money.”

“I’m not sure we can sort it out, Mum.” I made a quick decision. “I have to go out. I’ll take my key.”

I phoned Daphne from a phone box, and she suggested we meet in the King’s Road coffee shop near Bazaar. I realized I hadn’t cried, and that everything still felt rather unreal. When I got to the shop, I grabbed a table near the window. A few minutes later I saw Daphne arrive in a taxi. She was tall, thin, blond, effortlessly chic, and wore Mary’s clothes like they were made especially for her.

She was also the kindest and most generous person I’d ever met. Some of the other models could get a bit catty, especially if I was booked for a job they’d been after. I’d also heard them laugh at my “common accent” behind my back. Just because most of them were posh, didn’t mean they were better than me. I was beginning to believe I was good at my job and a lot of that was thanks to Daphne.

All the men in the Fantasie stared avidly at Daphne as she weaved through the tables, but she didn’t see anyone but me.

“Fern, are you all right? You sounded quite upset on the phone.” She took off her scarf and coat and sat down opposite me.

“I didn’t know who else to call,” I confessed. “I need to leave home.”

“Oh dear.” She blinked at me. “I thought you and your mum were great pals?”

“I thought so too, but she’ll support him, I just know it.”

“Did you have a row with your parents?” Daphne paused to smile at the waiter who appeared with her coffee. “Thank you.”

“Mainly with … him, but Mum didn’t help.” I tried to think how to tell Daphne what she needed to know without revealing I was illegitimate. “He thinks I’m earning money by parading around like a tart.”

“He sounds a bit like my father. He’s too embarrassed for words,” Daphne said. “If anyone dares ask him what I do, he simply pretends not to know anything about it.”

“I can’t live with him no more. I want to get my own place,” I blurted. “On the wages I’m making, I can afford to leave.”

Daphne looked at me for a long moment. “Are you quite certain things can’t be mended?”

I nodded.

“Then I have a suggestion for you,” Daphne said. “Do you know Chrissie?”

“From Bazaar?”

“That’s the one. She rents a flat from Archie McNair right above this shop. I know it has two bedrooms and that she lives alone. I’m sure if I asked her nicely, she’d consider taking you on as a tenant.”

“That would be great.” Relief flooded through me with such force I wanted to cry. “Thank you.”

Daphne smiled. “Just between you and me, Chrissie has a very nice boyfriend. I think it’s serious, so she might be moving out herself in a while.”

“I don’t think I could afford the rent all by myself,” I said nervously.

“You wouldn’t have to.” She grinned at me. “The reason I know all about Chrissie’s flat is because I was thinking about moving in there myself. If you take the room now, I can join you when Chrissie moves out.”

“That seems unfair, if you found it first,” I said.

“I think I’m in a better position than you are right now, Fern,” Daphne said. “My parents haven’t done anything that awful to me, so I can afford to wait awhile.”

“I bet your dad hasn’t called you a tart.”

“Not to my face,” Daphne said, her expression serious. “But if he did, I think I’d want to move out, too.”

“I’d love to share a flat with you,” I said.

“Ditto!” Daphne grinned at me. “We’ll have such fun!” She glanced at her watch. “Why don’t we go and find Chrissie and ask her what she thinks? I know she was popping into Bazaar this evening, so if we run, we’ll find her there. The sooner you have a safe place to go, the sooner you can leave.”

To my amazement, Chrissie needed almost no persuading to take me on as a roommate. She jokingly said that she knew where I worked and how much money I made modeling for Mary, so she was sure I could afford the rent. I thanked her profusely, but she waved my gratitude aside and wouldn’t even take a deposit on the room. She also said I could move in as soon as I liked.

“Right,” said Daphne after Chrissie gave me her spare key. “Let’s go and take a look.”

We walked back to the Fantasie, and up the stairs past the photography studio to the flat at the top, which was larger than I’d expected.

“Mary and Chrissie used to rent this together when they first started Bazaar,” Daphne said. “And before that, it belonged to Archie.” She opened up the second bedroom door, which contained nothing except a bed, a chest of drawers, and a wardrobe. “This must have been Mary’s room, although I don’t think she spent much time here as she was practically living at APG’s mother’s house in Chelsea.”

“She lived with him before they got married?” I paused in my exploration of the room, which was bigger than mine at home and didn’t have my sister in it. “My parents would’ve had a fit.”

“I think that’s why she pretended she lived here with Chrissie,” Daphne said. “It certainly wasn’t the done thing at all.”

We walked back into the living room, which was attached to the open-plan kitchen. Everything was very neat and orderly and put away, giving me very little sense of Chrissie.

“It’s very nice,” I said.

Daphne was still looking around. “Chrissie has been away for a few months promoting the Ginger Group, maybe that’s why there aren’t many things around. When we live here, I think we can make it much nicer.”

“I can’t wait.” I looked at my new key, which meant so much more than a piece of metal. It would open new doors for me, take me away from my old life, and most importantly, stop me having to worry about pleasing a man who wasn’t my father. I might be a bastard, but at least I had my pride, my work, and my friends.

When I got back to the flat, Dad still hadn’t returned, Mum was fuming, and Julie was sulking because she thought I’d been out enjoying myself without her. I gathered my courage and sat them both down while I made a pot of tea.

“Did you tell Julie?” I asked Mum as I handed her a cuppa.

“Of course not!” Mum looked affronted. “It’s not her business.”

I turned to Julie. “Your dad told me that I wasn’t his kid and that he didn’t want anything to do with me.”

“Dawn … that’s not fair, he—”

“Mum was pregnant when she got married and I’m the result.” I ignored Mum’s feeble attempt to defend her husband and focused on Julie.

Julie looked at Mum. “Bloody hell!”

“I can’t stay here when he hates me,” I continued. “And to be honest, I can’t bear to look at him anymore.”

Mum started to speak and I glared at her. “He doesn’t want me around. He made that quite clear. So I’m moving out.”

Julie burst into tears. “You can’t just … go. What am I going to do without you?”

“We’ll still see each other,” I said. “And you’ll get the bedroom all to yourself.”

“I don’t care about that.” She sobbed even harder. “You’ve always been there for me. I don’t want you to go. Mum, tell her to stay. Say that Dad’s wrong, and that he has to apologize and make things right.”

We both looked at Mum. “I can’t tell him what to do in his own house, Julie. He has a right to his opinion.” She bit her lip.

“That’s why I can’t stay.” I looked at Julie. “Do you get it now? He doesn’t want me around, because I make him feel inadequate.”

“What’s that mean?” Julie wrinkled her nose. “All these big words you’re using these days.”

“I make him feel like a failure,” I explained. “Because I’m earning money and he isn’t.”

“But that’s not your fault. He should be grateful you’re making up his wages,” Julie said.

“He’s a man, luv,” Mum said. “It’s all about his pride.”

“His pride can get knotted.” Julie shot to her feet and glared at Mum. “If you make Dawn go, I’ll do my best to leave as soon as I can as well.”

She slammed her chair and walked out of the kitchen and into the hall beyond. Seconds later, the bedroom door banged shut behind her. Mum and I looked at each other.

“Now look what you’ve done,” she said. “Upsetting your little sister.”

I stood up and glared at her. “That’s right, Mum, blame me because you don’t have the balls to disagree with that man.” There was no point in trying to argue. She’d chosen her side and who could blame her? “Don’t worry about money. I’ll still send you something even though I’m not here anymore. I don’t want you to suffer because of Neil’s bad choices.”

“He’s still your dad, Dawn.” Mum looked at me. “He brought you up. The least you could do is put up with him for a little while longer. He’ll be fine once he gets a new job.”

“I’m grateful that he put up with me for all these years, but I can’t forgive him for turning on me and blaming me because he’s not working.” I tried to explain how I felt even though I knew it was useless. Mum was always going to stand by the man who’d taken her on when she was pregnant and afraid. “It’ll be better for you and Julie if I’m not here causing all these arguments.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Mum reached for a cigarette, and I realized I’d lost much more than Dad.

“I’ll keep out of his way until I’m gone.” I stood up and went into the kitchen with my cup. “I can move in right away, so it won’t be long.”

“Maybe it’s for the best.” Mum struck a match. “You can come round when he isn’t here and see us.”

She’d already accepted that I was gone. I’d always known she had a hard, pragmatic streak, but I’d never imagined it would be used against me. I tried not to cry as I wiped up the spilt tea on the countertop.

“My friend Daphne has a car and she’s offered to help me move my stuff. I’ll call her in the morning and ask if she can come as soon as possible.”

Mum nodded but didn’t say anything. I paused at my bedroom door and knocked before I went in. “Julie? Are you all right?”

She didn’t answer. I went in and found her curled up on her bed under her covers. Nothing I said made her want to talk to me. I could only hope that my desertion wouldn’t push her completely into the arms of her boyfriend and an early marriage. I sat on the end of her bed and patted where I thought her feet were.

“Promise me you’ll finish school, Julie?” I paused. “If you do, there’s something really exciting we’ll get to do together, but only if you stay till the end of the school year.”

There was no response, but I could tell by her stillness that she was listening.

“It’s the most amazing thing in the world,” I said, looking up at her posters of Paul McCartney and Mick Jagger pinned to the wall. “But if you leave school, I’ll have to take someone else.”

I got changed into my pajamas and got into bed, my mind already moving ahead to the next day and the move into my own place. I felt terrible about Julie, but perhaps I had inherited that pragmatic streak from Mum after all, because all I could think about now was my freedom, my chance to forget Dawn completely, and become Fern, the internationally famous model and actress.
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Julie did what I asked and stayed in school, and, as a result I was finally able to tell her that I’d been given two tickets to the premiere of A Hard Day’s Night at the London Pavilion. At first, she didn’t believe me, and then she screamed so hard that Daphne rushed into my bedroom at the flat to see if Julie was all right. As it was a charity event, Daphne happily paid ten guineas for a ticket, saying she was glad to support the Variety Club Heart Fund and the Docklands Settlements.

The day of the premiere, we borrowed some of the Ginger Group’s newest designs for ourselves and Julie—with Mary’s approval—and made our way to the venue as early as possible so that we could get a good view of the Beatles arriving. Secretly, I hoped one of the Beatles, preferably John, would remember me and come over for a chat.

We hadn’t realized how chaotic it would be. We struggled to get anywhere near the theater because the area had been cordoned off by the police to stop the thousands of screaming fans from getting anywhere near the Beatles. If it hadn’t have been for Daphne’s posh voice, we wouldn’t have been taken seriously at all. Eventually, after being pushed and pulled around by the crowds, we emerged into the relative quietness at the front of the Pavilion, which was lit up with the film’s title and the four glowing disembodied heads of the Beatles.

“Gosh.” Daphne smoothed down her hair. “That was rather terrifying. It’s worse than those crowds in America.”

Julie nodded rapidly. She’d never experienced anything like this and was clinging to my hand so hard that her nails had bitten into my skin. Even though they were far away, the sound of thousands of fans screaming hung in the air like a thunderstorm, muting the usual roar of the traffic. Ambulance sirens occasionally cut through the high-pitched screaming as they hurried to care for dozens of fainting girls.

Daphne opened her handbag. “I have all three tickets safely in here. Do we want to go in, or shall we wait to see the Beatles arrive?”

“Can we wait?” Julie spoke for the first time.

Daphne smiled at her. “Yes, we can. Let’s find a spot where we can see what’s going on.”

It seemed like everyone else had the same idea but thanks to Daphne, we ended up near the front of the crowd and got to see Princess Margaret dripping in diamonds arrive with her husband, Lord Snowdon, who’d been one of the photographers working in Archie’s studio beneath our flat. Each Beatle arrived in a limo. Julie screamed, Daphne looked regal, and I waved as they ran past us. Paul McCartney stopped briefly to say hello and Julie almost died when he winked at her.

When we watched the baggage scene in the film and Julie saw me, she gasped so loudly that everyone turned to look at her.

“Sorry, but that’s my sister!” she hissed. “She’s sitting right here!”

I tried to look nonchalant, but I did enjoy the sudden attention. As we filed out after the movie, I saw Pattie ahead of us. She waved and we went over to her. She was also wearing a Mary Quant outfit, while her sister was in Foale and Tuffin.

“Wasn’t it great!” Pattie enthused. “Do you want to come to the after-party with me at the Dorchester? Jenny has to leave early.”

“If that’s all right, we’d love to come,” Daphne replied promptly. “Shall we share a taxi?”

Not only did we crash the after-party, but we went on afterwards to the Ad Lib Club, where some of the movie scenes had been filmed. Julie got all the Beatles’ autographs and went home in a cloud of happiness with a story to tell her friends that would make her the queen of the neighborhood for the entire summer.




CHAPTER 18

Chrissie

London, 1965

England was hip and hopping, the Beatles ruled the world, and the King’s Road was the place to be seen. Skirts climbed even higher and Mary’s clothes became the face of fashion. I often wondered how long it could last, and whether it was sustainable, but I was glad to be along for the ride. One afternoon in the workshop, Mary told APG about a potential new clothing manufacturer who represented the Puritan brand in the US.

APG looked pained. “We hardly need another American manufacturer, do we, darling? And aren’t you always telling me that you’ve got enough to do? We’ve already got JCPenney and I’ve never heard of his company, have you?”

“Well, I just spoke with their representative, Carl Rosen. He’s arriving in London tomorrow and he’d love to see us,” Mary said.

“Where’s he staying?”

“Claridge’s.”

APG raised his eyebrows. “Maybe we should be talking to him after all.”

Early the next morning, Carl Rosen called from the hotel. He asked Mary if she could recommend someone to show him around the “hip and swinging” parts of London, particularly the youth culture. APG dispatched his assistant, Annabel, to Claridge’s with the instruction to spend the day with Mr. Rosen to take him around, meet designers, and stroll King’s Road with the fashionistas, mods, and rockers.

We took him to lunch at the Connaught the following day. I was there merely to observe and take notes while APG charmed the socks off him and Mary talked fashion. It turned out Puritan Fashions were the third-biggest clothing manufacturer in the US, which was quite a big deal. Mr. Rosen was a remarkable man with wide interests, cultured tastes, and an energy that matched APG’s. By the end of the meal, he’d offered to establish a Mary Quant line in America on a huge scale with all the resources available to him.

We parted company, wondering if anything would ever come of it. A short time later, we got the backstory on why Carl Rosen had approached us. Back in the States, Mr. Rosen had become acquainted with Paul Young from JCPenney, and Paul had enthusiastically endorsed Mary’s designs. Carl persuaded Paul to leave JCPenney and come work for Puritan Fashions. So Mary had an ally with Puritan before she’d even heard of them.

Over the next several months, Mary and representatives of the company began discussions with Paul, Carl, and Puritan. Apparently, Puritan had licensed a few Beatles products the previous year and had been startled when the company had made three million dollars in a few weeks. Mr. Rosen realized the huge potential of the “youth market” in the States and had decided to do something about it. He’d borrowed the term Youthquake for his new fashion line from Diana Vreeland at Vogue, who’d coined it to describe the baby boomers’ increasing influence on fashion.

Paul’s plan on behalf of Puritan was to establish a special boutique called Paraphernalia in New York, to showcase the Youthquake collection. They hoped to include Mary’s designs, Foale and Tuffin and other hip, young British and American designers. That boutique idea would then be franchised to department stores all over America. The dream was up-to-the-minute fashion, a boutique shopping experience, and celebrity designer endorsements and appearances from people like Mary. It was just the sort of fun idea Mary and APG loved and they were very keen to get involved.

In reality, the contract negotiations were a nightmare and consumed APG and Archie for months. Poor old APG had to fly out to America on four separate occasions, Mr. Rosen came here three times, and Mary went with APG twice.

The first time he went, APG paid a courtesy visit to the new JCPenney headquarters to let them know about the new collection for Puritan Fashions. Apparently, they did not take the news well. APG had to spend hours convincing them that the clothes were aimed at a completely different market, had higher price points, and could only enhance the JCPenney’s brand.

Eventually Penney’s, who were always practical, saw the advantages and offered Mary a new three-year contract. But this meant she had to convince Carl Rosen to accept that she’d be working for both of them. More drama ensued with Mary eventually offering Carl a share of the JCPenney’s profits if he’d just go along with it.

Despite all the confusion, Mary had already started designing for Puritan and had amassed a collection of sample garments that were taking over the workroom. She was also working on the next season JCPenney’s collection, the Ginger Group designs, and the various Mary Quant brands in the UK. I did a quick calculation and worked out she was producing over two hundred designs a year. I began to wonder if she was even sleeping. Every time I came into work, she was there with a cup of coffee at her side, bent over her desk working furiously.

I tactfully suggested that maybe she was doing too much, but was met with her usual steely resistance, and a reminder that she was the only person who could do the actual designing. Archie and APG shielded her from the worst of the drawn-out contract negotiations, but occasionally Carl would call in a tantrum and drag her into it. APG refused to release a single item of the Puritan collection until the contract was signed, which caused even more drama.

I was beginning to wonder whether the darn thing would ever be signed when one day APG came into the workshop and pointed at Mary. “Today you have officially become a millionaire, bitch.” He paused. “Only an American one, but we’ll take it.” Everybody cheered as he hugged Mary. “Now we can take those damn clothes to America!”

Of course, because of the uncertainty, there was no time to send the clothes through the onerous customs route. Mary and APG deliberated what to do.

“We can hardly arrive with everything stuffed in cardboard boxes like in the old days,” APG said. “We’ve got to behave properly now we’re millionaires.”

“There are at least sixty products,” Mary said. “How on earth are we going to get all that through as our personal luggage?”

“I have an idea,” APG said, and left the workroom. An hour later he returned with nine enormous, crocodile-skin suitcases.

Mary stared at them and then at him. “What are you thinking?”

“That we’ll pretend to be incredibly rich people who need all this personal luggage.”

“For a five-day trip?”

APG shrugged. “It has to work. We’ll just have to look for a friendly customs officer after we collect the bags and hope he’ll let us through.”
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I flew on ahead of Mary and APG and didn’t get to see them swanning through the airport with their mountain of luggage, but the ruse worked, and all the items ended up where they were meant to be. Our first hurdle was a meeting with all the heads of the Puritan company at 1400 Broadway in New York, most of whom had never seen Mary’s work before. We also didn’t have our own models, which meant using American models who weren’t necessarily an ideal fit for Mary’s clothes.

The presentation went so well that fights broke out between the various department heads about who got to have what. Carl sat back with a smile and let it play out. After Mary finished the meeting, we set up home in the executive conference room. There were sixty salesmen waiting outside, eager to show Mary their fabrics, swatches, and accessories so that she could pick exactly what she wanted.

The schedule was so hectic that Mary dispatched APG to deal with some of her other business issues, because she simply didn’t have time. He visited all the fashion journalists to update them on the new Puritan Fashion Youthquake collection, tried to find a manufacturer for the new underwear line in America, and visited Butterick, the sewing pattern company with whom Mary had just completed her fourth collection.

Butterick was keen to continue the collaboration. A big pattern seller for them was around thirty thousand copies, and Mary’s designs regularly hit seventy thousand. She was always delighted to get her clothes into the hands of regular people and also offered knitting patterns through Courtelle and other designers like Patons.

Meanwhile, Mary and I settled in to deal with the highly motivated sales teams from the manufacturers. Mary was determined that the fabrics she used should be as close to her design concept as possible and went in ready for battle. Surprisingly, the US suppliers were incredibly willing to work with her to produce whatever she wanted, often in record time.

Each salesman who came in gave a three-minute pitch, and they went for it in the most aggressive manner possible. Mary saw about two hundred salespeople a day and sat there from eight in the morning to seven at night, basically being shouted at—sometimes with the best of intentions, but occasionally with real aggression when Mary wasn’t interested in buying what they were selling.

I tried to make sure she had coffee and was fed more than doughnuts, but it wasn’t easy. Carl demanded a lot from his staff, and they were determined to produce the best collection ever. Mary was worried that, in such a large company, things wouldn’t be done to her satisfaction, which meant endless trips back to New York to make sure everything stayed on track.

It was hectic, it was chaotic, and as we boarded the plane back to London, we all agreed that none of us had worked harder in our lives. Mary was developing a huge admiration for the speed and efficiency of American manufacturing, which made England and Europe appear tremendously slow by comparison.

When I got home, I took a week off and slept for three days straight. Fern had moved into my flat, but I barely saw her. She was a quiet little thing, and very tidy, which made living with her extremely easy. I phoned Terry and asked him round for dinner. I’d recently perfected my Beef Wellington recipe and was dying to try it out on him. I’d also bought some avocados but I wasn’t quite sure what I was supposed to do with them.

He arrived promptly, took one look at the avocados, and informed me they were as hard as rocks, and totally inedible. I offered him a glass of red wine instead, and he accepted gratefully. I brought him up to date about the extraordinary trip to New York.

“People were so rude!” I got the Beef Wellington out of the oven along with the mashed potatoes and carrots. “One day when I got in the lift, no one listened when I asked for my floor, so I had to go all the way up and back down again.”

“You were probably too quiet and polite.” Terry had come directly from work at the Ginger Group and had already discarded his jacket and tie.

“Some of the people at Puritan just didn’t like us being there,” I said. “They thought the job should’ve gone to an American designer.” I put out the serving spoons and found some plates. “They were even ruder to Mary.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised. But I bet she gave them hell. People always underestimate our boss.”

I cut into the pastry and was pleased the beef inside was still quite tender. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” Terry replied. “It’s been busy over here as well, what with everyone away.”

“I’m sure you coped admirably.” I smiled at him as we sat down and he refilled our wineglasses. “Here’s to a successful trip and conquering America just like the Beatles.”

Terry clinked his glass against mine. “Cheers.”

We set to eating. I hadn’t consumed a substantial meal since I’d come home, and I was ravenous. Terry always had a good appetite and was an excellent cook himself.

“I missed you when you were away,” he said between bites.

“I missed you, too.” I took a sip of wine. “Mary was so busy I had no one to talk to, let alone explore the city with.”

“I’ve never been to New York,” Terry said. “I’d love to see what it’s like.”

“Loud, dirty, incredibly fast paced, and seething with energy,” I said after finishing my carrots. “I ended up loving it. Oh.” I put down my napkin. “I forgot to get the arctic roll out of the freezer.”

Terry set his hand over mine. “Don’t worry about that now. I have something to ask you.”

“Don’t tell me you don’t like arctic roll.” I looked inquiringly at him.

He swallowed hard. “Will you marry me?”

I held his gaze as a million thoughts scurried through my head. “Yes.”

“Really?”

I nodded and then he grabbed my hand and kissed it. “I thought I’d have to try much harder than that to convince you.”

“Would you like to ask me again, and I’ll refuse you?” I joked as I tried to stop the tears falling. “Because I’m quite happy to do so.”

“No, thank you.” He grinned at me. “You said yes, and as a businesswoman you know as well as I do that a verbal contract is binding.”

“Only if we shake on it.”

“Which is why I took your hand before I asked.” He kissed my palm. “I didn’t choose a ring because I wanted you to do that for yourself. We’ll go shopping tomorrow.”

“I don’t want a big wedding,” I said. “Just us and two witnesses at a registry office will be fine.”

“I don’t think we’ll get away with that,” Terry said. “My parents will definitely want to come, as will a lot of our colleagues, but we don’t have to have a church wedding if you don’t want one. We can go and talk to the registrar’s office tomorrow if you like.” He paused. “As long as you’re happy.”

I smiled at him. Maybe I hadn’t ended up being a world-famous designer like Mary but I didn’t have much to grumble about. I had a career I’d grown to love, a man who appreciated me, and enough money in the bank to keep me for the rest of my life. “I’m happier than I’ve ever been.”
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We ended up having quite a big crowd at our hastily put-together wedding. I wore shades of peach in Mary Quant, of course. Terry looked very dapper in a custom-made suit, and everything went off without a hitch. Mary came without APG, who was in New York. Daphne and Fern arrived together and sneaked out to shower us in confetti as soon as we came out of the registry office. Even my parents turned up and presented a united front. Mother told me she was simply relieved that I’d finally come to my senses and found someone willing to marry me in my thirties.

We held the reception at the nearest pub and everyone toasted our health in beer and cheap wine and then went happily home. Terry had his own place, and we’d decided to live there while we chose our first home together. Daphne was moving into my old flat with Fern, so I had nothing to worry about there.

Just before she left, Daphne came up to hug me. She’d had rather too much champagne and was very chatty indeed. She looked divine in a mustard-yellow minidress with a gold chain belt that hung low at her hips. I was fairly certain it hadn’t been released to the public yet.

“Does Mary know you’re wearing that dress?” I asked as she kissed me on the cheek.

“Of course she does!” Daphne winked at me. “It’ll be back in the workroom on Monday and no one will be any the wiser.”

I turned to Fern, who was hanging back behind Daphne. She wore a dark blue, low-waisted dress with kick pleats and bronze buttons from the last Ginger Group collection.

“Are you quite certain you want a new housemate?”

“Daphne is perfect.” Fern grinned at us both. “I couldn’t want anyone better.”

As Daphne went to hug Terry, I leaned in to speak to Fern. “Can I make a suggestion?”

“It’s all right, I won’t let her get drunk and ruin the dress,” Fern said.

“Not about that. I saw a new girl yesterday who’ll be modeling for Mary. She had super short hair and I thought how well it would suit you.”

“Better than the Sassoon bob?” Fern asked.

“For you, yes. I think it would do amazing things for your delicate bone structure. I asked the girl where she had it cut and she said at Leonard’s, so I suggest you make an appointment there as soon as possible.”

“I’ve heard of him,” Fern said slowly. “Should I mention your name?”

“Mention the girl—that might help. Her name is Twiggy.”
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Two weeks later, Terry and I were invited to a dinner with Carl Rosen and some of his executives in London. Despite all the previous acrimony over the contracts, the atmosphere was cordial and upbeat, and everyone was eager to move on and make the collection a huge success. Carl, as he’d asked us to call him, had a great head for business but was somewhat quirky in his personal life. He could be impulsive and inconsiderate and I’d heard that he once offended the great ballet dancer Nureyev by asking him what he did for a living.

His charm and energy were immense, though, and very much in evidence at the celebratory dinner. He hadn’t met Terry properly, but the two men hit it off and were soon laughing and talking like old friends.

“You.” Carl pointed his finger at Terry. “What do you do?”

“I work for the Ginger Group,” Terry replied promptly.

“How’d you like to come to New York and manage our Mary Quant collection?”

Terry looked at Mary, who raised her eyebrows. She obviously hadn’t been anticipating the question or the unexpected offer.

“He’d do a good job, wouldn’t he, Mary?” Carl turned to Mary. “You trust him, right?”

“I absolutely do,” Mary said firmly. “He and Chrissie are exceptional employees and personal friends.”

“Hey, Chrissie.” Carl spotted me sitting beside Terry. “You’re his girlfriend?”

“His wife, actually.” I flashed my recently acquired wedding ring.

“Well, that’s even better.” Carl sat back. “Two for the price of one.” He looked over at Mary. “How much should I pay these crazy kids?”

“If you’re serious …”

“Oh, I am, Mary. I don’t joke about business.”

A bidding war ensued over how much our salaries should be, which made me want to die of embarrassment, although Terry found it highly entertaining. The sum they ended up with was three times what we were earning together in England.

“Okay, how soon can you start?” Carl looked at me and Terry. “I’ll get your plane tickets sent over and find somewhere for you to live until you can get something more permanent.”

I turned to Mary, my heart thumping. “Does he mean it?”

“I believe so. Would you like to go to New York and help set up Youthquake?” Mary asked. “I must admit I’d love it if people I trusted were there to keep an eye on things for me.”

Terry set his hand over mine. “What do you think, love?”

I held his gaze. “Why not?” I asked. “You’ve always wanted to see New York.”
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Three weeks later, we were on our way. Terry sold his flat to a friend, giving us some capital, our possessions were stored at my parents’ house, and our bags were packed. APG, bless his heart, offered to meet us at the airport in New York and give us a quick tour of how things worked in the fast-moving city.

Mary accompanied us to the airport in London and when it was time to say goodbye, I was close to tears. It had been a frantic few days getting everything in order. We’d known each other for fourteen years, worked together for ten, and rarely been apart. She hugged me tightly.

“I’ll see you very soon. I’ll be over for the launch and promotional tour, and I know you’ll be involved in all that.”

“I know, but it won’t ever be the same.” I swallowed hard. “I do hope we’re not making a terrible mistake.”

“You can always come back.” Mary held my gaze. “There’ll always be a place for you here, Chrissie, you know that.”

“Thank you,” I whispered. “And thanks for an incredible ride.”

She hugged me again. “You’re my best friend. I’ll never forget you.”

Terry came over to say goodbye, and we walked toward the gate together, hand in hand. I looked back for one last glimpse of Mary waving at us, raised my hand in reply, and went onward with my husband into a new life neither of us had expected or prepared for. But as Mary always reminded me, life was meant to be full of fun and whatever happened to us, we’d never have forgiven ourselves if we hadn’t taken a chance.




CHAPTER 19

Daphne

I cried buckets when Chrissie left. It was one thing being thrilled to finally have my own place, but awful to see her go, as she’d been something of a mentor to me. I’d never have survived those first weeks working in Bazaar without her patient tuition, and I certainly wouldn’t have believed I could earn my living as a model. I was torn between wishing she and Terry would do a marvelous job for Mary over there, and hoping they’d hate it and come back home.

With Chrissie gone, I was drawn into more discussions at work about the future of the business, which was why I was one of the first to find out about Mary’s plans for makeup. I was trying on a sample dress in purple tartan with matching yellow tights, shoes, and beret when Mary frowned at me.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is it the angle of my beret?”

“No, it’s your face.” I blinked at her, and she seemed to shake off her reverie. “Not your face in particular, Daphne. But that’s what’s wrong.”

I took off the offending items and climbed back into my comfortable trousers and skinny-rib sweater. Mummy always considered any woman who wore trousers to be common—unless they were jodhpurs, of course—so since moving out, I’d worn them all the time. My parents heartily disapproved of my new living arrangements and lamented my chances of ever making a suitable marriage. I, meanwhile, was discovering how to cook and, more thrillingly, learning how to balance a budget. I felt like a new woman both inside and out.

“What’s wrong with my face?” I asked. I was surprised I’d kept my tone mild, since in my mind, I was catastrophizing that I’d just lost my job, that I’d have to move back home, and do the whole dreadful season thing to placate Mummy.

“It’s the makeup.” Mary reached for a piece of paper. “The clothes, the tights, the shoes, the hair, and the hats all work together perfectly. Now we need to do something about the face.”

She started sketching something that looked like a jewelry box with lots of different-sized compartments. “What we need is a system.” She drew an arrow from one square to outside the box. “Foundation first.” She made another arrow. “Eye shadow, eyeliner, mascara, and blusher all together in one box so you don’t have to hunt for it in the bottom of your handbag.”

“That’s genius,” I exclaimed. “Like an updated powder compact.”

Mary added another arrow. “With a mirror in the lid. Everything made of nice, clean plastic.”

“Have you talked to anyone about this idea?” I asked as I stared at the drawings.

“I have,” Mary said. “No one seems to quite understand what I’m trying to tell them yet.”

“Well, I get it,” I said. “It’s very clever.”

“Then I’ll keep on trying,” Mary said. “I can be very persuasive when I want to be.”

I already knew that. I’d seen her silence a whole room of men by quietly insisting that something could be done and that she was sure they’d work out how to give it to her exactly as she wanted it.

The funniest meeting ever was when she’d met with the JCPenney people about the new underwear collection and patiently explained that women’s breasts weren’t shaped like a tennis ball but more like half a lemon. The horrified silence after she’d mentioned the word “breasts” was something to behold. But they’d got the message and had commandeered the market in softer, less rigid underwear in the States. True to JCPenney’s principles, they paid her a handsome royalty, because she’d helped them get things right.

Mary was still talking. “Makeup is still seen as something only tarts and actresses wear. I want to make it acceptable for a girl to take out her makeup box and reapply her mascara in public.”

“I’m not sure I want to be seen spitting on my mascara block in public,” I said doubtfully.

“That’s why I need to develop a waterproof mascara.”

“That would be glorious.” I gazed at her in awe. “No more mascara all over my face when I cry.”

“And lipstick in more colors than red and pink. The same with nail varnish.” Mary was scribbling all over the piece of paper. “Vibrant eye shadows that match that season’s clothes. And eyeliners and light foundation that doesn’t make you look like a wax model from Madame Tussauds.” She drew a face on the paper with huge eyes, shaped brows, and a tiny pale mouth. “That’s how I want makeup to look.”

“Please do it,” I begged. “I’m tired of using this thick theatrical paint. I’ll happily test anything for you.”

“Hello?” someone called out from the door of the workroom.

We both turned to see a boy-like figure with short, spiky, fair hair, knock knees, and a worried expression.

“I’m supposed to be trying on some clothes for Mary Quant,” she said in a strong Cockney accent. “Am I in the right place?”

Mary was staring at her as if she’d seen something extraordinary. “I’m Mary.”

“Ooh! Lovely to meet you.” The girl held out her hand. “I’m Twiggy.”

Twiggy had enormous eyes made up with thick eyeliner and extra lashes, freckled skin, and pale pink lipstick that allowed all the attention to remain on her fawn-like eyes. I glanced from Twiggy to Mary’s drawing. It didn’t take more than a moment to realize Mary had found the perfect canvas for her new makeup range.

“I’m Daphne.” I was intrigued to finally meet the girl I’d been hearing so much about. “One of the house models.”

She grinned at me. “I know who you are. You’re gorgeous. I’ve seen your pictures in all the best magazines, wearing the most amazing clothes.”

“You’re the perfect fit for Mary’s aesthetic,” I assured her.

“She means you’ll look fantastic in my clothes,” Mary explained as Twiggy looked confused. “You remind me a little of Fern, but I think she’s a bit taller than you.”

Twiggy giggled. “Yeah, I’m a bit short to be a model, but I’m giving it a go.”

Her enthusiasm and warmth were infectious and I found myself smiling back at her.

Mary clapped her hands. “Let’s get you into some of my clothes, Twiggy. I can’t wait to see how they look on you.”

“I’ll go back to work, then,” I said, but Mary’s attention had already drifted away from me and was focused entirely on Twiggy. “Nice to meet you.”
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Over the next few months, it became obvious I wasn’t destined to become the face of Mary’s upcoming makeup range, but I was still involved in the product testing and refining the color choices. Mary was insistent that the Chelsea Set, the mods, and the young customers at Bazaar should be consulted as to the end product.

One day in the workroom, she introduced me to Stanley Picker, an American who’d been in the cosmetics business his whole life. He apparently loved everything about England and was excited to develop all Mary’s new ideas. They hit it off immediately and started working on the concept the same day. Rather than the traditional makeup packaging of horrid pinks and golds, Mary proposed her products’ packaging to be black, white, and silver—a palette that would make the vibrant colors of the makeup pop.

Once the idea was a go, APG, in his usual sardonic way, came up with some hilarious names for the products. The light foundation was called Starkers—something that had to be explained to the Americans who didn’t know it was short for stark naked. The eye shadows were Jeepers Peepers, the blusher, Blush Baby Blush, and the mascara was Bring Back the Lash.

Not only did the Cry Baby waterproof mascara stay on magnificently even if you went swimming, but it also proved so hard to get off that Mary had to introduce a product called Lift Off to remove it.

The lids of the makeup boxes were decorated with Mary’s newly designed Daisy logo, which set everything off to perfection. I couldn’t wait until the products actually went on sale. I’d have to wait until the next year before they completed all the testing protocols and were deemed safe to put on one’s face.

While all this was going on, Mary was still working toward the upcoming launch of the Puritan Fashions range for Youthquake. She was designing for three lines: Young Naturals, which was sportswear, Misses, and—most hilariously for me—Daphne, which was junior dresses.

There was another huge row when APG insisted Mary had to bring her own models on the planned tour of the US. Carl, who’d been looking to cut some costs, was affronted that Mary wouldn’t use American girls and it took quite a lot of yelling and threatening to convince him to let Mary have her way.

APG rightly argued that if we were to manage a countrywide tour, we should travel as a unit. Turning up in a new city half an hour before a show and not knowing whether the local models would fit the clothes would’ve been a nightmare.

Twiggy, who was rapidly becoming all the rage, didn’t have time for an extended tour of America, so Fern and I were supposed to be going with Jenny Boyd and Sandy Moss, another well-known model.

Fern and I had recently acquired a cat, and Martin, who was now working in London, offered to pop in and feed Lennon when we were away. Fern was really struggling with not seeing her family. Her sister had come round to the flat once and they’d had a fight when Julie had begged Fern to go home with her. I hoped some time away might be good for her.

With the rapid rise of Twiggy’s popularity, girls like Fern were in demand by the fashion industry, so she was constantly busy. For such a shy little thing, she was remarkably ambitious and totally convinced that she would become a world-famous model.

For once, the trip to New York went remarkably smoothly and we arrived in good spirits only to discover ourselves in the turmoil of New York fashion manufacturers week. Thank goodness Mary had booked us into the blissfully quiet Algonquin, because they treated us like angels. After a twelve-hour day being constantly harried from one place to another with barely enough time to eat, falling into my hotel bed was a lifesaver.

Thanks to the Beatles, simply being British was enough to send the locals into a tizzy. Every time Fern opened her mouth, someone asked if she was from Liverpool. Poor old APG was chased down the street once when some girls decided he had to be one of the Beatles simply because of his suit.

[image: ]

During the day we models were shunted around various functions, catwalks, and press calls, rather like cattle, by very rude people constantly shouting at us to move faster. I’m surprised none of us lost our tempers or walked out because at some points it was brutal. But we all had an incredible sense of loyalty to Mary and APG, and the more we were screamed at, the icier and more polite we became. The American staff didn’t know quite how to deal with people who didn’t shout back.

Seventeen held a gala dinner for Mary at the Waldorf Astoria grand ballroom and got our old friends the Skunks to play. They debuted a new song called “Youthquake” to accompany our tour. All the young designers involved in Youthquake participated and there were sixty models. The Skunks played their new song all night while we danced around in our sore, aching, bare feet after our hard day’s night, as the Beatles would say.

The most strenuous event was the Puritan company opening day when buyers were invited to view the Youthquake collection. Diana Vreeland from Vogue graced us with her presence, as did the Skunks. More than three thousand buyers came to the first day and we put on a show every twenty minutes, which was hectic, but at least we didn’t have to keep moving venues, and no one was shouting at us.

Mary and APG had to go back to London for a week to manage other parts of the business while we stayed on, showing the clothes to the buyers and sleeping like the dead every night. Vidal Sassoon opened his first salon in New York, and we had to go to that. We could’ve partied with all the British people who now seemed to have invaded New York along with Beatlemania, but mostly we were too tired.

After ten exhausting days of being shouted at and pushed around in New York on our own, Mary and APG rejoined us. We finally embarked on the multicity tour.

When we were reunited with Chrissie, Fern and I hugged her so hard Chrissie almost cried. We didn’t have long to talk because the taxis were waiting to take us to the airport for the first in a series of flights that would take us on thirty different planes over twenty-one days.

Chrissie told us about her new job at Puritan and how much Terry was enjoying New York and his new responsibilities. She didn’t sound homesick at all, which was a great relief.

My expectations about seeing more of the country were soon dashed. As soon we got off the first plane, we were dropped off at an extremely grotty hotel and told to be ready for a breakfast press conference in ten minutes. APG immediately told them to think again—that we needed to rest, get ready, and then we’d face the press. The combination of his great height, fierce scowl, and impeccable British accent made the man back down immediately.

We took our time getting ready and strolled into the press conference two hours later to find everyone still waiting for us.

Some of the stores had cleared a small space in the misses department for a “runway” that would only allow fifty people to see the clothes. Mary kept telling them we needed more room but most of them refused to believe it until a thousand teenagers besieged their store wanting to be let in to see the latest fashions.

It was far more intense than my first tour with JCPenney. I hadn’t expected the endless screaming, the press of mainly teenage girls trying to touch the models or get close to the clothes, and the local pop bands who added music to the mayhem. After a while I began to feel like one of the Beatles and then I felt sorry for them having to deal with such mayhem every day of their lives. Fame wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

The first show at every stop would be something of a disaster but we got used to that. Mary learned to be far more forthright and demanding than I suspected she wanted to be just to make sure things ran smoothly. APG was magnificent at getting the store staff to listen to him, barking out orders in that aristocratic voice that demanded he be listened to.

Sometimes, after the shows, we were trapped in the store unable to leave because the girls refused to go until we’d spoken to them, signed endless autographs, or accepted the homemade gifts they’d brought to share with us. They asked millions of questions, but their knowledge of fashion and their enthusiasm for the London look made everything worth it.

It was a punishing schedule. In the bigger cities we’d attend events on consecutive days in different stores, meet the press, have radio interviews, and visit local TV stations. We’d do between three and five shows a day at the department stores with our usual speed and efficiency but it was exhausting. One night after several quick hops between cities and many shows I took a photograph of my fellow three models lying on the floor of the changing rooms too exhausted to even move.

Mary loved it when girls turned up in their outfits sewn from her Butterick patterns because she enjoyed seeing how they’d personalized each garment. She was amazingly patient with the fans, spending time answering their fashion questions and how well she knew the Beatles—quite well, actually. Sometimes we were so busy talking that the time flew by and we had to gently persuade one lot of girls to leave so that we could show the clothes to the next lot. It was always loud, always chaotic, and lots of fun when we were surrounded by a shrieking crowd of teenagers. I had a constant headache, and no sense of time as we moved across the vastness of the United States, but I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.

I soon noticed I had my own little “Daphne club” who came specifically to see me—which was secretly thrilling. Girls brought pictures ripped from the fashion magazines for me to sign and asked me if I knew Her Majesty the Queen. I made the mistake of mentioning that we were distantly related—aren’t all the aristocracy?—and that I could officially be called Lady Daphne and the press went wild. I dreaded to think what my father would make of me flaunting our royal connections in another country and desperately tried to downplay it for the rest of the tour.

The more planes we traveled on, the braver Fern became, unlike APG who became even more paranoid. If there was a way for him to meet us at the next venue to avoid flying in a smallish plane, he’d take it. On one occasion he arrived by car in Kansas City ahead of us and was invited to take part in the local radio station’s British day. He took over a two-and-a-half-hour slot, played the Beatles, pretended to know them intimately, and chatted to anyone who called in to scream at his divine British accent. To Mary’s amusement, APG had his own little fan club who followed him around the USA and treated him like a pop star.

At one point, APG had to read the news only to realize that the plane mentioned as being caught in a bad storm was the one that Mary and the rest of us were traveling on. He didn’t react on air, finished off his shift, and rushed to the hotel where we all arrived safely to find him more shaken up than we’d been.

Kansas City was probably the zenith of our tour. Thousands of teenagers turned up, the store had to call in the police to regulate how many people were allowed in at one time. We did extra shows and still the girls came, screaming our names, wanting autographs, and refusing to leave until the police intervened.

When we finally returned to our hotel, accompanied by the police, there were about fifty girls in the lobby determined to speak to us. Mary decided to let them come up to our suite and we spent the next three hours being bombarded with questions about England, the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, and our personal lives. By the end of the evening we’d attempted several Sassoon haircuts, dispensed makeup advice, and sent the girls away with renewed enthusiasm for everything British.

After the last girl had reluctantly left, Mary poured herself a large glass of wine and sank onto the couch, slipping her shoes off.

“I don’t know how the Beatles do it,” she said. “We’re experiencing a hundredth of what they go through every day.”

“Pattie says it’s horrible,” Jenny Boyd said, shuddering. “She’s always terrified when someone finds out she’s with George because people can be so mean to her. And every time they do go out it’s like a special forces operation simply to have some privacy.” She shook her head. “I don’t think I’d like it at all.”

“Me neither,” I chimed in as I massaged my aching feet. “It’s a terribly claustrophobic way to live.”

“I don’t think I’d mind if I got to go out with a Beatle,” Fern mused.

“Unfortunately, I think your favorite is already taken.” I winked at her.

She shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll find someone even better.”

Everyone laughed, but I knew Fern was being quite serious. She was incredibly ambitious, fantastically good-looking, and stood a better chance of snagging a pop star than most girls. I’d heard her quizzing Pattie about the Rolling Stones, a pop band whom Pattie had recently met on a photo shoot while modeling for Mary.

One thing the tour had made me realize was that I’d never want to be truly famous and that I’d prefer to be behind the camera than in front of it. But as far as I could see, there weren’t any famous female fashion photographers. They were all men. But surely that could change? Would female designers like Mary be willing to work with someone like me who knew modeling intimately and wouldn’t treat their girls like pieces of meat to be shouted at and demeaned?

We all knew which photographers tended to be too “handsy,” and warned each other before going on a shoot. All of us had been reduced to tears by ridiculous, sometimes dangerous, demands to get a specific set of shots. I’d gathered the courage to say no when I didn’t feel safe, but a lot of the models depended solely on their income and were too afraid to upset the prima donna photographers in our industry.

I always had the option to quit and return to my very comfortable life on Sloane Square where Mummy would do her damnedest to get me married off as soon as possible. I didn’t want that, but at least, I never had to worry about not being able to pay the rent or eat. I had a small but valuable income from a trust fund set up by my maternal grandmother, which would keep me fed and housed even if I decided to give up my career immediately.

That night as I got into bed, I turned to Fern, who occupied the room’s other bed. She’d pinned her short hair up in flat curls and was reading Seventeen magazine, which happened to have Twiggy on the cover.

“I’m not going to do another tour like this,” I said as I leaned back against the pillows. “It’s exhausting.”

“I love it,” she said. “I feel seen for the first time in my life.”

“That’s because you’re a born model.”

“So are you.” Fern put down her magazine. “You certainly make it look easy.”

“That’s because it’s my job. But I never intended to become a model. I just got lucky.”

“Daphne, we’ve talked about this before. If you’d been terrible, Mary would’ve sent you straight back to working at Bazaar and found someone different. She didn’t, because you were a natural.”

“But I don’t see it as a long-term career,” I said.

“Who does?” Fern raised her eyebrows. “There are always going to be new faces coming along to replace us—look at how Jean Shrimpton was all the rage and now it’s all about Twiggy. Fashion’s always changing. I see it as a launching pad to get to something else.”

“Like what?” I asked, intrigued.

She shrugged. “Whatever you want to achieve next. You want to be a fashion photographer and I want …” She paused to give me a wicked grin. “… to marry a pop star.”

“Really?” I looked at her. “You’re already well known just as yourself.”

“Yes, but I keep telling you, that won’t last. I need to be settled with someone when I’m no longer one of the popular girls.”

“But most pop stars don’t last either,” I pointed out. “What you need is a rich man whose wealth isn’t connected to anything but the stock market.”

Fern looked thoughtful. “That’s not a bad idea.”

“But first we’ve got to get through the rest of this tour,” I said. “And if I don’t get some sleep, I’ll be a complete disaster in the morning.”

Fern yawned, turned over, and switched off her bedside lamp. “We’ve got an early start as well. Night, Daphne.”

“Night, Fern.”

I lay back against my pillows, images of the frantic day and hundreds of teenage faces flashing across my mind. It was bliss to be famous for a few days, but I couldn’t wait to get back to London to resume my normal activities.

And to see Martin.

I smiled as I closed my eyes. I was particularly looking forward to that.




CHAPTER 20

Fern

I have to admit that the first time he sent me flowers, I wasn’t interested or impressed. I’d worked with the Beatles, knew Pattie Boyd intimately, and was good mates with Twiggy, who shared my working-class roots. My picture was in all the right fashion magazines and occasionally in the tabloids, who were obsessed with anything connected to the Fab Four. I was also earning good money—probably more than my mum would see in her lifetime.

The first bunch of roses arrived at one of our stops on the Puritan tour in America. I barely had time to smell them before we were off again to the next city. The next lot came when we were staying put for two nights, so I at least had time to read the card that accompanied them. It sounds conceited, but we got a lot of fan mail on that tour. Most of it had to be left behind, because we had nowhere to put it while we traveled. I know we tried to read it all, but responding? None of us had time for that.

The note said: You are an immensely talented model. I’d love to take you out for dinner. Yours, RJ Franklin III.

I showed it to Daphne. “What’s with the three I’s at the end?”

“I think it means that he is the third member of his family to bear that name,” Daphne said.

“Like Queen Elizabeth the second?” I asked.

“Yes, exactly,” Daphne said. “His father and grandfather probably have the same name, so the numbers are added to avoid confusion.” She squinted at the card. “I note he hasn’t left a phone number or address. How does he expect you to contact him without them? It’s almost as if he thinks you’ll know who he is.”

“It sounds rather conceited to me,” I agreed. “Does he think I’ll look him up in the phone book or something?” I ripped up the card and threw the bits in the bin. “I’ll probably never hear from him again, anyway.”

A week later when we came back to New York, more flowers awaited me in the suite, with another card that I read out to Daphne. Glad to see you’ve returned to my hometown. Here’s my phone number if you care to call.

Daphne looked dubious. “I suppose that’s progress, but would you really feel safe going out in this city with a man you don’t know at all? You might never come back.”

I’d grown up in a far rougher part of London than Daphne, and I was well aware what boys could do to girls if they got them alone. “I’m not stupid,” I said. “I’m not doing anything unless he turns up here in person so I can have a good look at him.”

He turned up the next night—not at the hotel, but at an event with Vogue that we’d been invited to attend. Daphne and I were chatting to some of the other models beside the buffet table when an extremely elegantly dressed woman touched my elbow.

“Good evening, my dear, are you enjoying yourself?”

Like all good models, I’d done my homework and knew I was being addressed by the great Diana Vreeland, editor of Vogue, and a powerhouse in the world of fashion. I barely resisted dropping a curtsy.

“I’m having a great time, thank you.”

“Good.” She smiled. “I wonder if I might introduce you to an acquaintance of mine. He’s been badgering me for weeks to get to meet you.”

“Yes, of course!”

I made eye contact with Daphne, and she silently followed us through the crowds to one of the windows overlooking the street far below. A tall man wearing a smartly tailored blue suit and tie turned towards us as we approached. He had kind brown eyes, perfect teeth, and a smile to match. His hair was long enough to touch his collar. I guessed he was in his late twenties.

“Here she is, RJ,” Diana said. “Don’t monopolize her all night.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” he said as Diana waved goodbye.

His attention switched instantly to me. “Miss Fern. What a pleasure to finally meet you.”

I looked at him inquiringly and he held out his hand.

“I’m RJ Franklin.”

“The third?” I asked.

“That’s correct.” He shook my hand. “I wouldn’t want you thinking you’re meeting my grandfather.”

He had a deep voice and an easier to understand American accent than most New Yorkers. I found out later it was because he was posh and had gone to all the right schools just like the toffs in England.

“The flower sender,” I said, and drew Daphne forward. “This is my friend Daphne.”

“A pleasure,” he said. “Please call me RJ.”

“Not the third?” Daphne joked.

“Well, my folks did call me Trey when I was young, but they stick with RJ now.”

“Tray?” I blinked at him. “Why would they call you after something you put your supper on?”

“I believe it’s Spanish for three,” RJ said, “but don’t quote me on that.”

My bewilderment must have shown on my face along with my embarrassment. I’d begun to hate how ignorant I felt compared to Daphne and all the other models, and I hated being shown up.

He lightly touched my shoulder. “It’s all good, you know. You can call me whatever you like and I’ll come running.” He raised his voice slightly. “Would you and Miss Daphne like to have dinner with me after this party?”

Daphne raised her eyebrows inquiringly at me.

“Yes,” I said after a moment. “That would be very nice.”

He took us to a very posh place where the waiters bowed to him as if he was royalty. Daphne and I caused our usual stir in our short skirts, but no one came to interrupt our meal, which was a treat. When I opened my menu there were no prices on anything and it was written in what I thought might be French. I kicked Daphne under the table and she smiled at me.

“Are you trying to choose between the lemon sole and the plaice, Fern? I know you love them both.” She leaned over and pointed out the two items on the page. “They come with an assortment of vegetables as well.”

I could’ve kissed her for helping me without making it obvious. She was always looking after me like the big sister I’d never had.

“You speak French?” RJ asked me.

“No.” I smiled at him. “I barely speak English, and I can’t spell for toffee.”

“Fern’s being modest. She’s picked up a few words on our travels, haven’t you?” Daphne said. “We’ve both modeled in Paris for Mary.”

“Yes, that’s when I first saw you.” RJ looked at me. “I accompanied my mother and sister to one of your shows. It wasn’t exactly Mom’s style, but Bridget was thrilled. I think she persuaded Mom to buy half the collection.”

If that was true, his family obviously weren’t short of money because Mary’s clothes weren’t cheap, even at JCPenney. The waiter arrived, and I pointed at the plaice because I at least knew what it was. Daphne chose the sole, and RJ went for a steak cooked “rare,” whatever that meant. He also ordered two bottles of wine, one white and one red. I’d reluctantly grown used to drinking wine during our travels, but I didn’t really like it, and I had no idea whether a bottle was good or bad.

Daphne chose the white and I followed her lead, leaving RJ with the bottle of red. While they chatted about vintages, vineyards, and holidays in France, I took a cautious look around the restaurant. A string quartet played quietly in the corner and the murmur of conversation barely concealed the rustling of formal silk evening gowns. Diamonds flashed in the light of the chandeliers and expensive perfumes mingled and clashed with the smell of food.

It was a different world to the one I lived in, but Daphne seemed totally at ease. I began to wonder whether she should be the one RJ was interested in, not me. But for some reason, he seemed intent on talking to me and asked all kinds of questions about my career and prospects. He didn’t do it in a rude way; he seemed genuinely interested, and I found myself relaxing in his company.

At one point Daphne excused herself to use the loo, and RJ and I were left alone.

“Daphne’s very clever,” I blurted. “She’s from one of the best families.”

“Yeah, she seems like a great girl,” RJ said. “But she’s not my type.”

“I don’t know why. You seem to get on like a house on fire.” I went for a joking tone but wasn’t sure I’d managed it. “She’s so knowledgeable about everything and such a good friend to me.”

“I should imagine it’s great to have a friend in the fashion industry,” RJ said. “Bridget says girls can be complete bitches over the smallest thing.” He paused. “I guess I should say that you’re the type of girl I’d like to get to know better.”

“Why?” I looked him in the eye. “We’re not alike at all.”

His smile was warm. “Maybe that’s why I like you. I’m a boring New Yorker, and you’re a groovy chick from London.”

“The thing is …” I said slowly. “We get this a lot. Men thinking they know us or love us because they see our photos in the papers. Most of them don’t really want to know the real person behind the picture, though.”

He nodded. “I hear you.” He reached over and took my hand. “I don’t know you yet, but I want to.”

“Tricky when I’m in London and you’re over here.” I eased my fingers free.

“Ah, but my family’s company has offices all over Europe, and I happen to be in charge of that side of the business. So I travel to the UK and Europe a lot.” He held my gaze. “I’d like to see you—take you out—get you to show me around London. I’m in no rush. We can take our time.”

I considered him for a long moment. “I’m really busy right now.”

“I get that. So am I.” He nodded. “I’m not expecting you to hang around waiting for me to call.”

I smiled at him. “Good, because I’m not that kind of girl.”

Daphne came back, sat down, and smiled at us. “Are we having pudding? I saw some wonderful concoctions on the dessert trolley as I went past.”

“I’ll just have coffee.” RJ sat back. “But you girls go ahead and order anything you want.”

Daphne grinned at him. “You have no idea how much we can eat, RJ. Modeling takes a lot of energy.”

RJ clicked his fingers and a waiter appeared. “The ladies would like dessert and we’ll all have coffee.”

“Of course, sir.” The waiter bowed. “I’ll have the dessert trolley brought around immediately.”

When we left the restaurant, there were photographers lurking outside. Daphne and I sighed and automatically posed to show off our clothes to the best advantage; whereas, RJ just looked annoyed.

“It’s all right,” I said after he handed us into his chauffeur-driven car. “We’re used to it.”

“I’m not a fan of the press,” he said. “They’re incredibly intrusive.” He let out his breath. “It won’t take long to get back to your hotel.”

“Even in this traffic?” Daphne asked. “I’ve never seen so many yellow taxis in my life.”

RJ laughed and the tension dissolved. I was glad to see that he wasn’t a sulker like my dad. I hated that.

We pulled up outside the hotel and RJ got out and walked us into the lobby. Daphne said her goodbyes and discreetly disappeared, leaving me with RJ, who was still holding my hand.

“When are you leaving?” he asked.

“Quite soon, I think,” I said. “Maybe I’ll see you in London?”

He made a face. “I’m not sure about that.”

My heart sank. “Then perhaps we can catch up next time I’m in New York.”

“I can’t see you in London, silly, because I don’t know where you live.”

I looked at him for a long moment before making a decision. “I could give you my phone number?”

“That would be helpful. How about we go and ask the concierge for a pen and you can write it down for me.”

The next morning, I was eating my breakfast in the suite when Daphne came in with a pile of newspapers in her hands.

“Well,” she said. “The papers might have got it all wrong, but it is highly amusing.” She showed me a photograph of us emerging with RJ from the posh restaurant the previous evening. The headline read, Oil Heir Falls for Titled Brit.

I sighed. “Of course they thought you were going out with him. You look right together.”

“But that’s not the only funny part, Fern.” Daphne pointed at the first two words. “Looks like you’ve bagged yourself the heir to an absolute fortune.”
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London looked reassuringly familiar on our return. I slept for two days and couldn’t get my meals back in any order. Daphne kept telling me I just needed to eat at the usual times but I always ended up sitting on the sofa at four o’clock in the morning having a bowl of cereal. At some point I had to drag myself back to work, which wasn’t fun, but I was in demand and I liked the money. If the photographers couldn’t get Twiggy, they’d get the nearest thing, which was me. Daphne joked that I was the fern leaf to Twiggy’s twig, but I didn’t care as long as I was being paid.

Just after getting back, I was due to model for a Ginger Group fashion shoot. I always found it useful to go into the workroom early to look through the clothes and think about how I wanted to pose in each shot. Sometimes I’d suggest different accessories if I thought they’d work better, and Mary often listened to me. She was always interested in what the young girls on the street were into.

It was something of a surprise to hear voices already in the workroom when I got there. I called out a hello, and Mary stuck her head out of the door of her office. “Oh! It’s you, Fern.”

“Am I too early?” I pointed at the racks of clothes. “I just wanted to go through my stuff.”

She smiled. “It’s all right. I don’t think you’re the kind to gossip, but I’ve got some very important clients in my office, and I don’t want anyone to know they were here.”

“Hi!” Pattie popped up beside Mary. “It’s fine, Mary. Fern’s one of my friends, and she’s already met George.”

A third figure emerged. It was George Harrison, grinning from ear to ear. “Hello again, Fern. How’re you doing?”

“Great, thanks.” I smiled at him. “How about yourself?”

“Fair to middling,” he said with his dry Liverpudlian wit. “Not keen on all this cloak and dagger stuff, but I can’t even piss without someone trying to take a picture of me.”

He shook Mary’s hand. “Just give Pattie whatever she wants. I know she’ll look gorgeous.” He turned to Pattie. “Brian’s waiting in the car for me. Will you be all right?”

“Yes.” She went up on tiptoe to kiss him. “I’ll have a nice chat with Fern and then I’ll go straight home.”

“In a taxi,” he said firmly. “You know how it is.”

“I do.” She made a face. “Trust me, I don’t want to have my hair ripped out by all the jealous fans.”

He left, and Pattie turned to me. “Don’t tell anyone, but we’ve been discussing my wedding dress.”

“Oh, Pattie.” I rushed to give her a hug. “I’m thrilled for you.”

She was one of the very few girls I considered a true friend, and I was delighted for her. Once the news got out, I’d be boasting that I’d been right there when she and George first met on the train filming A Hard Day’s Night.

Mary smiled at us. “I’ll leave you two to chat.”

We went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. Pattie was quieter than usual, and I tried not to ask a million questions. I’d seen that dating a Beatle wasn’t all fun for her. Girls would scream at her for taking “their boyfriend” when they’d never even met George and weren’t likely to.

We sat down at the table, and I decided to risk a question. “When’s the wedding?”

She burst into tears.

I hurriedly got up, shut the door, and gave her my handkerchief. After a few moments she blew her nose and looked at me.

“I’m sorry, I’m thrilled to be getting married but I always thought …” Her voice trailed off. “That I’d have a big white wed ding in a church, but Brian says that would cause havoc, and that it needs to be private, and George always does what Brian tells him to do.”

“I can see his point, Pattie,” I said cautiously. “You wouldn’t want to end up in the middle of a riot.”

“I know.” She dabbed at her tears as she nodded. “We’re getting married in January at the registry office in Epsom near Kin-fauns. I wish you could come, but Brian says it has to be family only.”

“It’s all right. I’m sure everything will be great,” I said, keen to get her feeling better. “Is Mary making something for you to wear?”

“Yes, it’s a pinky-red shot silk mini-dress which I’ll wear with cream stockings and pointy red shoes.”

“You’ll look gorgeous,” I said with all the enthusiasm I could muster. “What’s George wearing?”

“A suit and Mary’s making him an overcoat of black Mongolian lamb.”

“That sounds fab!” I reached over and awkwardly patted her hand. “It’s going to be all right, you know. You’ll be married to the man you love and nothing else matters.”

“That’s true.” She smiled at me. “You won’t tell anyone about this, will you?”

“I promise I won’t breathe a word.” I held her gaze. “We’re friends.”

“Thank goodness for that.” She took a deep breath and stood up. “I really have to go now, Fern, but thanks for everything. I’ll have you round to dinner as soon as we get back from our honeymoon.”

I rose to my feet and gave her a big hug before she left. I finished my tea, tried to look like I didn’t know one of the biggest secrets in the world, and went out to greet the other models on the shoot.
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On the first available Saturday when I knew Dad would be down the dog track, I went to visit Julie and Mum in Stepney. I’d seen some awful slums in New York which made the flats look surprisingly safe and clean. The lifts were all out, so I walked up the dank stairs that smelled of urine and stale beer. I didn’t feel right using my key, so I rang the bell.

Julie opened the door to me, her face alight with anticipation. “Dawn! What did you bring me?”

“Cheeky bint,” I said as I went in. “You’re supposed to pretend to be pleased to see me first.”

“Wait—”

I carried on down the hall and into the kitchen, only to find both Mum and Dad sitting at the table.

“Oh.” I paused. “I thought you’d be down the track.” I half turned away. “Julie, do you want to get your coat and come out for a coffee with me?”

“Dawn …” Mum’s voice held a mixture of command and entreaty. “Your dad has something to say to you.”

He looked tired and worn down. I waited for anger to come but felt only pity.

“I got a new job with the council, doing the bins,” he said.

“Good for you.” I looked at Mum. “Is there anything you need down the shops? Julie and I can get it for you on the way back.”

Mum glared at Dad, who cleared his throat. “Your mum says I owe you an apology.”

“Accepted,” I said, and turned to the hallway where Julie awaited me. “Are you ready to go? There’s a great Italian restaurant where we can have lunch.”

“You don’t have to go out, luv,” Mum said. “I’ve made some potted salmon paste sandwiches for lunch.”

She really was trying if she’d splashed out on a jar of potted salmon. It usually only came out for birthdays and funerals. I hesitated and was about to turn back to the kitchen when she continued.

“We had to have the boiler man round last week.” She paused. “Cost a fortune.”

I opened my handbag, took out an envelope, and tossed it onto the table. “I almost forgot. Here’s your money.” I faked a smile. “I’ll see you later, yeah?”

Julie was quiet as we left the flat and went down the stairs.

“That was a bit mean, Dawn.”

“Which part?” I glanced over at her as we walked to the tube station. “And my name is Fern.”

“Dad was chuffed to get that new job.”

“I told him that was great.”

“And he tried to say sorry.”

I stopped walking. “Actually, he said Mum told him to do it. That’s hardly a real apology. What else was I supposed to do?”

She shrugged. “Be a bit nicer? You’ve changed, Dawn. You don’t even speak right. It’s like you’re ashamed of us or something.”

“I’m just doing my best to support myself. What’s wrong with that?”

She scuffed the toe of her shoe into the pavement. “There’s no need to be so nasty about it.”

“He was nasty, Julie. He told me I wasn’t his kid. He made me feel like I wasn’t part of the family anymore, so maybe I believed him.”

“So, you’re just going to leave me and Mum as well, then?”

“Mum just wants my money.”

“That’s a horrible thing to say.” She looked up at me. “I don’t think I want to go out with you after all.”

Tears choked my throat and I struggled to speak. “Fine. Bugger off, then. You know where I live.”

She walked away from me, her head held high, and I continued down the steps into the tube station.

“Oi!” someone shouted at me.

I spun around.

“You’re Twiggy, that model, ain’t you?” The man grinned at me. “I’ve seen your picture in the papers.”

I found a smile somewhere and straightened up. “Yes, I’m a model.”

“You’re gorgeous,” his friend said. “Are you from around here?”

“No,” I said. “I’m just visiting.”
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Over the next several weeks, I heard nothing from Julie. I buried myself in my work, taking on all the jobs my agent offered me, so I was too tired to think about why Julie had decided to take Mum’s side when I’d always thought we were a team. Mum occasionally called the flat from a phone box, usually asking for money, but I started putting the phone down, or asked Daphne to tell her I was out if she answered the call.

The occasional bunch of flowers arrived from RJ, accompanied by a card telling me his whereabouts in the world. Daphne found it all highly amusing. We both continued to work for Mary—Daphne more than me, because she was a house model and heavily involved in the design process in the workroom; whereas, I usually just modeled the clothes.

I happened to be there with Daphne when Mary had us trying on the short black jersey minidresses her sales force would be wearing to sell the new cosmetics line in the shops. I’d never bought makeup in a posh store because the salesladies were always too intimidating, so Mary’s approach was a refreshing change and I was curious to see what she’d come up with.

The dresses were fab, with her signature daisy on the left breast and white edging to the round neck and short sleeves. All the packaging bore the daisy logo on the lids and was made of simple plastics in black, white, and silver. I immediately wanted to take all the samples home—particularly the mascara and false eyelashes. I knew Julie would love it.

“Did you see the launch invitation?” Daphne said. “It’s a jigsaw puzzle. They sent out five pieces last week.” She held it up. “I’m in the back row behind Celia Hammond.”

“It’s great!” I said, wondering why I hadn’t been asked to do the shoot.

“They’ll send the last piece with all the details of the launch party just before it happens,” Daphne said. “I think it’s jolly clever.”

“When is it?”

“March twenty-eighth, twelve noon, at the Garrison,” Daphne said. “We’re all invited.”

“Even me?”

Daphne gave me a funny look. “Of course. There’ll be champagne, and we’re all going to be made up by the new sales team so that everyone can see how amazing the new makeup is. Mary’s coordinated it with the colors of her latest collections, so there’s a prune eye shadow and nail polish to match!”

I went over to look at some of the sample kits laid out on Mary’s desk. The packaging was unashamedly plastic. Eye shadows were paired in the same box with a brush, and a little mirror was inside the lid. The mascara came in blocks or was liquid, and the lipstick was in a narrow silver tube rather like a lighter and came with a matching lip-liner pencil. I’d never seen anything like it. I immediately thought how much easier it would make doing my face when I was rushing between jobs.

“It’s gorgeous,” I said.

“Thank you.”

I looked up to see Mary coming through the door. She wore a bright green jersey minidress with a white collar and pocket that I immediately coveted.

“Have you seen the sheet we’ll give out to every customer?” Mary asked. “It shows them how to use everything to look just like one of you top models.”

“No.” I stepped back so that she could look through the piles of paper, sketches, and samples that covered the surface of her desk.

“Here it is.” She handed me a thin sheet of printed paper. “I asked them to make the paper thin so it could be easily folded up and put in your pocket.”

It was like a comic book strip in black-and-white. It walked you through applying the light foundation, called Starkers, and then the eye shadow, mascara, blush, and lipstick. There was even a little square about how to coordinate your nails to the colors you’d used.

“I was thinking that if they buy one thing and like it, they’ll have a reminder of all the other things that can go with it, and they’ll come back to buy something else.”

“That’s clever.” I looked at her. “I’d probably buy the whole lot at once.”

“Well, it’s your job to look beautiful, Fern. I hope all my girls will use it.”

“I can’t wait.”

“You’re coming to the launch?”

“If you want me to,” I said.

“Absolutely. I’d like to use you as one of the models who gets made up. You have beautiful bone structure, and I know everything I’ve created will look great on you.”

She was about to turn away when I cleared my throat. “Mary?”

“What?”

“That dress you’re wearing?”

“Would look fantastic on you.” She smoothed a hand over the vibrant green skirt. “They’ve just come in. Would you like one?”

“Yes, please,” I said fervently. “I can wear it to the event.”

She eyed me speculatively. “How would you fancy being part of the next promotional tour around the country?”

Behind me, Daphne was nodding enthusiastically, but I never needed any encouragement to take on more work. “Sounds great,” I said.

“And I think Tom Wolsey could use you in the advertising campaign.”

I smiled. “I love working for you, Mary, you know that.”

All in all, I was very glad that I’d come in with Daphne that morning. I’d been offered a load more work, and I’d get to do a promotional tour that would take me away from London and my family woes for at least a week or two. I hadn’t heard from RJ for a while, and that suited me fine. I was an independent woman, making loads of money, and I didn’t need anyone.
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I hadn’t expected the promotional tour to be on a London bus adorned with Mary Quant’s name and logo. I accompanied some of the sales reps and the new salesgirls, who were a lovely crowd. At first the girls treated me with awe, which was hilarious, but I soon showed them how down to earth I was, and we all got on like a house on fire. The sales reps had the most difficult job trying to persuade some of the dragons presiding over the cosmetic departments in the big shops to take on a completely new approach to makeup.

We had pop-up counters at various department stores where the girls would make up half of the customer’s face in the new products so they could see the impact. They’d also hand out the comic-strip flyer encouraging them to come back and get more stuff when they were ready.

We had such a great time. I was endlessly asked about my makeup routine by the customers and sometimes signed their autograph books or pictures of myself from magazines. The evenings were even better. All us girls would sit around and have a laugh about the day’s events. One of the girls introduced us all to a new kind of smoking, which made me feel incredibly giddy and relaxed.

By the time we got back, plans had already been launched to take the products and the bus to Europe and maybe even the rest of the world. Several department stores in London—including Harrods, Miss Selfridge, and John Lewis—were set to open permanent counters for the makeup and hire more sales assistants to manage them.

It occurred to me that, as Julie was about to leave school, I might be able to wrangle her a job as one of the new girls. As soon as I got back to my flat, I sent her a postcard asking if she had time to pop round at the weekend.

I stayed in on Saturday, hoping she’d turn up, and was pleased when the doorbell rang around lunchtime. I opened the door to find my mum there, still puffing after climbing the two flights of stairs.

“Mum,” I said. “What are you doing here? I was expecting Julie.”

“She’s not coming.” She barged her way past me. “Aren’t you going to let me in? Or are you too fancy to know your own family these days?”

Mentally, I rolled my eyes, glad that Daphne was out visiting her parents, and followed Mum into the sitting room where she was examining my possessions like she was the bailiff come to take them back.

“It’s nice in ’ere. Julie says your flatmate is very posh.”

“Would you like a cup of tea?” I asked. “Or do you have to get on?”

“I’ll take some tea.” She sat down on the sofa with a thump. “It’s the least you can do when you’ve been avoiding talking to me for months.”

“You know why I’m not talking to you,” I said, unwilling to go through it all again. “Why couldn’t Julie come herself? Is she sick?”

The kettle whistled and I took it off the gas and poured the water into the teapot.

“Make sure it’s strong, luv, and with lots of sugar. You know how I like it.”

I made the tea and joined her in the living room, taking the chair directly opposite the sofa.

“Cheers,” she said, holding up her cup before she took a drink.

“What’s wrong with Julie?” I asked again.

“Nothing as far as I know.” Mum shrugged. “Maybe she just doesn’t want to see you.”

“You came all the way here just to tell me that?” I raised my eyebrows. “Come on, Mum, spit it out.”

“She got married.”

I blinked hard. “What?”

“Last week. She said she sent you an invitation and you didn’t turn up. She was very upset, and she said she never wanted to talk to you again.”

“I’ve been away, working.” I glanced at the pile of post on the countertop that I hadn’t bothered to look through yet. “I didn’t know anything about it. Why on earth—”

Mum shrugged. “She’s up the duff.”

“She’s pregnant?” I set down my cup so hard it rattled. “I told her …”

“You and me both, luv.” Mum looked as pissed off as I felt. “We had a bit of a row, and she stormed off to Les’s place, and she hasn’t come back.”

“Bloody hell,” I said. “This is a disaster. I was going to try and get her a job with Mary Quant cosmetics. I thought it might help …”

“Yeah, well, she don’t need no job now. She’s going to be a mother.” Mum went into her handbag, brought out her tobacco and green papers, and rolled herself a cigarette. “Stupid cow.”

“Can you give me her new address?” I asked. “So I can write and explain.”

“Not sure that will do any good,” Mum said. “She can’t change what she done.”

“I just want her to know that I didn’t completely abandon her,” I said.

“I’ll write it down for you if you like,” Mum offered. “Les’s family only live down the road, so she’s not far away.” She looked pointedly toward the kitchen. “Got any biscuits?”
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I was still sitting on the couch when Daphne returned from seeing her parents in Sloane Square. She set a square tin on the countertop and went to hang up her coat.

“Cook baked me a lemon drizzle cake to bring back with me. She said I’m far too thin, which is a bit of a laugh. Would you like a slice? It’s very good.”

“My mum came round,” I said.

Daphne went still. “Is everything all right?”

“Julie got married.”

“I didn’t think she was old enough.” Daphne crinkled her brow.

“She’s sixteen.”

“She did mention she was going out with a boy she adored,” Daphne said. “Is that the one she’s married?”

“Yes. Les. Apparently, she sent me an invitation in the post, but I was away, so I missed it, and now she never wants to speak to me again.”

“Oh, Fern, I’m so sorry.” Daphne came to sit beside me. “I’m sure when she understands why you couldn’t come, things will be all right.”

“I dunno.”

“Julie’s very fond of you. I’m sure she’ll forgive you.”

“She wrote me a horrible letter.” I gave it to Daphne.

She read it through, her expression deepening as she finished and looked up at me. “Oh, dear, she really is cross, isn’t she? I’ve never read so many swear words in my life.”

“I don’t know what to do.” I dabbed at my swollen eyes with my screwed-up tissue.

“The first thing to remember is that this isn’t your fault,” Daphne said firmly. “You were away and you had no idea of Julie’s plans. I’d write back and tell her that for starters, and, if you do apologize, only say sorry for missing the event. If you’d been here, I’m sure you would’ve gone to the wedding.”

I took a shaky breath. “I’m not so sure. I would’ve done anything in my power to stop her.”

“Well, perhaps don’t mention that, seeing as you can’t change what has happened,” Daphne continued. “I assume you do want to see her again?”

“This is all my fault.”

“Fern. It absolutely is not.”

“Mum got married young, because I was on the way, and Julie’s just repeating the same mistakes.”

There was a lengthy pause while Daphne tried to compose her face—something she wasn’t very good at. “Julie’s expecting?”

“Yes.”

“Then maybe it’s better that she is married?” Daphne asked. “Otherwise, her child—”

“Would be a bastard. Yeah, I know all about that.” I held her gaze. “I suppose that’s one mistake Julie didn’t make. At least she’s marrying the father of her baby rather than someone else who’ll never let her forget it.”

Daphne wasn’t stupid, and I watched the emotions flow over her face, waiting for her shock and revulsion.

“I assume you’re referring to your own reasons for leaving your family,” Daphne eventually said.

“Yeah.” I shrugged like I didn’t give a damn. “My mum was raped by some married man, and she married her boyfriend, Neil, who I always thought was my dad until he told me the truth.”

“Oh, Fern.” Daphne rushed over to hug me. “How terrible for you.”

“Sorry you ended up sharing a flat with a bastard. I don’t think your family would approve,” I said against her shoulder.

She chuckled, which surprised me so much that I had to look her in the face.

“Darling, my family tree is littered with clandestine marriages, royal bastards, and other questionable behaviors. No one in my world gives a damn about illegitimacy as long as no one has the audacity to mention it out loud.”

“So, you don’t hate me?”

“Of course not, silly.” She hugged me again. “And I promise I’ll keep this to myself. Now be a good girl and write to Julie while I pour us both a large glass of wine.”




CHAPTER 21

Daphne

London, 1966

“Mary?” I cleared my throat as my nerves made my knees knock together. “Might I have a word?”

She was at her desk in the Ginger Group headquarters, hundreds of designs and sample fabrics spread around her as she worked standing up. I felt bad even disturbing her, but I had to try.

“Yes, come in.” She gestured to a chair that was covered in shoeboxes. “Just move everything out of the way.”

I sat down, my bag on my knee, and faced her. “I was hoping—I mean, wondering—if you might have the time to look at something I’ve been doing over the last year, but I know you’re very busy, and I totally understand if you don’t have the time—”

Mary held up a finger. “Take a breath, Daphne.”

I hastily gulped in some air. “Good idea,” I said. “Might end up swooning on your desk and then where would we be?”

She smiled encouragingly. “Have you been designing clothes?”

I blinked at her. “Absolutely not!”

“Then what have you been doing?”

“This.” I opened my bag and took out my folder containing my photographic prints. My hand was shaking so much that everything nearly fell out on the floor. “I was hoping you might look at them and tell me what you think.”

I almost threw the folder at her and then sat back in my chair like I was awaiting my turn in front of a firing squad. She took a long time studying each print and then spread them out on her desk.

“These are … quite extraordinary.” She picked up a photo I’d taken of Fern after a long day on our American promotional tour. She was asleep on an airplane, one hand cradling her cheek, the other tightly clutching at the blanket covering her. “They’re almost like fairy-tale illustrations.”

“Is that good?” I asked somewhat timidly.

“It’s different.” She looked at me. “Because you’re a model and your subjects know you, maybe they allow you to see them in their more vulnerable moments.”

“I always ask for permission before I take a photo …” I paused. “Except for that one when Fern was obviously asleep, but I did ask her if it was all right to print it off and show you, and she said yes.”

“Your work isn’t like any of the current photographers’.”

“I’m no Bailey or Donovan. I know that.” I hesitated. “But I wouldn’t want to be them. Perhaps I just see the world differently. What I really want to know is whether it’s worth me continuing.”

“Why would you stop if you enjoy it?” Mary asked.

“I wouldn’t stop, per se, I’d just like to know if there would be any commercial opportunities available to me.”

“You want to take this up professionally?”

Her obvious surprise stung a little bit.

“I don’t see why not. Surely, girls can take photos? Why should the men have all the fun and the glory?”

Mary gathered up the photographs and put them back in their folder. “I love what you’re doing, but I don’t think your aesthetic would work with my clothes.”

“Oh. All right, then.” I grabbed the folder and stuffed it into my bag. “That’s fine. I just wanted to see if—”

“But I do think they might work with other designers,” Mary continued. “Leave it with me, and I’ll make sure to mention your name if I see any opportunities.”

“Thank you.” I gave her the now battered folder again and beamed at her. “That’s very kind of you.”

“I think you’re very talented, Daphne,” Mary said. “But it’s going to be difficult to break into a very male-centered profession.”

“It’s always seemed wrong to me that it’s mostly girls being photographed while the men get to bark orders at us. Wouldn’t it be nice for it to be the other way round?”

“I can’t disagree with you there,” Mary said. “I spend my life being told by men that I can’t achieve what I want, and it’s never stopped me.” She sighed. “You should have seen the way the French perfumer talked down to me when I wanted a particular combination of scents that took you from day to evening.”

“You’re making perfume?”

She put her finger to her lips. “Yes, but don’t tell anyone. At the pace we’re progressing, it will be 1972 before we launch anything.”

I made a cross over my heart. “Guides’ honor, I’ll keep it to myself. Thanks for listening. You’re the best employer ever!”

I almost skipped out of her office. Mary thought I had potential! That was enough to make me want to keep going. If I needed a lesson in how to get on in a world dominated by men, then I only had to look at Mary, who in her own quiet way constantly altered the odds in her favor.
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Later that evening, I had dinner with Martin in our favorite Italian restaurant. The poor man couldn’t get a word in edgeways as I excitedly told him about my meeting with Mary.

“And she said I was talented!” I repeated. “Me!”

“Well, of course you are. The amount of time you spend snapping away with that camera of yours …”

“That’s because I love it, Martin.” I pressed my hand to my chest. “It feels like it’s my calling.”

I held my breath wondering if he would laugh at me, but he just nodded.

“It’s a shame she can’t see a way to use you in her current advertising,” Martin said. “That would’ve been most helpful.”

“I don’t think my style goes with her brand,” I confessed. “She was right about that. My photos are more … dreamy.”

“Can you think of any designers whom you could approach yourself?” Martin asked. “You must know all of them by now.”

“I’ve modeled for them, but that doesn’t mean I know them. Most designers treat us like clothes hangers. We’re not supposed to speak or express any opinions at all.”

“That can’t be pleasant.” Martin frowned. “I don’t know how you put up with it.”

“I went to finishing school.” I sipped my wine. “It was survival of the bitchiest, and I certainly wasn’t one of them.”

“It makes Harrow and Eton sound almost civilized,” Martin mused. “At least I was able to get my own back on the bullies on the rugby field.”

We paused our conversation as the waiter put our spaghetti specials in front of us. Tonight, it was frutti di mare, which happened to be my favorite.

We dug in, and it was delicious. Martin drank some of the rough red wine and said, “Have you thought about approaching this photography business from a different angle?”

“Like how?” I asked as I speared a huge prawn.

“You know all the top models.”

“Yes?” I looked at him inquiringly.

“Would they pose for you?”

“They already do.”

“But not usually in designers’ clothes. You tend to catch them in their off moments.”

“That’s how I get the best pictures.” I sipped my wine.

“But what if you asked people like Twiggy or Jean Shrimpton to pose for you as if you were doing a fashion shoot?”

“Go on,” I said, intrigued.

“Then, if they like your photos, they could also be your cheerleaders, as the Americans say. And they could suggest you to the designers.”

I sat back and looked at him. “That might work. Thank you.”

He grinned. “You’re welcome.”

We continued to eat while I mulled over his suggestion. He really did have a fine diplomatic brain, as well as all his other wonderful attributes.

“Daphne?”

“Yes?” I returned my attention to him as the waiter removed my empty bowl.

“Do you think you might find time in your schedule to come to Scotland with me? My parents have extended an invitation to both of us to join them for the grouse shooting season in August.”

Did I want to meet his parents? Might that signal that I was ready to give in and settle down? Mummy would be thrilled.

Martin grinned. “There’s no need to look so apprehensive. I promise it’s just a visit.”

“You’re not planning on trapping me in a castle turret and leaving me there to waste away?” I went for a jokey reply. “Or having a surprise engagement party?” Heat suffused my cheeks. “Not that I’ve ever been expecting you to do that or anything.”

Martin took my hand. “Never ever? Or just not right now? Because I’m not the kind of man to force an issue, but I would like to know if I stand a chance of ever winning you.”

“I … I really like you,” I stuttered.

“That’s a good start.”

“But there are things I want to do before I settle down.” I looked into his very blue eyes. “Finish my modeling career, start taking photography seriously …”

“I wouldn’t stop you doing either of those things if you were my wife.”

“Really? Because most men would.”

“I admire what you do tremendously, Daphne. I wouldn’t expect you to give up everything just for me.”

“But I would need to travel with you around the globe,” I reminded him. “I’m well aware that you need experience to gain promotion.”

“That wouldn’t stop you working, would it?” He looked at me inquiringly. “We both have private incomes. You could hop on a train or a plane whenever you needed to.”

“I could?” I gazed at him. “You wouldn’t mind?”

He squeezed my fingers. “One of the things that my job has taught me is that the things that are important are not where you live, but that you’re with people you love. And I think we could manage perfectly well together.”

“Mummy wouldn’t understand that at all,” I said. “And what about your parents?”

“My mother has a full-time job running the house and estate while my father deals with the cultivation of the gaming birds, his racing stables, his prize dairy herd, and anything else that takes his fancy. They’ll understand if you wish to continue to do your own thing, because neither of them are willing to slow down at all.”

“I suppose they won’t stop until your older brother inherits the title,” I said, well-versed in the contrary ways of aristocratic succession.

He raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think I have an older brother?”

I stared at him for a full minute. “You said you had a brother called David. I assumed he was older, because he stayed home while you went gallivanting all over the world.”

“Nope. I’m the heir.” His smile was wry. “As I said, my parents are fighting fit and unwilling to cede an inch of control over the estate, which suits me just fine. At some point that will change, but I’m not wanted there for at least the next few years, which means we’d both be free to do what we like.”

“I see.”

For once I was at a loss for words. A vision of a future that was familiar, but not at all like I’d feared, was being offered to me by the marvelous man I’d already fallen in love with.

“What exactly will you be inheriting?”

He shrugged. “A ruined castle, a Victorian mansion, a London town house, thousands of acres of Scottish moor … Oh, and I’ll be a marquis.”

I gaped at him. “That means I’ll outrank Gwen. She’ll be so miffed, and Mummy won’t know what to do with herself!” I paused. “I’d have to meet your parents first.”

He smiled. “Then you’ll come to Scotland?”

“Yes,” I said, beaming at him like a fool. “I will.”
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I floated dreamily into the flat full of good food and rather too much wine, and found Fern on the couch eating a bowl of porridge and a bag of crisps. Her hair was in a turban and she wore a paisley print dressing gown tied at the waist.

“Stay right there,” I said. “I have to get my camera.”

“Don’t take picture of me looking like this!” Fern squeaked even as she automatically posed. “I look awful.”

“You look human,” I corrected her as I snapped away. “I’m barely even looking at your face, so you won’t be recognizable.”

I put my camera down and went into the kitchen to drink a large glass of water. “Would you like some cocoa?” I asked Fern.

“Yes, please. I like the way you make it with all that milk.”

“That’s the way Nanny always made it,” I said. “I can’t imagine it any other way.

“Your gran?” Fern turned to look at me. “Was she nice?”

“Er, my nurse, really,” I said. “Mummy didn’t involve herself much in our upbringing. We were brought down once a day for tea in the drawing room and that was that. Both of my grandmothers were quite frightening, but one of them was a suffragette, and she did leave me a rather nice legacy, which gives me financial independence.”

Fern was shaking her head. “You really did grow up in a different world.”

I wasn’t sure what to say about that and busied myself making the cocoa.

“Have you heard back from Julie yet?” I asked as I took the mugs through to the sitting area.

“Yes, she agreed to meet me for a coffee.”

“Well, that’s encouraging.” I sipped my drink. “I’m sure once you see each other, everything will sort itself out.”

“I hope so.” She sighed. “I’ve decided I should just put everything behind me and deal with where she is, rather than how I wanted things to be.”

“I should imagine if she’s also fighting with your mother that she might appreciate your support.”

“Yeah, I hope so. I really miss her.”

I thought about Gwennie stuck in her gloomy mansion in Norfolk expecting her second baby. She’d begged me to come and visit her but I’d claimed I was too busy at work to take the time off. I resolved to telephone her and drive down the very next weekend.

“How was your evening with Martin?” Fern asked.

“Lovely as usual. He asked me to come and visit his parents in Scotland.”

Fern raised her eyebrow. “Ooh! He must really fancy you, then.”

“I hope so, because I rather like him, too,” I acknowledged. “In fact, we had a very good conversation about how things might go on if we got married. He was completely in favor of me continuing to model or take my photographs.”

“Why wouldn’t he be?” Fern looked confused. “Most women have to keep working even if they have children. How else would they make ends meet?”

“In my parents’ world, once you marry, women are supposed to give up their occupation—if they even had one—and devote themselves to running their husband’s home and estate.”

“What a load of claptrap,” Fern said. “You’d be bored silly, and, anyway, Martin’s in the diplomatic service. He doesn’t even have his own home.”

“But his parents do, and Martin’s the one who will inherit it.”

“Is it big?”

“From the sound of it, yes.”

“Will you have to go and live there if you get married?”

“Not officially, until his father dies and his mother moves into the dower house. Martin’s not keen to take over until he absolutely has to.”

“But you do want to marry him, right?”

“Yes, I think I do.” I hastily qualified my reply as Fern started bouncing up and down on the sofa. “But not quite yet. There’s many a slip twixt cup and lip, as Nanny used to say.”

“I’m so happy for you, Daphne.” Fern smiled at me, her eyes full of tears. “Martin’s such a nice bloke.”

“He’s not only nice, but he came up with a great idea about my photography business. Tell me what you think.”

I told her Martin’s idea and she was very enthusiastic about it.

“I’m more than happy to pose for you, and I can ask Twiggy.”

“That would be wonderful.” I beamed at her. “I think Jean would agree as well—as long as she doesn’t tell Bailey.”

Fern made a face. “He might take brilliant photos, but he’s a bit of an arse to work for.”

“I agree, but don’t tell Jean I said so.” I finished my cocoa. “I think I’ll go to bed. I’ve got a busy day tomorrow, and I’ve got to think of a way to tell Mummy that I’m going to Scotland with Martin without getting her hopes up.”

“Won’t she be thrilled that he’s the right sort?” Fern asked.

“She will, but I hate proving her right,” I said. “I always swore I wouldn’t marry a man from my own ‘class’ just to spite her. And yet, here I am head over heels in love with the heir of a marquis.”

Fern was still laughing when I left the sitting room and went to bed.




CHAPTER 22

Fern

Because I was working that day, I arranged to meet Julie in the Fantasie on King’s Road. She was already there when I arrived, sitting at a table near the window, a cup of coffee in front of her.

“Hi,” I said as I dumped my makeup case and coat on the chair. “Sorry I’m late. I got held up on my last job. Can I get you some more coffee?”

“No thanks,” Julie said. “It makes me feel sick if I drink too much now.”

I asked one of the servers I knew to bring me over my usual coffee, spoke to a couple of admirers at other tables, and ended up sitting opposite Julie with no idea what to say.

“How are things?” I eventually asked when the silence became painful. “You doing all right?”

She didn’t look very pregnant, although her cheeks had rounded out a bit. She shrugged.

“Still feeling sick all the time, but I’m all right. Les’s mum is being really nice to me.”

“You’re planning on staying with them until the baby’s born?”

“Ain’t got nowhere else to go, Dawn. Mum’s not asking me to move back home. She’s glad to be rid of me. It’s a bit crowded at Les’s but we’ve got our name down for a council flat, so it shouldn’t be too long until we have our own place.”

“If you want to move out sooner, I could—”

“I don’t want your money, Sis. I’m not Mum.” There was a hardness in Julie’s voice I’d never heard from her before. But I recognized it in myself. “We’ll be all right. Les has a good job as a plumber.”

“He’s a good man, Julie.”

“Yeah.” She smiled for the first time. “He is.”

“When’s the baby due?”

She looked down at her stomach which was slightly rounded. “In about three months, I think.”

I swallowed down all the things I wanted to say—all the useless recriminations—and tried to smile.

“I’m looking forward to being an auntie.”

“Good, ’cause I don’t think Mum wants to be a granny just yet.”

For the first time, we smiled at each other in complete accord.

“I hope you have a little girl.”

“Me too,” Julie said. “Les wants a boy, of course, to carry on his family name.” She rolled her eyes. “Like it matters.”

“I almost wish I could knit,” I said.

“Les’s mum is already knitting up a storm. She’ll have the whole layette done before the baby’s born. She’s convinced it’s going to be a boy, so everything is blue.”

“Then I’ll buy loads of pink stuff so you have plenty of choice,” I said. “If that’s acceptable.”

“I don’t mind you buying stuff for the baby, Dawn. She’ll be your flesh and blood.”

“Did Mum tell you she came to see me?” I asked.

“Yeah, well, she came to Les’s place and shouted at me through the letter box so I thought you’d probably be getting in touch.” She shrugged. “I knew you’d catch up with me eventually.”

“You’re my sister,” I said.

“Half sister.” She paused. “I did wonder if you’d use that excuse—along with me getting pregnant against your advice—not to contact me ever again.” She held my gaze. “I know what you’re like, Dawn. You don’t take well to being crossed.”

“I admit I was a bit pissed off that you didn’t tell me what you had planned, but it’s your life, Julie. I can’t live it for you.”

“Yeah, that’s right. It is.” She smiled. “At least you’ve worked that out. Mum’s just annoyed that she can’t claim benefits for me anymore and that she’s got to do everything in the flat.”

“She’ll manage. With your dad bringing in a good wage, she should be fine without either of us.”

“I thought she’d be more supportive of me,” Julie said. “But the moment I said I was pregnant, she went bananas. She said I was stupid and ungrateful, and that I had to bugger off. I told her she’d got pregnant before being married, and she went off her rocker, screaming at me that it wasn’t the same, and that she’d sacrificed everything to bring me up right, and I’d let her down.”

I reached over and took her hand. “I’m sorry, love. None of that was fair.”

“I was just glad you weren’t there to join in.”

I winced. “I might not agree with your choices, but I wouldn’t act like Mum. Maybe when she calms down, she’ll be pleased to have a grandchild.”

“I don’t think so.” Julie bit her lip. “I’m glad I’ve got Les’s family. They’re all happy for us.”

“And you’ve got me.” She looked down at our joined hands. “One thing I do know about you, Sis, is that when you set your mind to something, you’re stubborn enough to make it happen. You’ll be a wonderful mother and wife. I’d bet my house on it.”

“You ain’t got no house,” Julie objected. “And why are you surprised that I’m as stubborn as you are?”

“I’m not.” I checked my watch. “I’m going to have to leave soon, but I’m so glad I saw you.” I paused. “Will you keep in touch?”

“I’ve got your phone number.”

“And if I’m not there, you can always leave a message with Daphne,” I reminded her.

“I like her.”

“She’s the best.” I stood up and put on my jacket. “And if you need anything …”

Julie made a face. “Don’t start.”

“You know where I am.” I bent to kiss her cheek. “I love you, Julie.”

“Don’t make me cry, Sis.” Julie took out her handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. “I didn’t expect you to be nice to me.”

“Well, you’re just going to have to put up with it,” I said firmly. “Because I’m not going anywhere.”

I left Julie in the coffee shop and decided to walk back to Mary’s workroom rather than getting a taxi. The number of people who thought I was Twiggy as I strode along the King’s Road in my high-heeled boots, blue minidress, and matching jacket was mildly depressing, but I didn’t have the energy to correct them. One really aggressive man stuck his autograph book right in my face, and I signed Twiggy’s name without any remorse.

When I went into the workroom, Mary was already waiting for me, along with APG.

“Sorry I’m a bit late,” I said. “I was with my sister. She’s just got married and is expecting.”

“How lovely for her,” Mary said. “Is she keeping well?”

“So far so good,” I said. I never said much about my family when I was at work. “She’s young, so she should be fine.”

“How old is she?” APG asked.

“Sixteen.” I looked him right in the eye, daring him to make one of his jokes.

“She should do well, then,” Mary said quickly. “The older you are, the harder it is to get pregnant or deal with a newborn.”

“We’re not back to that again, are we?” APG ignored me and glared at Mary. “You know I don’t want children. I don’t like them.”

“You don’t like them, because you’d be jealous of them having my attention,” Mary fired back.

I began to wish I could fade into the shadows. Mary and APG’s rows were legendary, but I’d never been the only witness before.

“You know what Shirley Conran said happened to her when she was pregnant?” APG continued. “She said she was as creative as a cow. You don’t have time for that. You have work to do!”

“But I might not be like Shirley,” Mary said. “The main problem is you and your inability to take second place to anything! You say I have all this work to do, but you’re even jealous about that!”

“I bloody well am not,” APG shouted. “And you agreed about not having children. You’re the one going back on their word, not me!”

With that final insult he turned and left, slamming the door behind him. I looked down at my boots and wished the floor would open up beneath me.

After a short silence, Mary cleared her throat. “I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s fine,” I rushed to reassure her. “You should hear my family when they’re going at it.”

“He’s a bit unreasonable about the subject of children,” Mary said. “But he didn’t need to bring it up while you were present.” She took a deep breath. “Shall we get on? I wanted to show you the ad for Cry Baby mascara.”

“The one I’m in?”

“Yes. Although, I’m not sure if anyone who isn’t intimately acquainted with you will recognize you.”

“Is it that bad?”

“Not at all. I love it.”

She opened the folder and took out the glossy print. I immediately saw what she meant. It was a close-up of my left eye and the sweep of my fringe. A tear pooled in the corner of my eye and the copy read, Cry, baby. But only if you’re wearing Mary Quant new tearproof mascara.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I said after a moment. “It’s genius.”

“It’s certainly different,” Mary agreed. “Very eye-catching.”

I grinned at her, eager to dispense the lingering tension the row had left in the room. “No one might know it’s me, but I’m really glad I got to be in the ad.”

“Tom loved working with you and wants to do more,” Mary said. “I’d tell your agent to increase your rates.”
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I went home in a surprisingly good mood. I’d survived being caught up in a Plunket Greene row, the ad was amazing, and most importantly I’d managed not to behave like my mum with Julie. I hoped she’d get in touch and felt like I was on her side and wouldn’t tell her off.

Daphne was stretched out on the couch taking a nap, and for once I wished I had her talent for taking photos, because she looked like an elegant swan. She stirred as I crept into the kitchen and put on the kettle.

“I got stuck on a photo shoot that lasted until midnight,” she said. “Bloody Bailey and his perfectionism.”

“He does get the best shots,” I reminded her. “And you’ll look glorious.”

“I know I will.” She sat up and stretched. “I think I’m getting tired of being ordered around. I’m twenty-three. Yesterday, when I went for a job, the photographer said I looked too old!” She made a face. “They want everyone to look like Twiggy these days, and she’s only seventeen.”

Secretly, I didn’t mind everyone preferring Twiggy. I was an inch taller than her at five foot seven, but other than that, our measurements were identical.

Still, I was loyal to Daphne. “Not everyone wants that,” I told her. “You’re always in demand.”

She muttered something just as the phone rang and she reached over to pick it up. “Good afternoon, the Daphne and Fern residence.” She handed the receiver to me. “It’s RJ.”

“Hello?” I said.

“Hey, you. I’m in London for a couple of weeks. Can I take you out to dinner tonight?”

“Yes, please,” I said, glad to hear his voice.

“Great, I’ll send a car to pick you up around six thirty.” He paused. “Wear something nice.”

“Where are we going?”

“The Ritz, darling. Where else?”

I put the phone down and looked at Daphne in a complete panic. “He’s taking me to the Ritz. What should I wear?”

Daphne bounded off the couch. “Don’t worry. I know exactly which dress you should wear. Let’s go and see if it needs an iron.”

At six thirty, precisely, I looked out of the window as a very posh black car pulled up outside the coffee shop and a chauffeur got out. I smoothed down the skirt of the black sleeveless dress Daphne had insisted would be perfect and put on the matching jacket. She’d also lent me her string of real pearls and earrings to match, so I hoped I didn’t lose anything.

She gave me a careful hug. “You look gorgeous. Very Audrey in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Have a lovely time and don’t forget to say hello to RJ for me.”

I air-kissed her cheek to avoid spoiling my perfectly applied Mary Quant makeup and made my way down the stairs to find a crowd had gathered to see whether anyone famous was hiding in the upstairs flat of the Fantasie. It was quite nice when a couple of people recognized me, but I pretended not to notice as I was ushered inside the luxurious car. My feet sank into the fur carpet on the floor, and I was offered a blanket which I declined.

We arrived at the front entrance to the Ritz in some style. A uniformed man stepped forward to open the car door for me and handed me out. I managed not to say “ta,” but instead nodded gracefully as I ascended the steps and went into the lobby. I spotted RJ immediately.

He moved away from the reception desk and came toward me. “Fern, you look amazing, darling.” He kissed my hand.

“All thanks to Daphne,” I said as I smiled up at him.

“Daphne doesn’t make you beautiful,” RJ said as he tucked my hand into the crook of his arm. “That’s all you.”

We walked across the lobby and through to the very glamorous restaurant where two waiters bowed us to our table in a private corner.

“I thought we’d prefer some privacy,” RJ said as he held out my chair for me to sit down. “I bet you get sick of seeing your photo in the newspapers.”

I never minded seeing my own face, but I didn’t disagree. It was far too pleasant being with him to start the evening off with an argument about something so trivial.

“That’s very thoughtful of you,” I said as I unfolded my napkin. I’d been to enough fancy restaurants by now to know how to behave. “I’ve had a very busy day.”

I told him about the new makeup range and my part in the advertisements. His ability to listen rather than interrupt or insist on talking about himself was so nice. A lot of men who took models out simply wanted us to sit quietly, say nothing, and make the man look good. RJ genuinely seemed interested and asked all the right questions.

Thankfully, the menus weren’t in French, and I ordered the soup for a starter and chicken in a lemon sauce, which sounded lovely. I let RJ order the wine, as he seemed to enjoy choosing the right bottle.

“What brings you to London?” I asked after the waiters retreated.

“Business,” he said.

“And what business is that?” I tried not to grin.

He made a face. “I guess you saw that newspaper article about us in the States.”

“Daphne showed me. I didn’t go looking for it,” I said. “It seemed to say your family were in the oil business, whatever that means.”

“My grandaddy discovered oil on his property at the beginning of the century, and his company did very well after the two world wars. I currently run it with my mom.”

“What about your dad?”

“Killed on the beaches of Normandy,” he said. “Being a hero.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

The waiter brought him the bottle of wine to taste, and RJ approved it. After the waiter filled our glasses, he left.

“I was only six. I don’t remember much about him,” RJ continued. “We went to live with my grandparents and they helped bring me up.”

“My … Dad fought in the war as well. He missed D-Day because he was still stuck in Italy.”

“Rough place to be as well, so I understand.” RJ made a face. “None of it was good.”

“My uncle Clive left home in 1939, went to Africa with Monty, then Singapore, then up through Europe, and he didn’t get back to his wife until 1945. She didn’t know what to do with him when he finally got home. She said it was like living with a different person.”

“Hopefully that’s all behind us now.” He held up his glass, and I clinked mine against it. “Cheers and here’s to new beginnings.”

“I wish everyone here would stop talking about the war,” I confided. “It’s like everything bright and new we’re trying to do gets brought down.” My soup arrived and I remembered to use my spoon backward and not to slurp.

“Like crabs in a bucket?”

I wrinkled my nose inquiringly.

“If you have a bucket of live crabs and try and take one out, the others will link claws and form a chain to stop it happening.”

“I haven’t heard that before, but it makes perfect sense.” My pea soup was delicious and so was the bread roll that came with it. “Clinging to the past is just like clinging to the inside of the bucket.”

“America’s not so bad about that,” RJ said. “The American dream is that you can come to the country with nothing and make your fortune.”

“Or strike oil in your fields,” I gently teased him.

“Yeah, just like that.” He grinned. “I know I’m lucky, but I also love that America is the land of opportunity. I promise you we’ll get to the moon before those darn Russians.”

“I hope so.” I grinned back at him.

“You’ll have to come out and visit with my folks,” RJ continued. “Mom’s dying to meet you.”

“Really?” I blinked at him. “Doesn’t she want you to go out with someone like Grace Kelly?”

“She’s cool with whoever I go out with. She just wants me to be happy.”

I found that difficult to believe but concentrated on finishing my soup and asking RJ more about his plans for his stay in London. The chicken was excellent and I finished the meal with a pyramid of chocolate profiteroles—something I’d been dying to try.

RJ had a brandy while I drank my coffee. Eventually, he checked his watch. “Do you want to go to a nightclub, or are you all tuckered out?”

“I’m not tired,” I reassured him. “We could go to the Ad Lib Club. It’s very popular.”

“Sure.” He stood up and came around to pull my chair back.

“Thank you.” For a moment I let my hand rest on his chest as he bent his head down to mine. He smelled of pine aftershave and smoke, and I slowly inhaled him.

“Or we could go upstairs?” he suggested quietly, his breath teasing my earlobe. “For a nightcap.”

I looked up at him. “I’d prefer the nightclub.” He had to know right from the start that I wasn’t some tart, and I’d never sell myself cheaply. “It’s only our second date.”

He raised his eyebrows. “I wasn’t intending to seduce you.”

“Good, because I’m not that kind of girl.” I held my breath as he studied me.

“I already know that.” He kissed the top of my head. “Come on. Let’s go and show them all up on the dance floor.”

The Beatles weren’t there, but two of the Rolling Stones were, along with Dave Clark. I think RJ was impressed that I knew them all and was instantly ushered into the VIP section of the club. I wished I’d had time to change, because my classic black dress wasn’t perfect for dancing in but I did my best. RJ turned out to be a great dancer and what was even nicer was that, despite all the female competition, he kept his attention strictly on me.

I think he was quietly amused that men kept trying to chat me up and that I had to tell them to get lost because I was with someone. The smell of pot drifted through the club, and the Stones were partaking of some other substance as well, but I wasn’t interested in getting high. I didn’t need to when I was with RJ.

We left the club around two in the morning to the flashing cameras of the press who always gathered outside. RJ tried to shield me, but I wasn’t worried about having my picture taken. I’d made sure to go to the loo and reapply my makeup before we left.

We got into the car and RJ directed the driver to take me home. I sank back against the seat and sighed. “What a great evening. Thanks for taking me out.”

“It was my pleasure.” RJ took my hand. “May I kiss you?”

Charmed that he’d asked, I willingly subsided into his arms. He was a good kisser, and I enjoyed it a lot. I let his hands wander a little but eased away whenever he tried to interfere with my clothing. He soon got the message, and I didn’t feel worried at all.

The car pulled up outside my flat, and I reluctantly moved out of his embrace.

He went to get out with me, but I pushed him back. “There’s no need to move.” I kissed his cheek. “Thanks for a lovely dinner.”

“Fern …” He caught my hand. “Will you come out with me again?”

“Yes, please.” I smiled at him. “Why don’t you give me a call tomorrow?”
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This time I was the one who saw my face in the papers first. It was a photo of us emerging from the club, RJ looking fiercely protective, and me looking demure. The headline screamed, American Millionaire and His Cockney Love. I winced a bit at that, but it could’ve been worse.

I showed it to Daphne over breakfast. “That play you made me go and see with you?”

“Pygmalion?”

“That’s the one. I feel like a right Eliza Doolittle.”

“It is quite amusing,” Daphne agreed. “You look very happy.”

“He’s a good bloke,” I said. “Far more respectful than the usual lot who fawn all over us because they want a beautiful woman on their arm.”

Daphne shuddered. We’d both been out with the kind of men who saw us as accessories. It never went well. They always assumed you’d sleep with them because “all models were basically slags.” One of them had told me that just before I’d kneed him in the balls and he threatened to sue me. He didn’t even have the balls left to do that.

I didn’t hear from RJ that day and, as I was busy with the Ginger Group collection I didn’t worry too much about it. He left a message with Daphne the following afternoon saying he was off to Paris at the weekend and asked if I’d like to join him.

“What should I do?” I asked Daphne. “If I go away with him, won’t he have expectations?”

“He might do,” Daphne said, worrying her lip. “I think if it was me, I’d tell him up front that I’d want a separate room.”

“That’s good advice,” I said. “Did RJ say when he’d call back?”

“I told him to try you again after six,” Daphne said. “You can hash it out with him then.”

I was quite nervous when RJ called. Daphne had gone out, leaving me with only Lennon the cat for company.

“RJ.” I smiled even though he couldn’t see me. “What’s this about going to Paris?”

“Hey darlin’. I have a business meeting there on Friday night, but the rest of my weekend is free. I thought, who would I enjoy sightseeing with in the most romantic city in the world? And of course it was you.”

I gripped the phone tightly. “That’s very sweet of you and I’d love to see Paris again, but there is just one thing.” I sucked in a breath. “Can we have separate rooms?”

He went quiet. “Fern, I’ve already booked a suite.”

“All right then.” I fought down my disappointment. “I’m sure you’ll have a great time. You can tell me all about it when you get back.”

“The suite has two bedrooms.”

It was my turn to go quiet.

“I don’t know what kind of guys you’ve been dating before me, sweetheart, but I’m really not like them. If you want to go to bed with me that’s great, but if you want to wait? That’s also okay.”

“Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent.” He paused. “I don’t want to sound conceited, but I’ve just about had it up to here with girls throwing themselves at me because they want my family money. You have no idea how nice it is for me to date a woman who doesn’t even care about that.”

“Poor you,” I said. “Besieged by all those dolly birds.”

“Yeah, poor little me. So won’t you take pity on me and come to Paris? I promise I won’t jump on you unless you want me to.”

“Okay,” I said, trying out the unfamiliar American word. “I’d love that.”
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We went to Paris. I had the best time ever, and RJ was a true gentleman and kept to his word about leaving any decision about going to bed with him up to me. On our last evening, we were cuddled up on the couch in the suite and things were getting quite hot and heavy.

I eased away from him and rebuttoned my blouse. “They’ll be here with our food in a minute,” I said. “I don’t want to look like I’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards.”

I explained that remark to RJ and left him laughing as I went to the sumptuous bathroom to brush my hair and check my makeup. Even though we were spending the evening alone, I always liked to look my best.

When I came out, he was still sitting on the couch, his shirt undone, and his tie hanging off the arm of a nearby chair. He patted the couch beside him.

“Sit down. I promise I’ll behave.”

“Don’t you want to freshen up?” I asked, using the expression he’d taught me.

“I’m fine.” He grinned. “Will you marry me?”

I gawped at him like a fool. “What?”

“Marry me. You know—that thing men and women have been doing for centuries.”

I sat down abruptly on the couch a good foot away from him.

“It can’t be that much of a surprise,” RJ said. “You must know I’m in love with you.”

I stared at him and saw the sincerity in his gaze. “That’s … nice.”

“I was hoping for a bit more enthusiasm than that.” He took my hand and kissed my fingers.

“It is a bit of a surprise,” I confessed. “We hardly know each other.”

“Well, we’ll make it a long engagement, and we’ll get to know each other then.”

I swallowed hard. “Can I think about it?”

He released my hand. “I guess so.”

“Are you cross with me?”

“A little bit.” He met my gaze. “But that might be because I’m used to getting what I want when I want it.”

I appreciated his honesty even though I felt terrible. “Can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.”

“You promise you won’t get annoyed?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Are you asking me to marry you because you think it’s the only way to get me to go to bed with you—or that you think I’ll only go to bed with you if we’re married?”

His brow creased. “Neither of those things?”

“Can I give you an answer before you leave London?” I asked. “I need to think things through.”

“Okay,” he said, with the easy assurance of a man who didn’t expect to lose. “I’ll wait.”

We left for the airport later that evening, and RJ treated me exactly as he always did, which was something of a relief. I needed to talk to Daphne about his unexpected proposal. She was always good at getting to the heart of a matter.

The car dropped me off very late, and I went upstairs to our flat to find Daphne still up and sitting on the sofa.

“I didn’t expect you to be up,” I said as I put my bags down and took off my coat. “It’s almost midnight.”

Daphne swallowed hard. “I wanted to make sure I was awake when you came in because there’s something you need to know.”

Dread gripped my stomach. “Is it Julie? Is she all right?”

“It’s not Julie.” Daphne held up a stack of newspapers. “It’s your mother. She’s been giving interviews about you to all the worst newspapers and saying the most awful things. Yesterday, I had to fight my way into the flat because there was a crowd of photographers and the press hanging around looking for you.”

“How can this even be news?” I sank down onto the couch and read the screaming headline. High Flying Model’s Mother Tells All About Her Ungrateful Daughter and the Lies She’s Telling the World. There was a picture of Mum looking sad with a photograph of the two of us together.

“Why is she doing this?” I looked at Daphne.

“For money? I bet those journalists made it worth her while.”

“What else does it say?” I couldn’t bear to read even one of the articles.

“Are you sure you want to know?” Daphne looked anguished as I nodded. “Well, that you’re illegitimate, that you’ve turned your back on your family and left them in poverty, and that you don’t even use your own name.”

“She’s such a bloody liar. I’ve been sending her money every week!” I glared at Daphne. “What can I do to stop this?”

“I’m afraid I have no idea,” Daphne said. “But you might need a lawyer. I’ll call Martin and ask if he has any helpful suggestion to make. He knows everyone.”

The phone rang and Daphne grimaced. “It’s been ringing constantly. I almost took it off the hook, but I was worried that someone might call with a job, and I’d miss it.”

I grabbed the receiver. “Hello?”

“Dawn!” It was Julie. “Where the heck have you been? Mum’s gone stark raving nuts!”
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It wasn’t until much later the next day, after fighting my way through a crowd to get to work, that I had time to think about RJ. Knowing what kind of family he came from, I was fairly certain I’d never hear from him again. Calling him would put him in the embarrassing position of having to tell me to get knotted. He deserved better.

My modeling agency put out a statement on my behalf, discounting Mum’s claims, and I reluctantly agreed to do an interview with Shirley Conran, a good friend of Mary’s who worked for the Daily Mail. Luckily for me, one of the Rolling Stones was cautioned by the police for smoking pot in public and the public circus moved on to criticizing them.

I was fed up hearing some of the other models whispering about me behind my back and calling me Dawn to my face, but I refused to let it get to me. I’d already learned from Mary that bad publicity could be just as useful as good, and my bookings and fee rates went up to prove it.

I no longer picked up the phone at home, letting Daphne field all the calls. I ignored Mum when she finally called to ask why her weekly cash wasn’t coming. And I wouldn’t talk to RJ at all. What was the point? I decided that after he went back to America, I’d write to him and apologize, and that would be that.

Time moved on and RJ stopped calling. I tried to pretend I didn’t care as he headed back to the States. If it hadn’t been for Daphne and Julie, I wouldn’t have made it. They stuck by my side, Julie gave her own interviews about Mum’s antics, and things began to settle down.

I became an auntie in September to Julie’s little girl, Polly, and despite Julie’s warnings about spoiling her rotten, I showered my niece with gifts and enjoyed cuddling her more than anything in the world. Over in New York, Chrissie and Terry welcomed a child of their own—a son.

As we headed toward the end of 1966, Mary and APG threw a party at Claridge’s for all their employees, models, photographers, and suppliers. As Mary was designing hundreds of items a year now and working with all kinds of manufacturers, it was a well-attended occasion. Archie McNair, whom I’d rarely seen, came with his wife along with all the current management team.

The models all wore our favorite Quant fashions and circulated like a colorful flock of birds amongst the gray suits. At some point after we’d had our champagne cocktails, and before we sat down for dinner, APG claimed the microphone, and Mary came to stand beside him.

“Thank you all for coming. It’s been a fantastic year for Mary Quant.” He consulted a list he’d written on the back of his cigarette packet. “We’ve taken America by storm with Puritan Fashions, continued our relationship with JCPenney, and toured half the country just like the Beatles.” He paused to allow us to clap. “We’ve registered Mary’s daisy logo as our trademark and plastered it all over the new makeup range and the advertising around it. The makeup is selling so fast we can barely keep up with demand, so big thanks to Gala Cosmetics for keeping up with that madness.” He nodded toward a group of businessmen, who raised their glasses to him in return.

“After a heroic battle with a historic French perfumier, Mary developed her new perfumes, A.M. and P.M., and more are in the works. And after revolutionizing tights, Mary’s now set her sights on footwear, so keep an eye out for a whole new range coming out shortly.” He looked up. “Yes, they will be as wacky as the Wet Collection, which is now in full production, by the way, and they’ll coordinate with everything you already own.”

Daphne cheered, and we all joined in. She’d invited Martin to join us and it was obvious to me that they were deeply in love. I envied them their closeness and missed RJ’s easy company more than I had imagined possible.

“And if you haven’t bought it yet, Mary’s autobiography is now out.” APG held up a copy of Quant on Quant and waved it at the crowd. “The only fault I can find is that it doesn’t have enough about me in it.”

Beside him, Mary fake groaned, and he bent to kiss the top of her head. “There’s one more thing I have to say before I hand things over to the boss.” He paused. “I’m delighted to tell you that Mary has been awarded an OBE, the Order of the British Empire, in the Birthday Honors list for her outstanding contribution to the fashion industry. She’ll receive the award from the queen at Buckingham Palace next month.”

Everyone stood up and applauded Mary, who looked as if she’d like to hide behind her much taller husband. She was shy, so I wasn’t surprised to see her reluctance to accept the ovation or APG’s urging that she should speak. She had to wait for quite a long time before the crowd settled down. It occurred to me that every single person in the room had been affected by the diminutive figure on the stage and that didn’t even account for the millions of girls just like me who’d been influenced by her fashions.

“Thank you,” Mary said. “I couldn’t have done any of this without every single one of you.” She paused. “All I’ve ever wanted was to make fun, exciting clothes for the young, so that they could be free to do whatever they choose. I’m not done yet, but I think we’ve made a very good start.”

She smiled and handed the microphone back to APG, while we all applauded her again.

Daphne tapped me on the shoulder. “Fern? There’s someone here who is dying to see you.”

I stared past her to the door and saw RJ straightening his tie and looking remarkably unsure of himself.

“He told me he doesn’t care about anything your mother said,” Daphne rushed to explain. “And that it doesn’t matter one jot to him.”

“And you know that how?”

She winked at me. “I’m the one who answers the phone, aren’t I? And I did notice you were missing him dreadfully, even when you said otherwise, so I might have mentioned that to him at some point.”

I kissed her cheek. “Thank you.”

She hugged me hard. “Go and talk to him. We’ll save you both a place at the table.”

I walked through the crowd, ignoring everyone who tried to talk to me, my gaze fixed on the handsome man by the door. He saw me coming and locked eyes with me, slowly smiled, and held out his hand.

“There you are, darlin’. I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you again.”

“RJ,” I said, taking his hand. I still had no idea if I was ready for marriage. Life was far too exciting right now, but I couldn’t deny that I’d missed him. “What a lovely surprise.”

He kissed me and I kissed him back, happy to be in his arms again.

“We’ve got a lot to talk about,” he said seriously.

“Yes.”

“And plenty of time to do it, because I’m here for a month,” RJ added. “I’m not expecting an answer to my proposal right now, Fern, so don’t worry about that.”

“I won’t.” I kissed him again. “Will you join me for dinner? I can’t wait to introduce you to all of my friends.”




CHAPTER 23

Chrissie

South Down, Surrey, 1971

“It’s a fascinating story,” Mary said as she handed me a glass of wine.

We were sitting outside in the extraordinary garden of her country house far from London and the stresses of her job. I’d come back to England from New York without Terry and the kids to attend my mother’s funeral. I’d already spent some time with Fern and Daphne in London and gone out for a night with my old work colleagues. The peacefulness of the garden was a nice change after the busy city.

“Do you remember Alexander’s aunt Flora? Mary asked.

“Yes, of course. She made those elaborate hats and insisted we sold them at Bazaar.”

“She was about the only person in Alexander’s family who supported us from the very beginning.” Mary sat down opposite me. “She told me once that she used to buy Marks and Spencer’s dressing gowns, replace the label with a Mary Quant one, and leave them behind at embassies and hotels on her travels.”

I laughed. “She was something of an eccentric, wasn’t she?”

“She was.” Mary looked back at the house. “When she was a little girl, she had a dream about a house. When she woke up, she drew it, and when she wanted her own country house, she built this one just like the one in her dream.”

“That’s truly amazing,” I agreed. “It’s a beautiful house.”

“It was built in 1928,” Mary said. “It took years for Alexander to buy it back. We both love it here.”

“I can see why.” I compared it to my busy house in New York where it was rarely quiet. There was hardly any grass in our backyard because the kids played out there so much and trampled all the flowers. “You’ve done wonders with the garden.”

“It’s become something of a passion of mine.” Mary sipped her wine. “Sometimes I’m still out here snipping things when it’s dark and I have to use a torch to see what I’m doing.”

Knowing how intensely she lived her passions I wasn’t surprised at all.

“Tell me how the funeral went,” Mary said.

I shrugged. “As you might expect. Mother didn’t have any close friends so there wasn’t a big crowd.”

“How is your father doing?”

I smiled. “He seemed much the same. I think they’ve been leading separate lives for years. He told me not to worry about him, and that he’s planning on selling the house, and buying a flat up near the golf club.”

“Good for him.”

Mary held up her glass and we clinked them together. She still had her short Sassoon haircut and looked remarkably unchanged since I’d last seen her two years previously in New York. I’d never regained my figure after having the kids, but Terry didn’t seem to mind.

“Have things got any less hectic since we last spoke?” I asked.

She made a face. “Absolutely not. I spend all my time dealing with vast conglomerates filled with men who have no idea how to run my business but insist they know better than me. It’s quite exhausting.”

Having spent many years battling the New York fashion industry as the global marketing and communications director of the Mary Quant Group, I could only sympathize.

“And after Archie made me close the shops I felt like I’d lost my connection with what was going on in the world,” Mary continued. “He insists we were losing money on them, but they were always such a touchstone for me.”

“I can’t believe they’ve gone,” I agreed as I sipped my wine. “They were always full of such interesting people.”

“They were, weren’t they,” Mary smiled, a wistful look on her face. “Hardly anyone remembers those days, Chrissie—when we were young, and everything was such great fun.”

“APG remembers,” I reminded her. “He was with you the whole time.”

“Yes, dear Alexander.” She smiled. “He was sorry he couldn’t be here today. There was some important meeting in London that one of us had to attend, and he’s far better than I am at charming the clients.”

“He always was,” I said. “Is he planning an extravagant fortieth birthday party for you next year?”

Mary fiddled with the stem of her wineglass. “He wanted to, but I had to ask him to stop.”

I nodded sympathetically. “I know you’ve never liked anyone making a big fuss of you.”

“It wasn’t that.” She sighed. “The thing is—I was forty last year.”

I blinked at her. “What? I thought we were all the same age.”

“When I first met Alexander … I didn’t want him to know I was older than him.”

I stared at her, my mind racing. “For the record, I don’t think he would’ve given a hoot.”

“He laughed himself silly when I told him, so you’re probably right,” Mary said. “I finally confessed when he mentioned having an enormous party.”

I snapped my fingers. “That explains something. Last year Mary from Harper’s Bazaar was over in New York, and I had lunch with her. She asked me if she’d done anything to offend you because she’d planned a big interview to celebrate your birthday and you kept putting her off. I reassured her that you were probably just busy and that interviews about yourself weren’t really your thing.”

Mary groaned and pressed her hands over her eyes. “Oh, god, I’d forgotten about that. Maybe I’ll give her a call in two years’ time and pretend that nothing has happened.”

We both started laughing and Mary topped up our wineglasses. I had to admit it was nice to see her by herself without APG and her other staff. She was far more relaxed. It also made what I wanted to say next much easier.

“Terry and I are thinking of coming back to England.”

Mary gave me a look. “Hopefully to work for me—or have you been poached by one of my competitors?”

“You know I’d always prefer to work for you,” I said. “I just wouldn’t presume …”

She reached out and patted my hand. “You’re one of the reasons I have all this. I’ll always want you back.”

“The kids are getting older and we’d like them to know their families better.”

“How old are they now?”

“Terry Junior’s ten, Max is six, and Jennifer’s three.”

“Planning any more?”

“Not a chance.” I grinned at her. “Three’s plenty.”

A figure appeared at the back door of the house and beckoned to Mary, who rose to her feet.

“I’ll just be a second. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Knowing Mary, she’d probably invited half a dozen other people to lunch, which made me even more pleased I’d had this time alone with her. Terry would be thrilled to hear we’d be welcomed back into the fold. Even if we both continued working, our kids would be supported and surrounded by a loving family.

I sipped my wine and turned my face toward the sun. I might not have ended up being an internationally famous fashion designer but I had an amazing career, I’d married the kindest man in the world, and had three gorgeous children. My life was pretty bloody marvelous all around and a lot of it was thanks to my best friend, Mary.

I turned in my chair as she came out of the house, my vision temporarily blinded as I blinked back the sunspots. She was carrying a bundled-up blanket that she set carefully on my lap.

“This is Orlando.”

I studied the baby, noting his resemblance to both his parents, and then looked up at Mary’s face, which was filled with such a sense of wonder and fulfillment that I caught my breath with a sudden urge to cry.

“He’s beautiful.”

“I know.” She pulled her chair close to mine. “I didn’t realize how much I wanted to be a mother until he was put into my arms, and this feral rush of energy just coursed through me.” She reached over to gently stroke his hair. “I only knew that if anyone dared to hurt him, I’d kill them on the spot.”

“How is APG taking to being a father?”

“He’s sulking because sharing my attention has always been difficult for him.” Mary shrugged. “Hopefully he’ll come around because Orlando definitely has to come first now.”

“My Jenny will love having someone to boss about,” I said. “She hates being the youngest.”

“Then I hope we’ll see a lot of you when you come back.” Mary smiled at me. “Shirley Conran has two boys, Sebastian and Jasper, who are a little bit older than your Terry, but I’m sure they’ll all get along. We have the most riotous Sunday lunches. Alexander dreams up all kinds of games to keep the children occupied while we all get sloshed.”

The baby stirred and I handed him back to Mary, who unwrapped him from his blanket and sat him on her lap. He looked at me, his eyes full of his mother’s intense curiosity, and smiled with all his father’s charm.

“Hello, Orlando,” I said softly. “Welcome to the world.”




EPILOGUE

Whatever happened to …

Chrissie:

Chrissie and Terry remained in New York for the next ten years with their children and then returned to England to work for Mary Quant Inc. until the early 1980s. They retired to the south coast and lived very happily in Ramsgate.

Daphne:

Became one of the few internationally known female photographers, not just for fashion, but for her later work in war zones. Put down her camera professionally when her husband, Martin, assumed his father’s title and is heavily involved in running their estates in Scotland.

Fern:

Iconic ’60s model whose marriage to an American millionaire caused waves on both sides of the Atlantic. Fashion contributor to Vogue USA and society commentator on various American TV shows. Administrator of the RJ Franklin III Charitable Foundation after her husband’s untimely death at the age of fifty.




Author’s Note

I was born in the 1960s in London and even though I didn’t know Mary Quant by name, I was surrounded by her influence. Her daisy logo was everywhere. The hot pants, the Daisy doll, and the brightly colored tights I wanted for Christmas were all hers. My older sisters, and my babysitter, wore her signature minidresses, and used her makeup, sometimes letting me try it out for myself.

As I worked on this book, I talked to people who fondly remember buying their first Mary Quant dress or sewing something from one of her patterns. And it wasn’t just the clothes they remembered, but the intense satisfaction of being different from their parents, of being free to explore groovy London in clothes that sometimes horrified their elders, and how much fun it all was.

When the Victoria & Albert Museum decided to hold an exhibition celebrating the work of Mary Quant in 2019, they appealed to the general public for items of clothing, and were inundated with replies. Women had kept those extraordinary dresses because they were so different and so meaningful, which tells you all you need to know about Mary’s impact on fashion, and on the lives of ordinary people—an impact that continues today.

I’d like to thank my editor John Scognamiglio, a fellow fashion addict, who trusted me with the idea for this book, and the team at Kensington Publishing for all their support. I’d also like to thank my beta readers, Sian Kaley, Ruth Long, and Edie Danford, for working through all the knotty problems and making the book so much better.

My family put up with me researching and writing this book for over a year and never complained when I was deep in “book world,” as they call it. My husband, Dermot, happily accompanied me to London when I needed to do research, and never grumbled as long as I bought him lunch in the V&A café. Big thanks and love to all of them.

This is a work of fiction. Chrissie, Daphne, and Fern aren’t real, but represent an amalgam of all the amazing women who worked with Mary Quant throughout her long career. While based on the real life of Mary Quant, the characters in this book are a product of the author’s imagination and are used in a historical manner. Some liberties have been taken with the historical record to aid the timeline.

My first sources for the project were the two books Mary wrote herself, and the extremely comprehensive publication from the V&A to celebrate the first international retrospective exhibition of Mary Quant in 2019. Not only are there copious books and articles about Mary, but blogs, videos, and film documentaries, which help provide an incredibly vivid picture of her life.

If you are interested in finding out more about Mary Quant, please take a look at the reference section at the end of this book.

Thank you.

Catherine Lloyd




A READING GROUP GUIDE

CHELSEA GIRLS

Catherine Lloyd

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

The suggested questions are included to enhance your group’s reading of Catherine Lloyd’s Chelsea Girls.




Discussion Questions


	The three main characters all have issues with their parents about their life choices. Whom do you sympathize or identify with the most?

	What surprised you most about Mary Quant’s career?

	Discuss the contrasts between the main female characters’ lifestyles. What do these differences reveal about class and privilege?

	How does wealth act as both an enabler and a barrier for different characters?

	Discuss how the aftermath of WWII shaped the lives of the characters and their parents.

	Were the 1960s truly a time of great change? Did fashion and music play a part in this generational change, and how did those changes differ in the UK and the US?

	Discuss how the book explores themes of loyalty and friendship between women.

	Mary Quant is seen as a pioneer not just in fashion but as a businesswoman who ran a worldwide company. How much did her husband, Alexander Plunket Greene, and her business partner Archie McNair contribute to her success?
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