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The clothes of the dead don’t wear well. They fret for the person who owned them.

 Barbara Vine, The Brimstone Wedding
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Prologue

Real life was never enough. The magic was always down the rabbit hole or on the other side of the mirror and you always chased it.

Eat me: a bitter pill of unknown provenance, dissolving on the tongue.

Drink me: don’t mind if I do.

When you were seven, you accessorised your school uniform with a velvet hairband and stripy socks, stood solemnly before the hall mirror and tried to push your way through to the back-to-front world on the other side. In the storybook, the looking glass turns first to gauze and then a kind of mist. You pressed your small hands against the surface until it cracked, carving a lightning bolt in the glass and a gash in your palm. By the time your mother arrived, the blood had already dripped on to the chessboard floor below. The porous old tiles drank it down.

The black squares hid their stains. You’d never know anything had happened. The little red stars on the white squares would fade to brown but never quite disappear, despite the vigorous application of bleach, vinegar, soda and soap. Really, they should have been changed for new ones, but nothing in that house ever was. The scarred mirror, beyond repair, never replaced, shattered every face that looked in it from that day on.

That same glass bore broken witness years later, when in that same hall more blood was spilled. Not yours this time. You watched in horrified fascination as the liquid red carpet rolled out in all directions, and you understood. The best way to hide blood is with more blood.





PART ONE





Chapter 1

Karen

‘The things we do for Alice,’ says Rex, reversing the hired van around a corner. The tarmac under the wheels turns to cobbles. The crate on my lap, carefully packed with beads and chains, starts to clack and rattle. A peacock feather stuck in a vase nearly stabs me in the eye.

‘The things we do for Alice,’ I echo.

He has no idea.

It’s December, dark at four o’clock. This back alley, at the Angel end of Islington, was made for horses, not motor vehicles. Currently dressed for Christmas in white lights and cut holly, Camden Passage is flagstones and wrought iron, alleyways and pubs straight out of Hogarth, antique shops and boutique galleries. Even the modern barber shops are done up to look like something from the Industrial Revolution.

A kid on an e-scooter with no lights punctures the snowglobe illusion, shooting out from the van’s blind spot, forcing Rex to brake hard. Something in the back of the van shatters.

I lower the window and lean out. ‘Are you trying to get yourself killed?’

The kid raises his eyebrows at Rex. ‘Can’t talk for yourself, bruv?’

I slide the window up, not wanting to get into it. The boy can’t know why Rex outsources his road rage duties to his missus. He can’t know that Rex does not have the luxury of losing his temper. It’s safer if I funnel his anger through my lungs.

‘At least this is the last drop.’ Rex inches the van backwards into the space we’ve been illegally using as a loading bay all day and throws on the hazard lights. In the wing mirror our daughter approaches, dressed against type in an old sweatshirt and leggings that make her look a lot younger than twenty-three. Behind her, the logo she designed herself gleams gold and black on the window. It’s her take on Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man sketch, only instead of a spreadeagled naked man it’s a young woman in the kind of flowing gown Alice specialises in, arms flung out so it looks as though she’s dancing. Above that, the shop’s name, in writing that flows like thread through a needle: she’s called it Dead Girls’ Dresses.

‘I still hate the name,’ murmurs Rex, and of course he has good reason to. Dead girls are not an abstract concept for him.

Alice throws the van doors open and the three of us fall into place, a human chain passing the stock from the van to the shop. Lace froths in my face, ribbons trail on the floor.

‘I’d better . . .’ says Rex, nodding backwards at the empty van, which has miraculously escaped a parking ticket, but Alice throws her arms around our necks.

‘Thank you both. So, so much,’ she says. ‘I won’t let you down.’

A horseradish tingle starts up behind my eyes and when Rex says, ‘Better take the van back,’ there’s a crack in his voice.

The shop still has its fresh-paint smell. ‘I’ve made a start on it,’ says Alice. ‘Tried to, you know, evoke a demi-monde.’

She has more than made a start. This morning the space was black walls, naked brass clothes rails and a mound of charity-shop furniture under dust sheets. Now it’s a . . . a . . . I want to use a word like realm. A jade glass chandelier glitters overhead. A stuffed swan’s head hangs above a cast-iron fireplace. Two gilt mirrors face each other, a glass concertina projecting Alices into infinity. A Chinese silk fan hangs behind an old-fashioned cash register, and Venetian masks and figurines wink from a cabinet of curiosities.

‘The vibe’s supposed to be sort of Dickensian hovel meets Weimar Republic boudoir. What do you think?’

What I think is that Dead Girls’ Dresses is like Biba’s old bedroom in the house in Queenswood Lane, that it’s like going back in time, that it’s uncanny. What I think is that all it would take is one line of an old song and I would be a young girl in a bikini dancing in a garden again, rather than a middle-aged woman in a FatFace midi dress and orthotic inserts in my boots. What I think is that there’s a hand pulling a scarf tight around my throat, making it hard to breathe. But what I say is, ‘Very good. Very Instagrammable.’

She adjusts an ostrich feather in a cloisonné vase. ‘Well, what’s the point of having a bricks-and-mortar shop if you don’t make it a destination?’

‘There’s just so much to look at, wherever you – oh.’ My eye falls on a dressmaker’s dummy, bound tight in a corset decorated with a painting of a shepherdess. Vivienne Westwood, 1990.

Alice reads my mind and rolls her eyes. ‘For the last time,’ she says, ‘it was an investment.’ In her third year of university, she spent her entire student loan buying this in an auction. ‘It’s already doubled in value,’ she adds. ‘It’s virtually a pension.’

‘Hmmm.’

I turn my attention to the gallery wall of her fashion heroes: Marilyn in her ‘Happy Birthday, Mr President’ sequins, Princess Diana in her off-the-shoulder revenge dress, Kate Bush in a red gown, Billy Porter at the Oscars, a full skirt twirling beneath his tuxedo.

‘All the major icons.’ Her big black eyes dart towards a smaller, faded picture and then hopefully towards me. ‘I found it in an old Vogue. It’s perfect for my brand.’

‘Oh, love.’ My hand flutters to my heart. She’s framed one of the most famous advertisements of the 1970s, the Natura shampoo girl with her gleaming dark hair in her white dress in the meadow. It’s a multi-sensory experience, that photograph: you can hear the harp music from the TV advert and smell the herbal tang of the shampoo. I had no idea, when as a child I sat in the bath and screamed as the lather stung my eyes, that one day I would marry the Natura girl’s son and raise her grandchild, although I would never meet her. Sheila Capel hanged herself on the landing of the Queenswood Lane house when Rex was sixteen and Biba was twelve.

Rex’s dead girl number one.

‘You must know you can’t have this on the wall.’

‘I can say it’s me?’

Anyone Alice’s age would believe it; a bit of retro dress-up, run through a filter to give it a sun-drenched vibe. The likeness is certainly strong enough. Sheila’s pale face with its huge dark eyes and strong nose is Alice’s face, it is Rex’s, it is Biba’s. It passes down the generations like an heirloom. It bulldozes other genes out of its way. But anyone my age and older would recognise it at once, note the similarity between the girl in the painting and the girl behind the till, and the questions would begin.

‘But it’s a famous picture. It connects you to Dad’s old name. It only takes one person to join the dots and he’ll have to start all over again.’

I could remind her what it was like last time she slipped up, but we agreed not to use The Fallout as leverage. Gently, I take Sheila Capel down from the wall and set her face-down on the counter.

Alice’s hands form fists. ‘I’m not going to throw it away.’

‘I’m not asking you to. It’s a beautiful picture. You should own it.’

Alice capitulates with only the briefest of scowls. ‘Right . . .’ she dusts her palms ‘. . . let’s hang some of these girls.’ She looks at Sheila’s picture, realises what she’s said, and is horrified. ‘Jeez. I didn’t mean . . . good thing Dad didn’t hear that.’

I tear the cellophane off a pack of pink velvet hangers. ‘Let’s go.’

The clothes are already grouped by colour and size. I was up all night double-checking the measurements of bust-darts and waistbands. When everything is in place, the shop looks less like Biba’s bedroom. Her clothes were more likely to be found on the floor than all facing the same way on matching hangers.

My belly growls. ‘Have you not eaten?’ asks Alice, apparently forgetting that I’ve been on the move since dawn. My Fitbit tells me I’ve climbed fifty flights of stairs today. ‘OK, I’m going to go to the coffee shop over the road, introduce myself to the neighbours, get some grub.’

She grabs a peach kimono from a railing, throws it on over the leggings and instantly looks like something from an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel. She swishes out of the door, all tassels and hair. Half a minute later, the brass bell above the door clangs, and Rex enters, holding a Morrison’s carrier bag.

‘Bloody hell.’ He runs the fingers of his free hand through his hair. ‘It looks like . . .’

‘I know.’

Rex’s dead girl number two.

He removes the Paisley scarf that Alice has draped over a standard lamp. ‘She never had any fucking sense of fire safety either.’ He coughs one of those laughs that’s not really a laugh and looks at the door. ‘I almost expect her to . . .’

‘I know what you mean. But this is Alice. This is all Alice.’

It’s not, and we both know it.

Biba’s ghost, never far away, has put on her best dress and slid in through cracks in windows, gaps under doors, through tightly closed eyes. She moves like mist, like poison gas.





Chapter 2

Karen

I peer into Rex’s carrier bag. ‘Any food in there?’

‘Nothing that useful, I’m afraid.’ He shakes something free from the plastic. ‘Honestly. What was she thinking?’ Dangling from his hand is an old-fashioned rotary-dial telephone, salmon-coloured, encrusted with seashells. A curly pink wire boings into a chunky receiver. I know exactly why she wants it.

‘It’s like the one in Desperately Seeking Susan,’ I say. He looks at me blankly. ‘The Madonna film?’ He remains unenlightened. ‘Never mind. I suppose she thinks it’s quaint, or more real, somehow. Like how she listens to music on vinyl. And she’ll like the way it looks in pictures.’

‘But it’s terrible business sense. A landline, in this day and age! I didn’t think analogue phones even worked any more. You can’t see when you’ve got a missed call, you can’t tell who’s calling.’ He picks up the receiver and frowns into the mouthpiece.

‘She does all the selling on apps anyway. Don’t worry about it. If it doesn’t work, she can just change it.’

Rex sets the phone on the counter. ‘I know, I know. I’ve got to stand back, not interfere. Let her make her own mistakes.’

With our money, I think. Well, the promise of our money, or the gamble of it. All we did was put our names on the shop lease, act as her guarantors. All we did was risk our house, the one my hard slog enabled us to buy.

‘And I guess one good thing about her being an only child is that we can put all our eggs in her basket, so to speak.’

My hands go to my belly. ‘Rex, don’t.’ It was only recently, when I crossed the age Rubicon of forty-five, that we truly gave up.

He realises as soon as he’s said it. ‘Sorry. Sorry. I’m an idiot. Sorry.’

‘S’alright,’ I say, straightening a hat on a stand to let him know that’s as far as we need to take that right now. I know he’s trying to find comfort in tragedy but I hate it when he tries to make a virtue of Alice being an only child, as though it hasn’t been a source of heartbreak. I fell pregnant within a month of Rex’s release from prison in the autumn of 2007 and showed almost immediately. But the Homecoming Baby, as we had begun to call her – I thought of all my babies as girls – was gone by Christmas. The one after that – the Snowflake Baby, because it began to snow as the line formed – stayed for five weeks. The Lanzarote Baby, conceived on our first family-of-three holiday, was outlived by my tan. The baby books track a foetus’s progress by comparing it to fruits; I got to know the weeks by heart, I could recite them like a nursery rhyme. Poppy seed, apple seed, blueberry, grape, fig, lime, nectarine. None of my babies ever made it to pear but with every pregnancy my belly swelled a little more, as though each one was leaving a layer of herself behind.

Alice breezes back in, re-hangs the kimono and is a grubby kid again. There’s a blob of chocolate on her upper lip but she’s empty-handed.

‘Did you not get us food? Coffee?’ I ask her. ‘Wasn’t that the point of you going out?’

‘Oh, crap.’ She slaps her hand to her forehead. ‘DeShaun in the churros shop gave me a few and then we got chatting and . . . sorry.’

My hands are still on my belly. I feel as well as hear it gurgle.

‘Right, so the guys are coming round for drinks in a bit,’ says Alice.

‘Who’re “the guys”?’ I presume she means her university friends, the fashion students who came to London and never left.

‘From around. The other traders. Aggie from the lighting shop’s got a special thing for cleaning the chandelier. Hollie’s going to burn some sage, cleanse any negative energy.’

‘Hollie?’ I ask, while Rex says:

‘Sage?’

Only one of us gets our answer. ‘From the kids’ boutique.’ Alice waves across the flagstones at the lemon-yellow shop with tiny, tasteful beige clothes strung on a washing line across its window. A stocky girl with huge glasses and pink dungarees flicks an apparently affectionate V sign in response. Alice has established a rapport in five minutes. How does she do that? We’ve been in our current home for five years and I’ve still never been inside our next-door neighbours’ house.

‘We’ll get out of your hair,’ I say. ‘We should get back to Peggy anyway.’

‘Stay for one.’ She produces a bottle of sparkling wine from a carrier bag, expertly pops the cork and fills a trio of those little coupe glasses that everyone always says are supposed to be modelled on Marie Antoinette’s boobs. The drink goes straight to our heads, every burst bubble a dead brain cell, a loosened muscle. Alice is full of her plans: she’s got fliers, her Instagram and Etsy accounts, she’s got a list of influencers and stylists she needs to befriend. (She hires out clothes to stylists and film companies as well as to ordinary women. Every now and then she sends me a video featuring some barefoot wraith twirling and chanting in one of her dresses.)

One glass becomes three while we wait for ‘the guys’ to turn up. When her grandfather clock strikes six, Alice leaps to her feet. ‘They’ll be here in a minute. I’d better change.’ She disappears behind a folding screen.

‘I’m a bit pissed.’ Rex puts out a hand to steady himself, lands on a taxidermy weasel in a top hat, and withdraws in alarm. ‘I really need to eat.’

‘We’ll go to that Turkish place on Upper Street, get a chicken shish.’

‘Whaddya think?’ Alice walks like a model through the shop’s narrow aisle in a figure-hugging orange dress with a sheen to the fabric and a ruffle at the neck. Next to me, Rex stiffens. The light in the room changes, as though the walls got blacker and absorbed too much. ‘What? What are you both looking at?’

‘Biba was wearing something a lot like this on, you know, The Night Of,’ blurts Rex. I reach out to silence him, the pads of my fingertips rest in the shiny craters of scar tissue on his forearm, but it’s too late.

‘The Night Of,’ repeats Alice meaningfully, because when do you ever hear that phrase in a context other than crime?

‘The night of Biba’s birthday.’ My mouth feels as if it’s filling with sand. ‘What Dad meant was, Biba was wearing something like that the night we met.’

I press his flesh, feeling through ropes of muscle the bone beneath. Finally he catches up. ‘Yes that’s right!’ he says, in a voice that’s somehow both mechanical and slurred. ‘The night I met your mum.’

We are saved by the brass bell. Half a dozen young people, who appear to be dressed as clowns but what do I know, ooze into the shop, proclaim it ‘sick’, and other adjectives that have changed their meaning since I was young. Rex and I back out in a hail of ‘nice to meet you’s, and face each other in the lamplit alleyway. Pub lights glow at either end of the lane but the shops are tucked up for the night behind accordion shutters.

‘I—’ begins Rex.

‘Not here.’ I march him past the kinds of shadows that look as though they might hide pickpocketing urchins, out to relieve us of our fob watches, and when we are out of earshot I let rip.

‘You fucking idiot! What were you thinking, The Night Of?’

‘I should’ve eaten,’ he says feebly. ‘Wine on an empty stomach. Karen, she didn’t work it out. She’s all excited by the shop, new mates, she won’t dwell on it.’

He traces an arc with his toe on the ground. I take his left hand in my right, rub the gold of his wedding ring.

‘We can’t trust her with the truth, not after The Fallout.’

‘She learned her lesson.’ His voice is a teenage whine.

‘She learned it for now. Is it worth risking you getting recalled to prison?’

He winces. None of this is new, but every now and then we play out the script to keep each other in check.

‘I’m a twat,’ he slurs.

‘No argument from me there.’ But we hold hands on the way to our favourite Turkish place where the ceiling is strung with glass lanterns and a basket of warm bread is on the table before we’ve even sat down. I tear a chunk in two and give half to Rex. ‘Soak up the booze.’ He holds it in his fist like a toddler, smooshing it into his face. When he talks again it’s about Alice: how good the shop is, what an eye she has for an interior, how she must get it from him.

I relax, just a little. Another near miss. If Alice starts to question the version of events she has grown up believing, then it sets her on a dark, bloodied path. Not even Rex knows what lies at the end of it. The only one who does is missing, presumed dead. If she were going to tell, she would have done so by now.
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