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To Della Irene Rainbow Morgan Garrett




With a name like that,
 you’d have to be a very special mum






In the world today, haute couture is one of the last repositories of the marvelous, and the couturiers the last possessors of the wand of Cinderella’s Fairy Godmother.


— CHRISTIAN DIOR








PRAISE FOR  
THE LAST DRESS FROM PARIS


“A delightful fashion treasure hunt involving some of my favorite Dior gowns made this book a winner for me! The present-day and 1950s narratives weave seamlessly together, the dresses dance from the pages, and Paris is resplendently depicted.”


—Natasha Lester, New York Times bestselling author of 
The Paris Secret


“After finishing Beer’s latest, it was all I could do not to book the next plane to France and head straight for the House of Dior. Offering a whirlwind tour through Paris, both past and present, the novel is a rich exploration of the power of female friendships and the true meaning of family. Moving and utterly enjoyable.”


—Fiona Davis, New York Times bestselling author of 
The Lions of Fifth Avenue


“An absolute delight! The Last Dress from Paris is as original, elegant, and romantic as the Dior dresses the novel’s mystery is woven around. Jade Beer seamlessly stitches together an illuminating story of female friendships, secrets, and a couture treasure hunt that takes the reader from postwar Paris to present-day London. The writing is a breath of fresh air, and in her leading ladies, Lucille and Alice, Beer delivers intriguing, complex characters for her readers to really care about. Magnifique!”


—Hazel Gaynor, New York Times bestselling author of 
When We Were Young & Brave


“An unexpected trip to Paris starts this journey of discovering lost fashion treasures while uncovering a tale of forbidden love. In The Last Dress from Paris, Jade Beer’s gorgeous prose brings Dior’s fashions to life as she deftly weaves together a novel that is part homage to fashion and part romance, as well as a celebration of mothers and daughters. Readers will eat this one up!”


—Renée Rosen, USA Today bestselling author of 
The Social Graces


“I devoured this multigenerational masterpiece! Jade Beer invites her reader on a glamorous treasure hunt through Paris, searching for exquisite Dior dresses and secrets from the past. The Last Dress from Paris is a stunning mix of haute couture, romance, scandal, and intrigue. With breathtaking prose and a stunning Paris backdrop, Jade Beer offers a tender, heartfelt look at love and friendship, and the sacrifices we make for both.”


—Lori Nelson Spielman, New York Times bestselling author of 
The Star-Crossed Sisters of Tuscany


“As beautifully stitched together as a couture gown, Jade Beer’s book entrances with its themes of family and female friendships. I loved it.”


—International bestselling author Jessica Fellowes


“An elegantly and evocatively written, thoroughly researched novel that will prove to be an absolute must-read for romantics and fashion­istas. Transportive, dreamy, and aspirational, guaranteed to uplift and entertain.”


—International bestselling author Adele Parks
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CHRISTIAN DIOR, AVENUE MONTAIGNE


SEPTEMBER 1952


Alice lowers the window an inch in the back of the Chrysler. She hopes the bite of cold air will wake her up, snap her out of herself, and make her realize just how lucky she is. She knows women compete long and hard for these invitations.


The subject of Dior’s guest list has already occupied enough of the conversation in her drawing room for her to be sure of that.


“I fear you may have to walk a little way back, Madame Ainsley.” Alice jolts at the mention of her new title. “Will that be okay? There are so many cars, I can’t get you any closer.”


“Of course, it’s not a problem.” Alice hops out of the ­chauffeur-­driven Chrysler, one of the perks afforded to the wife of the British ambassador to France, and starts to pick her way back over the cobbles to the Dior town house.


In a few moments she will be surrounded by dozens of wealthy, ­well-­connected women. She can see them now, clustered and swarming outside like tormented insects, smoking, congratulating each other, closing ranks on the tight community they want her to be a part of. But as Alice approaches, all she feels is the competitive swirl of women who want more of everything. Nothing but the best.


Alice enters through the black polished double doors and lifts her nose to the air. Fresh paint. The salon’s walls must have been decorated overnight in preparation for the show today. She pauses in the lobby, smooths her hands down her navy wool jacket. There is a nervous energy pulsing around her. Much will be written about the new collection, and Alice feels those nerves seep inside her too. Why is she so anxious? She turns and looks into one of the huge spotless wall mirrors and tries to answer her own question, only to settle on another. How is it that a girl who was always happiest in old wellies and a muddy duffle coat now stands in Dior in Paris, wearing one of the designer’s own pieces? She examines the neatness of her cropped dark hair. The subtle nude of her lipstick. Her classic pearls.


Alice is shown to a narrow gilt chair in the front row, feeling every pair of eyes scrutinize her, assessing, no doubt, whether she has accessorized Dior’s look as she should. She can practically taste the envy poisoning the air, secreting from every woman who feels her front-row chair came too easily to Alice. What do they know? Alice takes her seat quickly, relieved that her own catwalk across the room is complete. She smiles, hoping it looks genuine. Her neighbors are yet to take their seats, so she starts to flick through the show program, raising her head every few minutes, hoping to catch a rare glimpse of the famous Dior mannequins in their white backstage overalls before they step out onto the decreasing patch of fine cream carpet in front of Alice, their stage this morning.


She wonders which of the sketches in her program will be the first to sit at her dining table. She averts her eyes from the glare of the spotlights and the chandelier overhead, the rising heat climbing up her neck with every minute that passes, and still the show doesn’t start. Chairs continue to fill, and bodies pile up around the room, filling the windows where it is standing room only. Dense cigarette smoke is scratching at the back of Alice’s throat, and she has to focus on the pretty clouds of ivory roses and carnations to stay calm. She pulls off her gloves, feeling the heat across her palms, and with a panic it occurs to her she can’t leave now, the path to the exit is blocked by women who are still swarming through the door. Someone hands her a paper ­fan—­which she snaps open, desperate to feel some relief across her ­cheeks—­and a small hard fruit sweet. She will never make the mistake of arriving on time again.


“Madame Ainsley, how lovely to see you again.” A tall woman expertly folds herself into the seat to Alice’s left, timing her arrival much better than Alice has. “It’s Delphine Lamar, we met at the welcome drinks a couple of weeks ago. Your first Dior show?” She raises an eyebrow. Clearly there is something in Alice’s demeanor that makes the fact obvious.


“Yes, quite something, isn’t it?” Alice is grateful for the reminder of the woman’s name; there have been so many new faces these past few weeks.


“It takes a little time to get used to the circus. Worth it, of course, but in future, come about forty minutes late and you will find yourself perfectly on time.” She offers a supportive smile. “Tell me, how is the search for your personal maid progressing? You were struggling, I recall, and if you are still yet to find someone, I think I can help.”


“Thank you. Everyone I have seen is expertly qualified and experienced, I’m sure I could hire any one of them and not be disappointed, but I just haven’t felt a particular connection with anyone yet. Maybe I am being too fussy, ­but . . .”


“No one could accuse you of that, not in your position.”


“Perhaps.” Alice returns the smile, grateful that Delphine doesn’t think her foolish for wanting an emotional connection with the woman she will spend the majority of her time with inside the residence.


“Here.” Delphine takes a tiny leather notepad from a handbag that isn’t much bigger and writes a name and number on it, handing it to Alice. “Marianne comes very highly recommended from another senior diplomat’s wife. Her husband has served his three years in Paris, and they are now being posted to the Middle East. They cannot take Marianne with them. But you will have to move very quickly. She is adored by them, and others will want her. I would snap her up myself if I had the vacancy.” She bends a little closer to Alice. “I thought of you immediately. Marianne is ­half-­British and will understand your preferences and needs without your having to overstate everything.”


“Thank you.” Alice gladly takes the number. “I will see her as soon as I can.”


Delphine’s attention is distracted by the arrival of another guest, leaving Alice to tune in to the talk around her of shopping in Milan and skiing in St. Moritz and the wardrobe essentials needed to facilitate them. Necks are being craned so women can see above the hats in front of them, people are up and down out of their seats waving to late-arriving friends, ensuring they have been seen themselves.


It is only some thirty minutes later, when the announcer calls the name and number of the first model, that silence mercifully falls, and Alice feels she can breathe normally once more.


“MARIANNE, THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR COMING, AND AT SUCH short notice. I appreciate it.” Alice motions for her to take the chair on the opposite side of the desk to her. “May I ask Patrice to get you a coffee?”


“Thank you. I would prefer tea, though, please, English breakfast if you have it?” She smiles, knowing that of course Alice will.


“Absolutely.” Patrice nods and disappears back through the door of the library, leaving the two women alone.


“Delphine, Madame Lamar, mentioned that you are ­half-­English?”


“Yes, my mother met my father in London when he was there on business, and they were married shortly afterward. Consequently, I have spent a lot of time on both sides of the Channel. I am the perfect blend of both cultures, I hope. Always on time, very British, and never afraid to say no, typically French.” Marianne allows herself a small laugh, to let Alice know she is not taking herself too seriously. “I brought some references with me.”


“You already sound like you could be a great deal of help around here.” Alice takes a closer look at Marianne while she is reaching into her bag for the relevant paperwork. She is perched on the very edge of her seat, barely on it at all, in fact. Her back is perfectly straight, suggesting keenness, shoulders relaxed, perhaps not easily intimidated, and her hands are neatly clasped in her lap. She looks naturally and comfortably at ease. “What other essential advice can you offer me, Marianne, as you are years ahead of me when it comes to negotiating the peculiarities of both nationalities?”


“In my experience, the French are incapable of ­self-­deprecation and won’t understand it in you. But they do expect the British to be cold and perhaps a little distant, so it’s always wonderful to surprise them by being nothing of the sort. Equally, it is probably best not to lapse into the ­well-­trodden prejudice that the French are of questionable morality and prone to arrogance.” She pauses before adding, “Although, to be honest, most are.”


The door to the library swings back open.


“Ah, our tea.” But it is her husband, Albert, and not Patrice who has unexpectedly joined them.


“Oh, Albert, sorry, I think I mentioned, I am just in the middle of an ­interview . . .”


Albert ignores Alice, strides across the room, and starts to pull books from a shelf, loudly discarding each onto a side table after a cursory glance.


“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” he blusters, “can someone organize this in a way that is actually useful?”


Marianne glances toward Albert, her face expressionless, then back to Alice just as quickly, expecting to continue, despite their interruption. Alice notices how Marianne’s eyes fall to the contoured wool jacket she is wearing today.


“Do you have an appreciation of fashion, Marianne?”


“I think it would be impossible to live in Paris right now and not. My means are modest, but an hour with Vogue is a great way to feel inspired and keep up to date with all that’s new. Do you have a favorite designer, Madame Ainsley?”


“Well, I’ve never needed one ­before . . .”


“Where is it!” Albert bellows at a volume that neither of them can continue to ignore.


“Can I help, Albert?” Alice tries to drown the irritation in her voice.


“The Government Art Collection anthology, I know it’s here somewhere. I am being questioned out there on the contents of my own home, and it would be helpful if people would put things back where they found them.”


“Third shelf from the bottom, sir. The largest of the hardbacks.” Patrice has returned with the coffee and a solution to Albert’s rudeness.


He locates the book, leaving all the others scattered on the table, and exits without a word of thanks, causing Alice’s cheeks to warm.


“Who do you suggest, Marianne? Whom shall I make my favorite?”


“Christian Dior.” Said without a moment’s hesitation, and if the question were designed as a test, Marianne would surely have passed. Alice agrees, but with several designers vying for her business, she is very glad of the objective steer. “Naturally he’s adored by the French, but a committed Anglophile too. You’ll be in very good company. Nancy Mitford and Margot Fonteyn both wear him. And of course you’ll remember Princess Margaret’s ­twenty-­first-­birthday dress. So much tulle! If you can, have a look at the images from his very first show in London last year, at the Savoy Hotel. Vogue covered it.”


“What a brilliant suggestion, Marianne.” Alice looks down at the employer references still untouched on the desk in front of her. “How soon can you start?”


“Whenever is best for you.” The two women instinctively stand and reach across the table to shake hands. “But please, call me ­Anne—­all those closest to me do.”
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Lucille


THURSDAY


OCTOBER 2017, LONDON


I could resent being here. A lot of women my age would. This job, as they’d see it, would sit on their to-­do list, toward the bottom, just below order food online and clean bathroom. Everything else would get a line satisfyingly struck through it, but this entry would be pushed into next week, maybe even the week after that. A fresh list would be made, and still it would be at the bottom.


But visiting my grandmother is honestly the highlight of my week, every week. I look forward to it the way other women look forward to a cocktail or an hour in the bath alone. I love her more than any other person on this planet. Granny Sylvie has outlived Concorde and Woolworths. In two hours of chitchat, we can hop from the first episode of The Archers to the moon landing, via the death of Elvis and the Queen’s coronation.


Even now she’ll surprise me. Like the time a couple of months back when she suggested we play a game of chess. I was aware of the board, tucked in the corner of her sitting room, on an elegant antique table with gently curving legs, but to my shame I’d always assumed it was my grandfather’s and she couldn’t bear to part with it.


It took her about twelve minutes to beat me, her mind three moves in the future, mine still warming up. So, she might look ­old—­and I say look because I certainly don’t think she feels ­it—­but she’s razor sharp. Unlikely as it sounds, I have to raise my game for a trip to Granny’s.


I stand undetected, studying her for a few moments, wondering what scene is playing out behind her resting eyes. She sits, as usual, in her favorite wingback chair, close to the open fire, its flames dancing in the sparkle of the dragonfly brooch she never gets dressed without. I wonder if instead of staring I should be rushing to move her backward before the crocheted blanket draped across her lap catches an ember and goes up. Her slim hands, nails beautifully manicured as always, are gripping the wooden arms, but her head is relaxed backward and there is the faintest smile painted across her lips. I wonder where her subconscious has taken her today. Back to the fleeting weeks in postwar Paris when she first met my grandfather? Or perhaps to that hot midsummer afternoon when she married him in a tiny En­glish countryside church? There is a ­black-­and-­white photograph that sits on her mantel of the two of them locked in a kiss. I used to think it was a strange choice to frame. My grandfather’s back is to the camera, and he is leaning over her slightly. But he always insisted it was his favorite shot of them from the day. Her eyes are peeled wide open, full of sparkle; she is laughing through the kiss, as if she can’t quite believe her luck.


I start to silently remove my wool hat and gloves, placing them on a small round trestle table near the sitting room door I’ve entered through. Despite my best efforts, the jangle of my keys twitches her right eyelid open. It’s the only part of her that moves. She’s like a poised guard dog, deciding if it needs to bare teeth. Her mouth relaxes into a smile when she sees it’s me. It gets deeper, warmer, so by the time I’m at her side, it’s like I’m staring into the sun.


“Lucille, my darling. Come and sit with me. Happy birthday!” She starts to pull herself up in the chair and I step forward to help. As soon as I take hold of her, I’m reminded how there is barely any flesh on her. She’s all layers of warm clothes, and I feel my grip reduce as my fingers search for something solid beneath the wool. I try not to think of the one battle this incredible, ­strong-­minded woman will never win: her spirit versus the force of time her body will one day soon succumb to.


I bend over and plant a kiss on her smooth forehead, which despite the heat from the fire feels cool beneath my lips, and I smirk at the lipstick imprint I leave there. She smells of woodsmoke and the more delicate scent of bluebells, the fragrance she has worn for as long as I can remember.


“How are you doing, Granny? Are you warm enough? Has Natasha been in again this morning?” Natasha is the local lady who comes and helps Granny. What started as a bit of cleaning has grown over the years, and Granny is reliant on her now to help her wash, dress, and prepare all her meals for the day ahead before Natasha returns in the evening to get her ready for bed. Mum picks up the bill, but I like to make sure I visit at least three times a week.


“Oh, never mind all that. How does it feel to be, gosh, ­thirty-­two?” The words shudder out of her, her intonation rising and falling with little control. Her small hazel eyes are watering, and she reaches for a tissue to wipe them.


Despite the generous size of the room, Granny has arranged everything she needs within an easy ­two-­meter radius of herself, effectively shrinking it to the small semicircle that surrounds the fire. Books, glasses, a small bone china plate full of telltale biscuit crumbs, the TV remote, the phone, a pad and pen.


“Well, I can’t say I feel a whole lot different from yesterday, ­but . . .” I remove some magazines from a low square ottoman at her feet and take a seat on it, holding her hand. “Look, I brought you some birthday cake.” I hold a ­napkin-­wrapped slice aloft so she can see it.


“She got you a birthday cake?” She stiffens to attention in anticipation of my answer.


“I made it, Granny.” My smile is exaggerated, hoping she’ll focus on my baking efforts and ­not . . . 


“You made your own birthday cake? Did she remember this year?” Her smile is receding now.


“She’s very busy, we know that. I wasn’t expecting anything. Honestly, it’s fine.” I’m unwrapping the cake and adding it to the biscuit plate. Mum, it has to be said, has never forgotten a hair appointment. Her balayage looks just as fresh from one week to the next. She’s never not up to speed with the morning news. The kind of woman who has strategized her day before her feet touch down in the sheepskin slippers that she leaves carefully positioned by the side of her bed every night.


“A card?” Granny isn’t giving up.


“Ummm, no.”


“A call?” Oh, this doesn’t look good.


“Not yet.” I try to sound cheerful about it. “She will eventually, Granny, you know she will, when she gets a spare moment.”


“Oh, Genevieve.” An irritated sigh huffs out of her as she bows her head and diverts her gaze back to the fire, like this is somehow partially her fault. That my own mother has, in all probability, forgotten my birthday for the fifth year running.


“It really doesn’t matter, you know.” I sound more upbeat than I honestly feel. “She’s been traveling for work again, she never quite knows what time zone she’s supposed to be in, does she?”


She looks at me, her face loaded with disappointment. “You deserve so much more, Lucille.”


Do I? I can’t think of a single thing that marks me out as special or more deserving of love and attention than anyone else. There was a fleeting moment, right at the beginning with my last boyfriend, Billy, when I wondered if perhaps it might happen. I might feel like the center of someone’s world for a while. I might wake up to a warm hand on my thigh, a freshly made cup of tea on the bedside table, a smile that said, I want whatever you want from this life. But the reality was so much more mundane than that, and I decided to manage my own expectations by drastically lowering them. I wouldn’t hope for romantic gestures. I would stroke my own ego, something I have never been terribly good at.


Sensing the moment needs an injection of excitement, Granny claps her hands together.


“The envelope. On the mantelpiece, darling.” She points to a card with my name scrawled across the front. “It’s for you.” Here comes the book token she knows I always appreciate.


But inside is a card, illustrated with a picture of a smart hotel, and at the bottom is printed Hôtel Plaza Athénée. I start to read.


Happy birthday, my darling Lucille! You are off to Paris to have an adventure. See things. Do things. Meet people. And bring home something dear to ­me—­something I have longed to hold again for too many years.


With love always, 
Your granny Sylvie


I finish reading and my eyes shoot straight back to her. She’s sat there, brazenly smiling at me, like she has just outsmarted MI5.


“What does this mean, Granny?” I can’t be reading it right. She can’t mean actual Paris.


“I’d say it means you’re going to Paris.” She’s actually laughing now. “Look!” She points to the side table, where there is an envelope with the word Eurostar printed across the front.


“But I can’t, ­I . . .” I pick it up, snatch the ticket out, and immediately clock the departure date. Tomorrow. Friday.


For one ­heart-­soaring moment I wonder if she intends to join me. But of course she doesn’t. She’s a few weeks shy of her ninetieth birthday and rarely makes it beyond the safe triangle of her cottage on Wimbledon Common, the local church, and the village hall for film night and book club.


“I can’t possibly. There’s work ­and . . . oh no, I don’t want you to have wasted your money, Granny. Did you check you can get a refund or at least change the date?”


“I have no intention of asking for a refund. Natasha booked it for me, and I doubt she stopped to wonder about that.” Granny dismissively waves a hand.


She knows she’s got me, that she is victorious. “So, you want me to go to Paris? On my own?” Maybe a solo trip is exactly what I need. Some time to think about what I’m doing with my life and ask myself the difficult questions I’ve been avoiding. Or maybe not? Maybe I just need a few days not thinking about any of it.


“That’s the spirit! Yes, I do!” And with that she launches a little fist pump into the air.


I look back at the card. There are ­thirty-­two kisses under her name, one for each of my years, which must have taken some time considering the difficulty she has holding a pen these days.


Perhaps this is all an elaborate plan on Granny’s part. Get Lucille to Paris, break her out of her fug. Don’t leave her to a takeaway and Netflix for another birthday (as if there could ever be anything wrong with that). Push her into the arms of some beautiful French boy. Unfortunately, she’s overlooking the fact I’m not blessed with the same perfectly symmetrical features as her, or the wasp waist or the kind of confidence that seems to radiate from the ­black-­and-­white portraits lining her mantelpiece.


Sensing I’m not taking this terribly seriously, she suddenly tightens her bony grip on my hand.


“I need you to go. There is something I need you to do for me, Lucille.” And whatever it is, I know I am going to say yes. I adore her. I’ll do anything to make her happy in the time we have left together.


“There is a dress, the Maxim’s, it was designed by Dior. I loaned it to a dear old friend many years ago, and now that she has passed away, I would so love it back. Her daughter, Veronique, has it now. I’ve written her address on the back of your card. Apartment 6, 10 Rue Volney 75002.” When she chooses, Granny’s memory can be quite impressive. “She’s expecting you.”


“A Dior dress? As in Christian Dior?” Granny has always been incredibly stylish, carefully sticking to a subtle palette of black, deep navy, soft creams and caramels, never overly accessorized or made-­up. But it is very hard to equate a piece of valuable couture with the smart but inexpensive high street suits, dresses, and knitwear that hang in her wardrobe today, a place where something cashmere might feel like an unnecessary extravagance.


“Yes, the very one.” It’s not a boast, more a statement of fact, something perfectly logical.


“But how did you come to own a Dior dress? It must be ­worth . . .”


“An awful lot of money, yes, but let’s not be crass about this, Lucille. The point is, I want to touch it one more time. It is so much more valuable to me than any price tag you could attach to it. Now, you are booked to stay for two nights, but I shan’t mind in the slightest if you extend your ­trip—­in fact, I’d be delighted if you did.” She verbally draws a line through any further discussion.


And so, just like that, it seems I am going to Paris ­tomorrow—­my smile confirms as much. How hard can it be? Collect the dress, do some minor sightseeing, get a little lost in the City of Love, make myself seem far more adventurous on social media than I actually am, return home. I start mentally tallying up all the untaken holiday I am due from work as I watch Granny lift the cake to her lips and take a satisfying large bite, her eyes sliding sideways to sneak a look at me, celebrating the calculated success she has just achieved.


One thing is for sure. There is more to this than simply returning a dress, one she can’t be planning to wear again all these years later. It’s just a dress, albeit a very ­well-­made one. Couldn’t this Veronique simply courier it? Granny’s up to something. That much I know for sure.


AND THAT’S HOW I ENDED UP IN CARRIAGE C OF THE THREE FIFteen Eurostar from St. Pancras to Paris on a Friday afternoon, celebrating my recent birthday with a glass of fizz and an éclair chaser. The newspaper headlines are all a bit ­smug—­Prince Harry’s off the market, Kate and Wills have a third baby on the ­way—­so I ease my chair back for two blissful hours alone with Marian Keyes’s Watermelon before, ­thirty-­six hours too late, Mum’s text lands.


Yes, this text is late, I know, but with very good reason. I have been giving lots of thought to what to get you this year. And as I can’t possibly compete with Paris, I’ve put some money into your account. More than usual. Buy the chicest thing you can find.


Granny must have called her. I can’t help noticing she still hasn’t actually used the words happy birthday.


She’ll be disappointed, but I’m not sure I will buy something chic in Paris. I am someone who dresses, for what little travel I do, with comfort firmly in ­mind—­something Mum has never understood about me. She thinks nothing of boarding a plane in a ­circulation-­challenging pencil skirt and seamed hosiery. For me it’s joggers, loose layers, no bra, but a vest to keep things decent. I seriously doubt Mum has ever uttered the word ­joggers—­the suggestion that she might ever own a pair would be deeply offensive. I recall the last time I met her outside her office after work. Naturally, she was the last to emerge, completely ignoring our agreed meeting time. When she did eventually appear, I realized she was wearing the same corporate uniform as every other woman before her, just more expensive looking, in keeping with her seniority. Everything androgynous, a sea of women stripped of their color and femininity. So much black! Even their handbags weren’t allowed to look pretty. Big serious boxes with metal chains and studs or made from grotesquely dyed animal skin. More of a weapon than an accessory. I would have loved to have seen my mother emerge a butterfly among the hornets, but no. To be one of them, you have to look like them. How depressing. I couldn’t help thinking how these women were supposed to represent success, wealth, and achievement, but I knew that day I didn’t want any part of their conformity. Perhaps I should have felt like the oddball standing there in a billowing cream chiffon skirt that most women would save for Christmas Day. But watching them, teeming from the building like a row of identikit worker ants, I felt nothing but free.


That said, this is Paris, so I have naturally made more effort. A freshly ironed Breton shirt that isn’t sure if it wants to be masculine or feminine, tucked half in and half out of the smartest jeans I own, ones that sit high above my hips. And I felt good on the train. Nothing was slicing into me or cutting me in half at the waist, but as my train pulls into the Gare du Nord and I’m swept up into a sea of smartly dressed early-evening commuters, I could kill for a pair of sunglasses. Not that anyone in Paris knows me, but I need the cloak of immediate anonymity. Just in case anyone does happen to wonder who this is trailing one battered wheelie case and two splitting WHSmith’s carrier bags across the otherwise sleek concourse.


HOW CAN SOMETHING SO UNIFORMLY GRAY ALSO BE SO BEAUTIFUL? Early-evening Paris is painted in the last strokes of daylight, looking like someone turned the dimmer lights down across the whole city. Elegant apartment buildings that span the entire block have rows of identical ­cream-­shuttered windows, the regularity broken only by imposing ­double-­height doors in bold red, deep sage green, or glossy black. Everything seems squeezed together too tightly. Some of the stone walls I pass that are darkened from years of built-­up grime and pollution neighbor the pristine fashion boutiques, their windows beckoning early Christmas shoppers in. One has giant gingerbread replicas of famous Paris ­landmarks—­Notre-­Dame, the Arc de Triomphe, and the Eiffel Tower, iced and covered in sweeties, supporting mannequins perched in party dresses.


As I search for a free taxi, the lacy iron balconies above me give a hint of the Parisian day that is drawing to a close. A push-bike, seven floors up, stands on its back wheel, until it is presumably lugged back downstairs again tomorrow for the return journey to work. A solitary man, dressed all in ­slim-­fitting black, stands high above the city, smoking, gazing out across the fading skyline like he might be working on his latest poem. A woman in towering black ankle boots clutches a wineglass in one hand, her phone in the other, teasing her lover, I imagine.


At Granny’s insistence and expense, I am staying at the hotel on the card, the Plaza Athénée, which according to her is “just across the road from Dior,” not that I’m planning to spend any time there. As my taxi lumbers across the congested ­rush-­hour city, I see the ­tree-­lined avenues are already stripped of their foliage, bronzed leaves now carpeting the cobbles below. Tourists fight for space among stressed locals hurrying home and the endless construction that seems to be hammering a hole through the heart of the capital. Great spaces open up where shopping streets may once have flourished, diverting us blocks off route. As we’re held at a set of temporary lights, I stare at the site where a building has been erased, leaving only a historic archway that seems to defiantly cling to life while everything around it is demolished. There is a patchwork of buildings swathed in temporary coverings while they are transformed ­beneath—­like the world’s largest Christmas presents waiting patiently to be unwrapped and admired.


As we pull up outside the Athénée, I remember Granny’s parting words, Look for the red window shades, and now I see them. Every one of the windows facing onto the avenue ­Montaigne—­and there must be at least ­fifty—­has one, and the effect is so pretty it stops me in my tracks as I exit the taxi. Then a porter appears and says the words “Welcome to the Avenue of Fashion,” and I watch with some relief as my torn and dirty carrier bags are whisked away from me.


NOW I SIT ON THE EDGE OF MY SUMPTUOUS DOUBLE-CANOPIED bed, in a room filled with red carnations, feeling like a million possibilities are flashing through the air outside my window. Like if I stepped out onto the balcony that wraps around my enormous suite, I could lift a hand high into the biting evening breeze and pluck some of that good fortune for myself. Heaven knows how Granny can afford this address. I’m high above the madness of the Parisian streets below, the honking horns, the nose-­to-­tail city grind, cars slowly pushing the one in front forward, up here on the edge of the stars, where everything feels weightless. I want to venture out. I want to be that woman. The one who throws her case on the bed and sets forth into a foreign city with not much clue where she’s going but knowing it will be thrilling.


For once, and I don’t say this lightly, I need to channel a bit of Mother. She’d be down at the concierge desk right now, map splayed across the counter, not caring how big the queue might be forming behind her, demanding a bulletproof list of the best this city has to offer. Why aren’t I? I want to, I really do. Maybe because I don’t know how to. My own world suddenly feels surprisingly small. I feel out of my depth in this foreign city.


I might start with the easy stuff. I’ll call room service, order a croque monsieur. Then I need to email Veronique, check that she’s still on for meeting later tonight. Work out logistics.


As I negotiate my way through the extensive in-­room dining menu, something is gnawing at the back of my mind. The look on Granny’s face yesterday as she spoke about Paris. The way her eyes lit up as she talked about this hotel like she knew it so well. Why have I never bothered to delve deeper into the short time she spent here with my grandfather? ­I vow to ask her when I return.
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Alice


OCTOBER 1953, PARIS


THE CYGNE NOIR


Tonight must be a success. Alice has spent the entire day ensuring it will be. Their first guests will begin arriving at the residence in two hours, which gives her just enough time to do a final check of the drawing room, to assure herself the flowers she ordered, pale nude ­old-­fashioned roses, have arrived and been placed in the correct vases, in the correct positions. She will study the guest list one final time. Reread the notes Eloise, her social secretary, always expertly prepares for her, outlining any significant personal or professional developments pertaining to their guests. Subjects to be avoided, causes for congratulations, anything that may affect the mix of people in the room. Those to keep apart, those to maneuver together among the ex­citing medley of personalities who will mingle tonight beneath the giant portrait of King George and Queen Mary. Captains of industry, the minister of justice, the governor of the Bank of France, policy makers, fellow ambassadors to France, and a smattering of social trinkets, as Albert unflatteringly calls the more glamorous, less serious ­contenders—­the beautiful ones that ensure the heavyweights will come to look and flirt and furnish themselves with enough interesting anecdotes to see them through the following week’s parties.


The wives will arrive swathed in mink or rabbit fur, smelling expensive, looking ­wide-­eyed and ready to judge, enjoying the fact that all the pressure to please will be on Alice tonight. She knows they’ll be quietly questioning her on everything from her ­menu—­this evening a delicately balanced selection of canapés that doesn’t unreasonably favor the British or French (British partridge, French Brie)—­to her weight, her clothes, how many nights a week her husband sleeps at home, where she shops, how many bags she’s carrying when she leaves those shops, how much she drinks. Everything will be subject to scrutiny.


Alice makes a slow rotation of the drawing room. Has she done everything right? Will Albert be pleased? The silver is freshly polished. The whiskey and brandy selection has been restocked. She can return to her bedroom to dress with the help of Anne, who has already placed the gown they discussed Alice will wear tonight across the bed. Perhaps Albert will even join her here later, rather than spend another evening in the smaller bedroom along the corridor he seems to prefer when he is working late.


A BLACK STRAPLESS EVENING DRESS BY DIOR, A LUXURIOUS MIX OF SILK SATIN AND VELVET. Alice held her breath when she registered the cost at her first fitting at the designer’s town ­house—­a sum of money that eclipsed her entire year’s clothing allowance before their move to Paris. But Albert, a man who has never seemed to worry about the cost of anything, insists she must be dressed appropriately at all times, and that the bill is largely irrelevant. She was nervous at first, worried that others would see through her. A ­twenty-­five-­year-­old woman, wearing a gown surely intended for a lady with far more life experience than she? Someone who could fill it with a body that had seen more and done more and was therefore more deserving of it.


But that was to totally underestimate the transformative power of this dress.


“And none of our guests tonight has seen me in this gown before, Anne?”


“Absolutely not. I have checked the record, Alice. It will be entirely new for them.” Everything Alice wears is noted on cards, also referencing the relevant guest list and therefore limiting the opportunity for social blunders of the sartorial kind. Alice knows she doesn’t really need to ask but can’t help herself. Anne hasn’t given her a moment of concern or disappointment since the day she walked through the door. Quite the opposite.


“I will help you, Alice,” offers Anne, already positioned and waiting next to the enormous dark wooden bed as Alice starts to slowly remove the more practical navy wool day dress she has worn today. Anne lifts it easily over her shoulders and returns it to a wooden hanger. “The bodice first, please.” The dress is in two parts. A strapless bodice that opens fully and is now facedown on the bed, revealing all the delicate inner workings that will give her the confidence she needs tonight. A run of seven slim vertical bones, held in place by fine net and supporting a lightly padded bust, negating the need for any additional underwear. As well finished inside as it is outside. The bodice is edged with a beautiful fold of rich black velvet that will sit against her skin and make the sheen of the satin glow under the soft candlelight of the drawing room.


Anne places it against Alice’s naked body, being careful to avert her eyes, and sets about fastening the run of thirteen ­hook-­and-­eye catches that are perfectly spaced down the back, each one pulling Alice’s body in a touch tighter. As she secures the final one into place, the bodice sits precisely as it should against Alice’s skin, dipping just below her shoulder blades.


Then Alice steps into the full heavy skirt, being careful not to catch her toes in the stiff underlayer of crinoline. Only then can Anne start the process of connecting the two garments with a complex combination of more hooks and eyes and zips so that no one would ever guess the dress is two distinct pieces. That done, Anne steps back to make her final adjustments. The panels of silk satin and velvet that make up the skirt are topped at Alice’s left hip by a giant bow that is padded so it holds its position, making Alice’s waist look even tinier than usual. The effect is regal, and despite the fact Anne has performed this task before and she knows it is not her job to express an opinion, a broad smile breaks across her face.


“Just beautiful, Alice,” she whispers.


“Thank you,” Alice manages through a huge exhale of breath, a clear indicator of her nerves about tonight.


“You will be brilliant, as always.” She gives Alice’s hand a quick, tight squeeze before she leaves Alice to add the final touches to her makeup, to push her short, controlled curls behind each ear, and put on the pearl drop earrings she has worn every day since Albert gave them to her on their wedding day.


Alice watches her leave the room, knowing there are a hundred things she would like to seek her advice on, woman to woman. Albert briefed her early on about the need to keep her dealings with the staff purely professional, never to cross the line. And she hasn’t with anyone other than Anne, being careful to use the more formal Marianne whenever he is within earshot.


Albert arrives back to the residence with ­twenty-­five minutes to spare before their first guests are due, just time enough to freshen up and get into his dinner jacket.


“Is everything in order?” It isn’t the warmest greeting, but Alice wasn’t expecting one. He is preoccupied with the evening ahead, and perhaps he will make time to chat to her later when everyone has gone.


“Everything is just as you wanted it, Albert. I’ll leave you to change, and see you downstairs. Chef has everything ready in the kitchen, and if there are any early arrivals, I will be there to greet them.”


“Very good.” Albert doesn’t look up as she exits the room, leaving her with the feeling he prefers to be alone.


IN THESE LAST PRECIOUS MOMENTS OF PEACE BEFORE THE ROOM erupts into animated conversation and loud introductions, Alice’s mind drifts back to the protocol talk she attended before she and Albert were posted to Paris. Far from reassuring her, it only made her more nervous about the important task ahead and how much Albert would be relying on her. Never interrupt a flowing conversation, but always be armed with ways to start one, look out for people standing alone, respond in the language you are spoken ­to . . . on and on it went. She listened, took notes, saw the sense in it all, and then decided the only way she could do this was to be herself. It would be her guide, not her bible. As an only child of socially ambitious parents, Alice knows she brings valuable experience to the role too. Hours spent rotating through her parents’ cocktail and dinner parties, refilling guests’ champagne glasses, and absorbing the ebb and flow of good conversation. Alice watched how her mother orchestrated one conversation while deftly signaling to her husband if someone needed saving on the other side of the room. It always amazed Alice, how a woman who was often so distant in her daily life came alive in the evening when there were hearts to win, egos to placate, and personal advancement to be gained. Perhaps it was the fact their comfortable Norfolk home was in the shadow of the larger country estate it belonged to, the one her father was employed to manage, that made her parents strive for more. It certainly enticed a selection of guests who hoped such proximity to wealth might open doors for them too.


There was no greater feeling for Alice, as those guests drifted home, than if she could impart some overheard gossip or useful information she’d caught while circulating the room. Her mother would bathe her in rare praise, her father might offer a good job, darling, and she’d know she had pleased them. She had earned her place at the party and would head for bed, tired but happy.


One evening it was Albert, a guest of the main estate, who stepped over their threshold with an armful of ­fresh-­cut roses for her mother and a bottle of expensive Scotch whiskey for her father, showering them and their home in compliments when it must have all seemed so modest compared to his own.


His credentials circulated the room before he ­did—­educated at Eton and then Oxford, where he got a first in history and a reputation as an accomplished writer and uncompromising debater. There followed a swift rise through the ranks of the diplomatic service and foreign office in London and a punishing schedule of international conferences and appointments.


His appearance completely changed the dynamic of her parents’ drawing room. Guests, no longer satisfied with their usual companions, would practically line up to talk to him, and he graciously obliged. The fact he was economical with any personal information beyond having a younger sister, both the offspring of wealthy Gloucestershire landowners who had tragically lost their father to tuberculosis when Albert was in his early teens, only made them warm to him more. From that moment, her parents never invited any unattached women on the nights Albert dined with them.


Alice grew up in adult company, and so a drawing room full of unfamiliar faces is not going to intimidate her tonight. But is she still capable of pleasing Albert in the way she used to? Maybe she was enough for him before they were married, when the stakes were low, the expectations of her even lower. Does he see her in their ballroom in Paris and believe she is beyond her capabilities?


“A glass of champagne, Madame Ainsley?” Patrice is floating a silver tray in front of her with a single chilled coupe at its center, knowing full well she’ll take it. She might not get much chance once everyone arrives, and her spirits could do with a little kick start. Patrice replaces the tray on a sideboard, and then takes up his position in the lobby so he can announce each guest as they arrive. Terribly overformal, Alice thinks, but quite a useful reminder of who’s who when her memory faces an inevitable blank. And in the sea of sixty faces tonight, she is even more grateful for Patrice and the faultless performance she knows he will deliver.


“The secretary-general of the Élysée, Monsieur and Madame Bateaux.” Patrice makes his first introduction, and with Albert nowhere to be seen yet, it is up to Alice to take charge. Thankfully the couple are already known to her. She sweeps across the drawing room in one swift movement, planting an affectionate kiss to either side of each face.


“My drawing room is already one hundred percent more elegant for having you in it, Chloe!” Alice stands holding both Chloe’s arms out to the side, forming an intimate circle between them, admiring the vision before her. A ­full-­length deep crimson gown, the color of the boudoir, scattered with delicate pearl beading so the entire dress glistens under the chandelier.


“Dior, of course!” coos Chloe. “Who else? Why haven’t you invited him here yet? Oh, please do. Just a little lunch for a precious few of us. Afternoon tea in your Salon Vert? Have you met his wonderful Camila yet at avenue Montaigne? The best vendeuse in the whole of Paris, in my opinion. She can make anyone look like a lady.”


“Oh, marvelous idea, so he can extract another year’s wages out of me,” adds the secretary before Alice has a chance to respond.


“And look at you, Alice. If I am deemed half as chic as you, then I am happy.” In lieu of a compliment from Albert, it’s just what Alice needs to hear.


“Come and save me from all this giddy nonsense, will you, Albert!” The secretary has spotted Albert entering through the ­double-­height doors and is keen to capitalize on the opportunity to monopolize him.


Within half an hour, the residence drawing room is full, any artificial smiles are starting to fade as duty turns to fun, and Alice is circulating, careful to spend a few minutes with everyone before she can return to the comfortable company of Chloe. She mustn’t allow herself to be distracted by the beautiful gowns. One has feathers floating over the lightest multilayer skirt; oversize ­blush-­colored bows are cascading down the front of another; tiers of white ruffles are worn by the fiancée of one eminent diplomat. There are jackets shaped as if they have just been lifted from the most perfect female curves, and another evening gown with elaborate embroidery and expertly reimagined blooms in the prettiest colors of an English garden.


Keeping one eye on the flow of canapés so she can nod to Patrice when another service can begin, Alice moves. She’s always staggered by how much is eaten at these gatherings. Three hours of constant nibbling before most guests will go on to dinner reservations elsewhere.


Alice decides to seek out one of the senior professors at the Sorbonne who is joining them this evening. Having tried and loved a taster class in modern French literature last month, she is keen to hear about next year’s program of lectures, hopeful that something will spark her interest and fill some of her hours between entertaining and managing the staff.


“Dearest! Last time we met you were ­undecided—­is it going to be the still life drawing class or the history of European art lectures?” The professor scoops his arms around her with none of the formality that so many others feel compelled to once inside the residence. “They are all filling up, you know. If you wait much longer, you’ll be disappointed.”


“Maybe I’ll do both!” Anything has to be better, thinks Alice, than mindlessly wandering the halls of the residence seeking out ways to busy herself. Although even as she is saying it, she knows full well Albert will complain if she spends too much time away. The more official role, one not confined to entertaining, that he promised would be hers has failed to materialize despite many reminders on her part.


Alice sees then that she has managed to maneuver herself back-­to-­back with Albert, not that he has noticed. He’s barely spoken a word to her since he arrived home. Her ears prick at the mention of her own name, and she cranes her neck, unsuccessfully trying to identify the elderly man Albert is speaking to. Patrice is not in her line of sight so is no help to her.


“And how has Madame Ainsley settled in? Enjoying Parisian diplomatic life, I hope?” It’s always comforting to Alice when, having secured some of Albert’s not easily afforded time, someone bothers to ask after her. Although she knows Albert will think it a wasted opportunity to be discussing matters of such little concern.


“Seamless, as expected,” Albert shoots back. “Alice is made for this kind of thing, although I am under no illusions, it was obvious from day one that everyone prefers her to me.” There is no jollity to Albert’s tone. His words fall flat, and if he is hoping to be contradicted, he’s going to be disappointed. “It is Alice they all hope to be seated next to at dinner.”


“Well, then you can consider yourself a very lucky man, Albert. You have a wife who is not only beautiful and clever but adored too. Your only job is to remember to appreciate her.” Whoever Albert is speaking with seems not to entirely appreciate the easy arrogance of Albert’s boast, or the simmering jealousy he’s barely bothering to conceal.


“I’m not sure luck has anything to do with it. I secured what I needed. She is the most efficient, least offensive person I know. No minor feat in these surroundings, wouldn’t you agree?” It’s said with a gentle ripple of laughter that does little to convince, and Alice hears the older gentleman say something about confirming a dinner reservation and move on.


Her cheeks warm and redden. It wasn’t a discreet conversation, and she wonders if the professor has heard it too. If he has, he’s being very gentlemanly and pretending otherwise, using the rotation of canapés as a handy excuse to look away, affording Alice a few moments to try to make sense of what she overheard. Theirs was never a formally arranged marriage in the traditional sense; there was still a proposal that she could choose to say ­yes—­or ­no—­to.


But there was also no doubt of her parents’ expectations, how heartily they approved of Albert and the success he confidently owned in their company. How their hopes for a marriage were shared with friends long before it was appropriate to do so. And wouldn’t her parents want the best for Alice? A husband who would honor their wedding vows? Surely Albert had been chosen for his integrity as well as his wealth and obvious ambition? If her father felt any guilt about his own shortcomings as a husband, wouldn’t he ensure his only daughter was spared the same pain? She had trusted their endorsement, had no reason to doubt it.


Always the strategist, Albert laid the terms out very clearly for Alice, before and, with crushing practicality, immediately after his proposal. She would lead a privileged life, but never a purely decorative one. He knew Alice was capable of more, and he wanted her on his team, in the boardroom as well as the dining room. His delivery may have been unexpectedly functional, but it was nonetheless appealing. A chance to impress her parents, to spread her wings, to use her brain, to contribute something meaningful with the education her parents gave her.


But anyone overhearing what Alice just has would think she and Albert are in competition with each other, from the way he seemed to object to her popularity. Surely that’s what he hoped for? That she would be not only accepted into this world but welcomed.


Her conversation with the professor falters while she tries to compose herself and halt the flare in her cheeks, giving him just enough time to catch the eye of another woman across the room and beckon her over.


“Madame Ainsley, please may I introduce you to Madame du Parcq? She lectures on classic French literature at the Sorbonne. Her husband is head of asset management at the Bank of France. Both very accomplished, obviously.”


“It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Madame Ainsley, and thank you so very much for your kind invitation this evening. I have wanted to meet you for some time. And may I say, the roses are just perfect. Are they from the embassy gardens?”


Alice opens her mouth to respond but pauses as a young man steps into their group next to Madame du Parcq.


“Ah, please meet my son, Antoine. He is studying politics at the Sorbonne and is very keen to pursue a career in the diplomatic world, aren’t you, darling?” Her hand disappears behind his back, nudging him forward, closer to Alice.


Antoine says nothing for a few seconds before nonchalantly responding, “Yes. Apparently, I am,” with a subtle shift of his eyebrows that seems at his mother’s expense and makes Alice pretend she missed it. Then he takes his time, letting his eyes travel over Alice, completely unrushed, not caring in the slightest that he’s caused a pause in the conversation. He doesn’t shake her hand, but he steps closer, so close she thinks for a wild moment he might kiss her, and it halts her breath inside her chest. Then, very slowly, he raises a finger to her lips and brushes away a rogue canapé crumb.


“Oh, thank you.” Alice raises her own fingers to her mouth and notices how his eyes rest there too.


His mother breaks in, chattering on about how much she would value Alice’s opinion, and might she have time to counsel Antoine a little if that isn’t too much of an imposition?


“Well, I’m hardly an expert,” admits Alice, “but if I can help, then of course I will.”


She watches as Antoine’s face slowly creeps into a small, secret smile. No one else has registered it but her. What is he trying to ­convey—­and why is she mirroring it? It stays between the two of them. She can feel her blood pulsing in her ­ears—­a hangover from the embarrassment caused by Albert? Or, like the tautness sitting low beneath her belly, is it more to do with the intriguing man standing in front of her? One who went to the effort of putting on a dinner jacket this evening but left the top button of his shirt undone, in defiance? His bow tie isn’t quite straight; his ­chocolate-­brown hair looks neglectfully ruffled. There is an element of swagger in the way his head is cocked to one side, his face openly admiring Alice. And why is it pitched there? A deliberate attempt to excite her? Knock her slightly off-balance? A determination not to fall into line with the social conventions of the evening? And yet he is immaculately clean-shaven. His eyebrows are as sharp as his jawline. He cares how he looks. Alice can see he has given thought to how he will be viewed tonight.


The professor and Madame du Parcq have sidetracked to time­tables and student numbers, and noticing this, Antoine takes another half step toward her. She senses his body, the closeness of it to hers, his height and how he’s dipping his head toward her in an act of surprise intimacy, low enough that his hair grazes her cheek and she can feel the rhythm of his breath.


“I’ve seen you before. At the Sorbonne. Last month.”


“Yes. I was doing a short course there. But you weren’t in my class.” Alice arches her neck backward to create a little more space between them.


“No. I saw you from the corridor. You were engrossed. You never noticed me looking in. But I knew who you were. Like everyone else, I read about your arrival in Paris in the newspapers. But your appearance at the university was a surprise.”


“Why would it surprise you?” She tries to muffle the mild offense she feels. Why should he believe her out of place there?


“You don’t need to bother ­with—­”


Alice’s throat tightens as she swallows down her annoyance. She takes a slow, deep breath, breaking their gaze, and then instead of revealing her true feelings, she lets her mouth relax into a broad smile and changes her tone to mock him slightly. “And you know so much about women, do you, Antoine? Someone so young has already gained such broad experience with women like me?”


“You never let me finish.” He uses his body to close the gap between them again. “You didn’t need to bother with it, and yet I could see you were the only person in the room who seemed genuinely absorbed in the class. Forgive me, but I watched you for a little while, hanging off your teacher’s every word. I saw something different in you, Alice. That’s what kept me looking. And I remembered you because of it. The fact you were easily the most beautiful woman in the room that day, too, was barely an afterthought.”


She turns her head toward him, and for a moment, Alice is completely lost in him, her face angled inward to his neck, searching out the warm freshness of him. A mix of bold citrus, undercut with something more ­earthy—­leather or tobacco, maybe both. She would be lying if she said she wasn’t very familiar with being complimented on her appearance, to being seen, even stared at. If a compliment isn’t aimed specifically at her, then it is something she indirectly makes ­beautiful—­her choice of roses in the drawing room, the way her table is laid, the smartness of her staff. But not once that Alice can remember has anyone complimented her on her intellect and any fulfillment she may crave beyond the cocktail hour. Albert paid lip service to it with the promise of a role for her here, but that all feels rather hollow now.


She feels a deep gratitude spread through her. A connection.


Perhaps some genuine common ground? He studies at the Sorbonne too. Alice feels her lips part to thank him, but the words won’t come. It suddenly seems so sad to be grateful for something others so easily take for granted.


Then Madame du Parcq is back at his side, and the moment is broken. Antoine straightens and Alice snaps a look of innocence across her face before his mother drags Antoine off under the guise of more necessary introductions and Alice excuses herself to check on the arrangements, her heart knocking against her ribs, her cheeks now a deeper shade of rose.


BY ELEVEN P.M., ALICE IS BACK IN HER BEDROOM. ANNE’S FINGERS are lightly retracing her earlier routine, gradually freeing Alice from the dress she has worn this evening. Alice can feel her body gently yield as the corset is relaxed and then instinctively tighten again as Albert strides into the room. It should be him undressing me, she thinks, and wonders if that’s occurring to him, too, not entirely at ease with the idea it could be. Would he like to undress his wife like he used to? To peel back the layers of silk, her feeling his increased urgency, to reveal the softness beneath, flesh that once gladly responded to him. The glacial impartiality of his face would suggest he’s having no such thoughts.


“Christ, doesn’t she have a home to go to!” He tosses a hand dismissively in Anne’s direction. He can’t even remember her name, notes Alice. She feels Anne’s fingers pick up speed, and she knows the sudden urgency is for her own benefit, not Anne’s. Anne will leave soon, return to the safe sanctuary of her own home, and she won’t want Alice to be left to deal with an irritated Albert.


“Sorry, Monsieur Ainsley, I won’t be much longer.”


Albert doesn’t respond, but simply kicks off his shoes, expecting Anne to put them away, and heads straight for the door again.


“Darling, I’d love to hear all about this evening.” Alice loathes the mild desperation in her voice, like she’s searching for the scrap of a compliment, whatever he might choose to throw her way. “Who you spoke to and what everyone had to say. It seemed a success, wouldn’t you agree? Shall I ask Patrice to fix us a nightcap?”
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