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“Strong people cannot be defeated …”




Chapter 1


The house at 2129 Wyoming Avenue, NW, stood in all its substantial splendour, its grey stone façade handsomely carved and richly ornate, embellished with a large gold crest and adorned with the French flag, billowing softly in a breeze that had come up just that afternoon. It was perhaps the last breeze Washington, DC, would feel for several months as the summer got under way. It was already June. June of 1939. And the last five years had gone all too quickly for Armand de Villiers, Ambassador of France.


He sat in his office, overlooking the elegant garden, absentmindedly staring at the fountain for a moment, and then dragged his attention back to the mountain of papers on his desk. Despite the rich scent of lilac in the air, there was work to do, too much of it. Especially now. He already knew that he would sit in his office until late that night, as he had for two months now, preparing to return to France. He had known the request to return was coming, and yet when he had been told in April, something inside him had ached for a moment. Even now, there were mixed emotions each time he thought of going home. He had felt the same way when he had left Vienna, London, and San Francisco before that, and other posts previously. But the bond was even stronger here. Armand had a way of establishing roots, of making friends, of falling in love with the places he was assigned to. That made it difficult to move on. And yet, this time, he wasn’t moving on, he was going home.


Home. It had been so long since he had lived there, and they needed him so badly now. There was tension all over Europe, things were changing everywhere. He often felt that he lived for the daily reports from Paris, which gave him some sense of what was going on. Washington seemed lightyears removed from the problems that besieged Europe, from the fears that trembled in the heart of France. They had nothing to fear in this sacred country. But in Europe now, no one felt quite as sure.


Only a year before, everyone in France had been certain war was imminent, although now from what Armand heard, there were many who had buried their fears. But there was no hiding from the truth forever. He had said as much to Liane. When the civil war ended in Spain four months before, it became clear that the Germans were approaching, and their airfield just below Irún brought them within only miles of France. But even with that realisation, Armand was aware that there were those who didn’t want to see what was going on. In the past six months Paris had been infinitely more relaxed than before, on the surface at least. He had been aware of it himself when he had gone home for Easter, for secret meetings with the Home Office, when they told him that his assignment to Washington was at an end.


He had been invited to a constant round of glittering parties, in sharp contrast to the previous summer, before the Munich Accord with Hitler. There had been unbearable tension before that. But then, suddenly it was gone, and in its place was a kind of frenzied animation, and Paris was in her finest form. There were parties, balls, operas, art shows, and galas, as though by keeping busy, and continuing their laughter and their dancing, war would never come for the French. Armand had been annoyed at the frivolous gaiety he had seen among his friends at Easter, and yet he understood that it was their way of hiding from their fears. When he had returned, he and Liane had spoken about it.


‘It’s as though they’re so frightened that they don’t want to stop laughing, for fear that if they do, they will cry in terror and run and hide.’ But their laughter wouldn’t stop the war from coming, wouldn’t stop Hitler’s slow, steady march across Europe. Armand sometimes feared that nothing would stop the man now. He saw Hitler as a terrifying demon, and although there were those in high places who agreed with him, there were others who thought that Armand had become too nervous in the long years of service to his country, and was becoming a frightened old man.


‘Is that what living in the States has done to you, old boy?’ his closest friend in Paris had teased him. He was from Bordeaux, where he and Armand had grown up together, and the director of three of the biggest banks in France. ‘Don’t be foolish, Armand. Hitler would never touch us.’


‘The English don’t agree with you, Bernard.’


‘They’re all frightened old women too, and besides, they love to play at their war games. It excites them to think of getting into a row with Hitler. They have nothing else to do.’


‘What nonsense!’ Armand had had to control his temper as he listened, but Bernard’s wasn’t the only voice he heard raised in derision at the English, and he had left Paris almost in a fury at the end of his two-week stay. He expected the Americans to be blind to the threat facing Europe, but he had expected to hear something different in his own country, and he hadn’t heard enough. He had his own views on the subject, views of just how serious the threat was becoming, of how dangerous Hitler was, and how rapidly disaster could befall them. Or perhaps, he thought on the way home, perhaps Bernard and the others were right. Perhaps he was too frightened, too worried about his country. In a way, going home again might be a good thing. It would bring him closer to the pulse of France.


Liane had taken well the news that they were leaving. She was used to packing up and moving on. And she had listened to his descriptions of the mood in Paris with concern. She was a wise, intelligent woman and had learned much from Armand over the years about the workings of international politics. Indeed, she had learned much from him as he had been anxious to teach her his views from the very beginning of their marriage. She had been so young and so hungry to learn everything about his career, the countries he was assigned to, the political implications of his many dealings. He smiled to himself as he thought back over the past ten years. She had been a hungry little sponge, soaking up every drop of information, gobbling every morsel, and she had learned well.


She had her own ideas now, and often she did not agree with him, or she was more adamant than he along the same vein. Their most furious battle had been only a few weeks before in late May, over the SS St Louis, a ship carrying 937 Jews out of Hamburg, with Joseph Goebbels’s blessing, and bound for Havana, where the refugees were refused entry, and where it would seem that they would perish as the boat languished outside the port. Others engaged in frantic efforts to find a home for the refugees, lest they be doomed to return to Hamburg and whatever fate might await them there. Liane herself had spoken to the President, drawing on her acquaintance with him, but to no avail. The Americans had refused to take them, and Armand had watched Liane collapse in tears as she realised all of her efforts, and those of countless others, had been in vain. There were messages from the ship, promising mass suicide rather than agreeing to return to the port from whence they had come. And at last, mercifully, France, England, Holland, and Belgium had agreed to take them, but still the battle between Armand and Liane had raged on. For the first time in her life she had been disappointed in her own country. Her fury knew no bounds. And although Armand sympathised with her, he insisted that there were reasons why Roosevelt had refused to take the refugees. It made her even angrier that Armand was willing to accept Roosevelt’s decision. She felt betrayed by her own people. America was the land of rich and plenty, the home of the brave, land of the free. How could Armand excuse their failure to accept those people? It wasn’t a matter of judgement, he attempted to explain to her, but of accepting that at times governments made harsh decisions. The important thing to acknowledge was that the refugees were safe. It had taken Liane days to calm down after that, and even then she had engaged in a lengthy and almost hostile discussion with the First Lady at a ladies’ lunch. Mrs Roosevelt had been sympathetic to Liane’s anger. She too had been anguished over the fate of the passengers of the St Louis, but she had been helpless to convince her husband to change his mind. The United States had to respect its quotas, and the 937 German-Jewish refugees exceeded the quota for the year. Mrs Roosevelt reminded Liane again that all had ended well for the refugees. But nonetheless it was an event that had impressed Liane with the gravity of these people’s plight in Europe, and suddenly she had gained a new understanding of what was happening far from the peaceful life of Washington diplomatic dinners. It made her anxious to return with Armand to France.


‘You’re not sorry to be leaving your country again, my love?’ He had eyed her gently over a quiet dinner at home, after the incident of the St Louis had finally died down.


She had shaken her head. ‘I want to know what’s happening in Europe, Armand. Here, I feel so far away from everything.’ She had smiled at him then, loving him more than ever. They had shared an extraordinarily happy ten years. ‘Do you really think war will come soon?’


‘Not for your country, my darling.’ He always reminded her that she was an American. He had always thought it important that she retain a sense of her own allegiance, so that she would not become totally swallowed up by his views and his ties to France. She was a separate entity, after all, and she had a right to her own allegiances and opinions, and thus far they had never interfered with his own. Now and then there was a raging battle, an outburst of disagreement between them, but it seemed to keep the relationship healthy and he didn’t mind. He respected her views as much as his own, and he admired the zeal with which she stood up for what she believed in. She was a strong woman with an admirable mind. He had respected her from the moment he first knew her, in San Francisco, as a girl of just fifteen. She had been a magical child, with an almost ethereal golden beauty, and yet after years of living alone with her father, Harrison Crockett, she had gained a range of knowledge and wisdom unusual in such a young girl.


Armand could still remember the first time he had seen her, in a white linen summer dress and a big straw hat, wandering through the Consulate garden in San Francisco, saying nothing as she listened to the ‘grown-ups’, and then turning to him, with a shy smile, to say something in flawless French about the roses. Her father had been so proud of her.


Armand smiled at the distant memory of her father. Harrison Crockett had been a most unusual man. Stern, and at the same time gentle, aristocratic, difficult, handsome, obsessed with his privacy and protecting his only child, and a brilliant success in shipping. He was a man who had done much with his life.


They had met shortly after arriving in San Francisco, at a deadly little dinner arranged by the previous consul before he left San Francisco for Beirut. Armand recalled that he knew Crockett had been invited, but was almost certain he wouldn’t come. Most of the time Harrison Crockett hid behind the walls of his elegant brick fortress on Broadway, looking out over the bay. His brother, George, was far more inclined to go to parties, and was one of the most popular bachelors in San Francisco, not so much for his charm, as for his connections and his brother’s enormous success. But much to everyone’s amazement Harrison had come to the dinner. He had spoken little and left early, but before he did, he had been very pleasant to Odile, Armand’s wife. So much so that she had insisted on inviting him and his daughter for tea. Harrison had spoken of the girl to Odile, and had been particularly proud of his daughter’s mastery of the French language, and with a proud smile, he had said that she was ‘a very remarkable girl’, a comment they had both smiled at as Odile relayed it to Armand.


‘At least he has one soft spot. He looks every bit as ruthless as they say he is.’


But Odile had disagreed. ‘I think you’re wrong, Armand. I think he’s very lonely. And he’s absolutely mad about the girl.’ Odile hadn’t been far off the mark. Shortly after, they heard the story of how he had lost his wife, a beautiful girl of nineteen, whom he had worshipped. He had been too busy with his shipping empire before that, but apparently once he turned his mind to marriage, he had chosen well.


Arabella Dillingham Crockett had been brilliant as well as beautiful, and together she and Harrison had given some of the city’s most devastating balls. She had floated through the mansion he’d built for her, looking like a fairy princess, wearing the rubies he brought her from the Orient, diamonds almost as large as eggs, and tiaras, made especially for her at Cartier, on her golden curls. Their first child was heralded with the same excitement as the Second Coming, but despite the accoucheur Harrison brought from England, and two midwives from the East, Arabella died in childbirth, leaving him widowed with an infant, a girl child in her image, whom he worshipped as he once had his wife. For the first ten years after his wife’s death, he only left his house to go to his office. Crockett Shipping was one of the largest shipping lines in the States, with ships spread out all over the Orient, carrying cargo, as well as two extraordinarily handsome liners that carried passengers to Hawaii and Japan. In addition, Crockett had passenger ships in South America, and some that travelled profitably up and down the West Coast of the United States.


He saw a great deal of his brother, as they ran the empire together, but for a decade Harrison saw few of his old friends. Then at last he took Liane to Europe for a vacation, showing her all the wonders of Paris and Berlin and Rome and Venice, and when they returned at the end of the summer, he began to include his friends in his life again. Gone was the era of the grand parties in the mansion on Broadway, but he had come to realise how lonely his child was and how badly she needed the company of other children, other people, and so Harrison slowly opened his doors again. What ensued were activities that centred only around his daughter: puppet shows, visits to the theatre, and trips to Lake Tahoe, where he bought a handsome summer home. Harrison Crockett lived only to please and protect and cherish Liane Alexandra Arabella.


She was named after two dead grandmothers and her mother, three lost beauties, and somehow she managed to combine the charm and loveliness of all three. People marvelled when they met her. Despite the sumptuous existence she led, there was no sign of it having affected her. She was simple, straightforward, quiet and wise beyond her years, from spending so many years dining alone with her father, and sometimes her uncle, listening to them talk business and explain to her the business of shipping, and the politics of the countries into whose ports their ships sailed. In truth, she was happier with her father than she was with other children, and as she grew older she went everywhere with him; eventually to the Consulate of France, on a spring day in 1922, to have tea.


The De Villiers fell in love with her at once, and what followed as a result was a bond between the De Villiers and Crocketts that flourished over the next three years. The four of them often took trips together. Armand and Odile went to stay at the handsome estate in Lake Tahoe, they travelled on one of his ships to Hawaii with Liane for a holiday, and eventually Odile even took Liane to France. Odile became for her almost a second mother, and it was a comfort to Harrison to see Liane so happy and so well guided by a woman he respected and liked. By then Liane was almost eighteen.


It was the following autumn, when Liane entered Mills College, that Odile began to feel poorly, complaining of a constant backache, an inability to eat, frequent fevers, and finally a frightening cough that refused to disappear. At first the doctors insisted that they could find nothing and it was suggested quietly to Armand that Odile was simply homesick for her country, and he might consider sending her back to France. But vapours of that sort were unlike her, and he persisted in having her see doctors all over town. He wanted her to go to New York to see someone Harrison had recommended, but before the scheduled trip, it became obvious that she was far too sick to go. It was then that they finally discovered, in a brief and depressing operation, that Odile de Villiers was riddled with cancer. They closed her up and told Armand the news, which he shared the next day with Harrison Crockett as tears streamed down his face.


‘I can’t live without her, Harry … I can’t …’ Armand had stared at him in bereft horror as Harrison nodded slowly, tears in his own eyes. He remembered his own pain of eighteen years before only too well. And ironically, Armand was exactly the same age Harrison had been when he lost Arabella, he was forty-three years old.


But Armand and Odile had been married for twenty years, and the prospect of living on without her was almost more than he could bear. Unlike Harrison, they had no children. They had wanted two or three from the beginning, but Odile had never succeeded in getting pregnant, and they had resigned themselves long since to the absence of children in their lives. In fact, Armand had admitted to Odile once, he liked things better as they were. He didn’t have to compete for her attention, and there had remained a honeymoon atmosphere between them for the past twenty years. And now, suddenly, their entire world was shattering around them.


Although at first Odile didn’t know that she had cancer, and Armand fought valiantly to keep it from her, she very soon understood the truth and that the end was near. At last, in March, she died as Armand held her in his arms. Liane had come to see her that afternoon, carrying a bouquet of yellow roses. She sat by her bedside for hours, more for the comfort Odile gave her than any that she was able to give. Odile had exuded an aura of almost saintly resignation, and she was determined to leave Liane with her love and a last tender touch. As Liane had faltered for a moment in the doorway, fighting back the sobs that would come as soon as she left the house, Odile had looked at her with strength in her eyes for just a moment.


‘Take care of Armand for me when I am gone, Liane. You’ve taken good care of your father.’ Odile had come to know him well, and knew that Liane had kept him from growing hardened or bitter. She had a gentle touch that softened every heart she came near. ‘Armand loves you,’ she had said, smiling, ‘and he will need you and your father when I am gone.’ She spoke of her death as if it were a trip she was taking. Liane had tried to deny to herself the truth about this beloved woman’s condition. But there was no denying it to Odile. She wanted them all to face it, especially her husband, and then Liane. She wanted them to be prepared. Armand would try to avoid the truth by talking to her of trips to the seashore, to Biarritz, which they had loved when they were young, a cruise on a yacht along the coast of France perhaps the next summer, and another journey to Hawaii on one of the Crockett ships. But again and again she forced them all to face what was coming, what she knew, and what finally came that night after she had seen Liane for the last time.


Odile had insisted that she wanted to be buried where she was, and not sent back to France. She didn’t want Armand making that dismal trip alone. Both of her parents were dead, as well as his. She left with no regrets, except that she had had no children who would care for Armand. She had put that trust in Liane.


The first months were a nightmare for Armand. He managed to carry on his work, but barely more than that. And despite his loss, he was expected, to some extent, to entertain visiting dignitaries to San Francisco with small diplomatic dinners. It was Liane who did everything for him, as she had for so long for her father. She carried a double responsibility then, despite the excellent staff at the Consulate of France. It was Liane who oversaw everything for Armand. That summer, her father scarcely saw her at Lake Tahoe, and she refused the offer of a trip to France. She had a mission to attend to, a promise she had made, which she fully intended to live up to – an awesome responsibility for a girl of nineteen.


For a time Harrison wondered if there was something more to her work and efforts, and yet after watching Liane more closely for a time, he was certain there was not. In a way, he knew that what she did for Armand helped her cope with her own sense of loss. She had been deeply stricken by the death of Odile. Never having known her own mother, there had always been a hunger in her soul for a woman she could relate to, someone to whom she could talk in a way she couldn’t talk to her father, her uncle, or their friends. As a child, there had been governesses and cooks and maids, but few friends, and the women Harrison dallied with occasionally over the years never saw the inside of his home, or met his child. He kept all of that far, far from Liane. So it had been Odile who had filled that void, and then left it, gaping open, a dull ache that never seemed to dim, except when she was doing something for Armand. It was almost a way of being with Odile again.


In a sense both Armand and Liane were in shock until the end of the summer. Odile had been dead for six months by then, and they both realised one September afternoon, as they sat in the garden at the Consulate, looking at the roses and speaking of Odile, that neither of them was crying as they spoke of her. Armand even told a funny story at Odile’s expense and Liane laughed. They had survived it. They would live through it, each one because of the other. Armand had reached out a hand and taken Liane’s long, delicate fingers in his own and held them. The tears sparkled then in his eyes as he looked at her.


‘Thank you, Liane.’


‘For what?’ She tried to pretend she didn’t know, but she did. He had done as much for her. ‘Don’t be silly.’


‘I’m not. I’m very grateful to you.’


‘We’ve needed each other for the past six months.’ She said it openly and directly, her hand comfortable in his. ‘Life is going to be very different without her.’ It already was, for them both.


He nodded, thinking quietly to himself over the past six months. ‘It is.’


Liane went up to Tahoe for two weeks then, before going back to college, and her father was relieved to see her. He still worried about her a great deal, concerned about her helping Armand constantly. He himself was only too aware that it was very much like her constant devotion to him. And Odile de Villiers had long since convinced Harrison that Liane needed other pastimes than caring for a lonely man. She was a young girl and there was much that she should do. The year before, she had been scheduled to make her debut, but when Odile fell ill, she had refused.


Harrison brought the subject up to Liane again in Tahoe, saying that she had mourned for long enough and that the debutante parties would do her good. She insisted that they seemed silly to her, and wasteful somehow, all that money spent on dresses and parties and dances. Harrison stared at her in amazement. She was one of the richest young women in California, heiress to the Crockett Shipping lines, and it seemed extraordinary to him that the thought of the expense should even cross her mind.


In October, when she went back to Mills, she had less time to help Armand with his dinner parties, but he was on his feet again and fending well for himself, although he still felt Odile’s absence sorely, as he confessed to Harrison when they had lunch together at his club.


‘I won’t lie to you, Armand.’ Harrison looked at him over a glass of Haut-Brion ’27. ‘You’ll feel it for a long time. Forever. But not in the same way you did at first. You’ll feel it in a moment … a remembered word … something she wore … a perfume … But you won’t wake up every morning, feeling as though there’s a two hundred thousand pound weight on your chest, the way you did.’ He still remembered it all too clearly as he finished his wine and the waiter poured him a second glass. ‘Thank God, you’ll never feel quite that agony again.’


‘I would have been lost without your daughter.’ Armand smiled a gentle smile. There was no way to repay the kindness, to let his friend know how much the child had helped him, or how dear she was.


‘She loved you both dearly, Armand. And it helped her get over losing Odile.’ He was a wise and canny man, and he sensed something then, even before Armand did, but he said nothing. He had a feeling that neither of them knew how much they needed each other, with or without Odile. Something very powerful had grown between them in the past six months, almost as though they were connected, as though they anticipated each other’s needs. He had noticed it when Armand came up to Tahoe for the weekend, but he had said nothing. He knew that his instincts would have frightened them both, especially Armand, who might feel that he had in some way betrayed Odile.


‘Is Liane very excited about the parties?’ Armand was amused at Harrison’s excitement. He knew that Liane didn’t really care a great deal. She was making her debut more to please her father, being well aware of what was expected, and dutiful above all. He liked that about her. She was not dutiful in a blind, stupid way, but because she cared about other people. It was important to her to do the right thing, because she knew how other people felt about it. She would have preferred not to have come out at all, yet she knew that her father would have been bitterly disappointed, so she went along with it for him.


‘To tell you the truth’ – Harrison sighed and sat back in his seat – ‘I wouldn’t admit it to her, but I think she’s outgrown it.’ She suddenly seemed much more grown up than nineteen. She had grown up a great deal in the past year, and she had been called upon to act and think as a woman for so long that it was difficult to imagine her with the giggling girls going to a grand ball for the first time.


And when the moment came, the truth of her father’s words was more evident than ever. The others came out, blushing, nervous, frightened, excited to the point of being shrill, and when Liane sailed out slowly on her father’s arm at the cotillion, she looked nothing less than regal in a white satin dress with her shimmering golden hair caught up in a little basket of woven pearls. She had the bearing of a young queen on her consort’s arm, and her blue eyes danced with an inimitable fire as Armand watched her, a stirring in his soul.


The party Harrison gave for her was the most dazzling party of all. It was held at the Palace on Market Street, with chauffeured limousines pulling up directly to the inner court. Two orchestras had been hired to play all night and the champagne had been sent for from France. Liane wore a white velvet gown, trimmed with white ermine in delicate ropes all around the hem. The gown, like the champagne, had been sent for from France.


‘Tonight, my little friend, you look absolutely like a queen.’ Liane and Armand circled the room slowly in a waltz. He was there as Harrison’s guest. Liane was escorted by the son of one of her father’s oldest friends, but she found him stupid and boring and was pleased with the reprieve.


‘I feel a little silly in this dress,’ she had said, grinning. For an instant she looked fifteen again, and suddenly, with a quick shaft of pain, Armand had longed for Odile. He wanted her to see Liane too, to share the moment, drink the champagne … but the moment passed, and he turned his attention to Liane again.


‘It’s a pretty party, though, isn’t it? Daddy went to so much trouble …’ she said, but was thinking ‘so much expense’. It always irked her a little, made her feel a little guilty, but he supported worthwhile causes too, and if it made him happy, then why not. ‘Have you enjoyed yourself, Armand?’


‘Never more than at this exact moment.’ He smiled, at his most courtly, and she laughed at the chivalry, so unusual from him. Usually he treated her like a child, or at least a younger sister or a favourite niece.


‘That doesn’t even sound like you.’


‘Oh, doesn’t it? And what exactly do you mean by that? Am I usually rude to you?’


‘No, you usually tell me that I haven’t given the butler the right set of fish forks from the safe … or the Limoges is too formal for lunch … or –’


‘Stop! I can’t bear it. Do I say all that to you?’


‘Not lately, although I confess, I miss it. Are you getting on all right?’


‘Not half as well lately. They don’t even know which Limoges I mean, with you …’ For a moment he wondered at what she had been saying. What she had been describing sounded like a marriage, but he couldn’t have been like that … or could he? Was he so accustomed to Odile knowing all, that he had simply expected Liane to step into her shoes? How extraordinary of him, and how totally insensitive, but how much more extraordinary still that Liane had actually done all that she had for all those months. Suddenly it made him realise more than ever that he had missed her terribly since she had turned her attention back to school, not so much for the selection of the right Limoges, but because it had been so comforting to talk to her after a luncheon, or a dinner party, or in the morning on the phone.


‘A penny for your thoughts.’ She was teasing him a little, and his hand felt suddenly clumsy on her tiny waist.


‘I was thinking that you were quite right. I have been very rude.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll come back and help now, as soon as all this debutante nonsense is over with next week.’


‘Haven’t you anything better to do?’ He seemed surprised. As lovely as she was, there had to be a dozen suitors waiting in the wings. ‘No boyfriends, no great loves?’


‘I think I’m immune.’


‘Now, that’s an intriguing thought. A vaccination you’ve had, perhaps?’ He teased and the music changed, but they stayed on the floor as Harrison Crockett watched. He was not displeased. ‘Tell me about this fascinating immunity of yours, Miss Crockett.’


She sounded matter-of-fact as they danced. ‘I think I’ve lived alone with my father for too long. I know what men are like.’


Armand laughed aloud. ‘Now, that’s a shocking statement!’


‘No, it’s not.’ But she laughed too then. ‘I just meant that I know what it’s like to run his house, pour his coffee in the morning, walk on tiptoe when he comes home from the office in a bad mood. It makes it difficult to take any of the young cubs seriously, they’re so full of romance and ridiculous ideas. Half the time they have no idea what they’re saying, they’ve never read a newspaper, they don’t know the difference between Tibet and Timbuktu. And ten years from now, they’ll come from the office just as disagreeable as Daddy, and they’ll snap at their wives over breakfast in just the same way. It’s hard to listen to all that romantic gibberish and not laugh, that’s all. I know what comes later!’ She smiled up at him.


‘You’re right, you’ve seen too much.’ And he was sorry really. He remembered all the romantic ‘gibberish’ he had shared with Odile, when she was twenty-one and he twenty-three. They had believed every word they’d said and it had carried them for a long time, through hard times and into rugged, ghastly countries, through disappointments and a war. In a way, because of her life with her father, Liane had lost an important piece of her youth. But undoubtedly, in time, someone would come along, perhaps someone not quite so young as the rest and she would fall in love, and then the complaints over the morning coffee would be outweighed by what she felt. She would be carried off on her own cloud of dreams.


‘Now what are you thinking?’


‘That one of these days you’ll fall in love and it’ll change all that.’


‘Maybe.’ But she sounded both unconvinced and unconcerned. The dance ended and Armand escorted her back to her friends.


But something strange had happened between them during the weeks of her debut. When Armand saw her again, he looked at her differently than he had before. She seemed more womanly to him all of a sudden, and it didn’t really make sense to him. But the rest of the girls at the parties had all been so girlish, such children. In comparison, Liane was so much more grown up, so much more poised. He felt suddenly awkward with her, less comfortable than he had before. He had taken her for granted for a long time, assumed somehow that she was just a very charming child. But on her twentieth birthday she looked more mature than ever, in a mauve moiré gown that turned her hair to spun gold and turned her eyes to violet as she smiled at him.


Her birthday came just before the summer and Armand was almost relieved when she went to Lake Tahoe for the summer months. She was no longer helping him at the Consulate, he was on his feet now, and he didn’t want to take advantage of her. He saw Liane only when her father gave a dinner party, which was still very rare. By sheer force of will Armand managed to stay away from Lake Tahoe until the end of the summer, when Harrison absolutely insisted that he come up for the Labor Day weekend, and when he saw her, he sensed instantly what Harrison had known for so long. He was deeply and passionately in love with the girl he had known since she was scarcely more than a child. It had been a year and a half since Odile died, and although he still missed her terribly, his thoughts were now invaded constantly by Liane. He found himself staring at her all through the weekend, and when they danced on a warm summer night, he led her back to the table quickly, as though he could not bear to be that close to her without pulling her deeper into his arms. And oblivious to what he felt, she cavorted near him on the beach, her long, sensuous limbs cast across a deck chair on the sand. She rattled on as she had in years past, and told him funny stories. She was more enchanting than ever, but as the weekend drew to a close, she began to sense his mood and his eyes upon her, and she grew quieter, as though being drawn slowly into the same spell.


When they all returned to town and Liane to college, Armand fought himself for several weeks and then finally, unable to bear it any longer, he called her and berated himself afterwards for doing so. He had just called to say hello and see how she was, but she sounded strangely subdued when he called her, and he worried instantly that something might be wrong. Nothing was, she assured him in gentle tones, but she was feeling something she didn’t quite understand and wasn’t sure how to handle. She felt guilty towards Odile, and unable to talk to her father about the confusing emotions she felt. She was falling in love with Armand as desperately as he was falling in love with her. He was forty-five years old and she was not yet twenty-one, he was the widower of a woman she had loved and respected deeply, and she still remembered her parting words: ‘Take care of Armand for me … Liane … he will need you …’ But he didn’t need her that much anymore, and surely Odile had never meant for Liane to take care of him like that.


What ensued was an agonising three months. Liane could barely keep her mind on her studies and Armand thought he would go mad at his desk. They met again at a Christmas party given by her father, and by New Year’s Day both of them had given up the fight. He took her to dinner one night, and afterwards, in an agony of tension and emotion, he told her all that he was feeling, and was stunned when her emotions cascaded out with the same force as his. They began seeing each other weekly, on weekends, and kept to quiet haunts so as not to become the centre of gossip around town. At last Liane told her father, expecting some resistance, and possibly even fury, but what she got from him instead was delight and relief.


‘I wondered when you two would finally realise what I’ve known for two years.’ He sat looking at her, beaming, as she stared.


‘You knew? But how could you? I didn’t … we didn’t …’


‘I’m just smarter than both of you, that’s all.’ But he approved of the way they had proceeded. They had each felt out their emotions with caution and respect for the past. He knew that neither of them took the matter lightly, and he wasn’t even bothered by the difference in their ages. Liane was an unusual young woman, and he couldn’t imagine her happy with a man her own age. To her, the twenty-four-year span between them mattered not at all, although Armand had expressed some concern about it in the beginning. Now he didn’t give a care to something so minor as that. He adored her. He felt as though he had been born again, and he rapidly proposed marriage. On her twenty-first birthday they announced their engagement. Her father gave a lovely party, and life tasted like a dream, until two weeks later, when Armand received word that his term in San Francisco had come to an end. He was being moved on to Vienna as Ambassador. And like it or not, it was time to go. He and Liane discussed a precipitous marriage, but her father intervened. He wanted her to complete her final year in college, which meant waiting another full year until they could be married. Liane was crushed, but she was anxious not to disobey her father, and the two lovers agreed that they would survive the next year somehow, with visits when they could, and letters each day in between.


It was a difficult year for them both, but they managed, and on 14th June 1929, Armand de Villiers and Liane Crockett were married at old St Mary’s in San Francisco. Armand had left Vienna for two weeks, for the ‘wedding of the year’, as the San Francisco papers called it, and they flew back to Europe for a quick honeymoon in Venice, before returning to Vienna where Liane would then be Ambassadress. And she stepped into those shoes with extraordinary ease. Armand tried to make everything easy for her, but she scarcely needed his help. After her years with her father, and the six months of helping Armand after Odile’s death, she knew what to do.


Her father came to visit twice during their first six months there, unable to stay away. He had no business in Europe, but he longed for his daughter, and during his second visit she could no longer keep the news from him, although she had predicted accurately to Armand how he would react. She was having a baby the following summer. Her father responded with sheer terror, insisting privately to Armand that she had to be brought back to the States, had to have the best doctors, had to stay in bed, had to … He was haunted by memories of Liane’s mother, and his agony when he had lost her. He was almost in tears when he went back to the States. Liane had to write him daily to assure him that all was well. In May he arrived six weeks before the baby was due, almost driving them crazy with his worry, but Liane didn’t have the heart to send him back home. When she went into labour, it was all Armand could do to subdue him and to keep him busy, but fortunately the baby came quickly, a fat, angelic-looking girl with wisps of blonde hair, round cheeks and a little rosebud mouth, born at 5.45 p.m. in a hospital in Vienna. When Harrison came to visit Liane three hours later, he found her eating dinner and laughing, as though she had spent the afternoon at the opera with her friends. He couldn’t believe it, nor could Armand, who gazed at his wife as though she had wrought single-handedly the miracle of all time. He loved her more than life itself and thanked God for this new life he had never even dreamed would be his. He was totally crazy about the baby, and when their second daughter was born two years later in London, he was just as excited all over again. This time they had convinced Liane’s father that he could wait in San Francisco and that they would cable him the moment the baby was born. Their first child was named Marie-Ange Odile de Villiers, which they had thought about with great seriousness before doing. They decided it was what they wanted and they knew that Odile would have been pleased. The second baby was named Elisabeth Liane Crockett de Villiers, which pleased Liane’s father no end.


He came to London for the christening, and gazed at the baby with such rapture that Liane teased him afterwards about it, but she also noticed on this trip that he didn’t look well. He was sixty-eight years old and had always been in good health, but he seemed older than his years now. Liane was worried when she saw him off on the ship. She said something to Armand about it, but he had his hands full with a difficult diplomatic negotiation with the Austrians and the English, and afterwards he felt guilty for not paying more attention. Harrison Crockett died of a heart attack on the ship.


Liane flew home to San Francisco without the children, and as she stood beside her father’s coffin she felt a loss she could hardly bear. She knew that life would never be quite the same without him. Her Uncle George was already preparing to move into Harrison’s house and his shoes at Crockett Shipping, but her uncle was like a very dim star in the orbit of the bright planet that had been her father. She was glad that she didn’t live in San Francisco and wouldn’t have to see her uncle living in their house. She couldn’t have borne watching the gruff, ornery old bachelor living her father’s life and changing all the old ways. She left San Francisco within a week, with a feeling of grief that exceeded only what she had felt when Odile had died. She was grateful to return home to Armand, to her babies, and to throw herself back into her life as Ambassadress at his side. From that moment on she always felt less of an allegiance to her own country. Her tie to the States had been her father and now all of that was gone. She had the fortune her father had left her, but she would have much preferred to have her father living, and all that mattered to her now were her daughters and her husband and her life with them.


Two years after that they left London. Armand was reassigned as Ambassador to Washington. For the first time in five years Liane would be living back in the United States. It was an exciting time for them both, filled with the prospect of an important post for Armand and lots of responsibility for Liane, and the only thing that marred it was the fact that Liane lost a baby, this time a little boy, shortly after their arrival in the States. It had been a rough crossing and she had had a hard time from the beginning. But aside from that, the years in Washington were a time they both remembered fondly, filled with spectacular dinners at the Embassy, glittering evenings amongst heads of state, nights at the White House and acquaintances with important politicians who filled their lives with interesting events and fascinating friendships. It was a time they would miss now, and it seemed as though it were ending much too quickly. It was hard to believe that the Washington years had already come to a close. They would both miss their friends, as would their daughters. Marie-Ange and Elisabeth were respectively nine and seven now and they had never known schools other than those in Washington. Armand had already made arrangements for them in Paris, and they both spoke perfect French, but still it would be a big change for them. And with a war possibly coming in Europe, God alone knew what would be in store. Armand had already discussed that possibility with Liane, and if anything happened, he planned to send the three of them back to the States. Liane could stay with her uncle in San Francisco, in her father’s old house, and at least he would know that they were safe there. But for the moment, that didn’t enter the picture. For the time being, as much as one could know that sort of thing, Armand knew that there would be peace in France, though of course there was no way of knowing for how long.


At present he had to ready the Embassy for his replacement and he turned his attention back to the work on his desk. It was almost ten o’clock when he looked up again. He stood up at his desk and stretched. He had been feeling so old lately, despite Liane’s amorous protests, but at fifty-six he had led a very full life.


He locked the door to his office behind him, bidding goodnight to the two guards posted in the hall. Then he inserted his key in the lock of the private lift at the rear that would take him to their flat and he stepped in with a tired smile and a sigh. It was always good to get home to Liane after a day’s work, even after all these years. She was a wife any man would be lucky to even dream of having. She had been devoted and understanding and patient and humorous and loving for all of their ten years. As the lift reached the fourth floor it ground to a halt and he opened the door into the ornate marble hall that led to his study, their large panelled living room and their dining room, and he could smell something delicious still being prepared in the kitchen beyond. As he glanced up the marble staircase to the top floor, he saw her, still as lovely as she had been ten years before, her blonde hair in a handsome pageboy style, her blue eyes unlined and her skin as fresh as it had been the first time he had seen her in his garden. She was a rare beauty, and he cherished every moment with her, although these days, the moments they shared were fewer than they had been in a long time. He was so damnably busy.


‘Hello, my love.’ She slid her arms around his neck as she reached the bottom of the stairs, nuzzling his neck in the way she had for the past ten years and as it always did, the gesture warmed him to his very soul.


‘How was your day, or shouldn’t I ask?’ He smiled down at her, proud of her, still proud that she was his. She was a beauty, and a rare, rare gem.


‘I think I’ve almost finished packing. You won’t recognise our bedroom when you come upstairs.’


‘Will you be in it?’ His eyes danced as he looked at his wife, even after his long day.


‘Of course.’


‘Then that’s all I want to recognise. How are the girls?’


‘They miss you.’ They hadn’t seen their father in four days.


‘We’ll make up for lost time next week on the ship.’ He smiled at Liane. ‘Our reservations were reconfirmed today, and’ – the smile widened – ‘I have quite a surprise for you, chérie. The gentleman who had reserved one of the four Grand Luxe suites has had to cancel, because his wife was taken ill. Which means …’ He seemed almost to be waiting for a drumroll as Liane laughed and took his arm to escort him into the dining room. ‘It means that as a courtesy to this tired old returning Ambassador, we are being given one of the Normandie’s four most luxurious suites. Four bedrooms, a dining room of our own if we wish to use it, which we won’t. We’ll be too busy enjoying the Grande Salle à Manger. But perhaps the children will enjoy having a dining room of their own and a living room with a baby grand piano. Our own promenade deck, my love, where we can sit at night, looking up at the stars …’ His voice drifted off dreamily, as he was really looking forward to the crossing on the ship. For years now he had heard nothing but raves about the Normandie, and he had never been on her. Now it was an extra treat that he could give to his wife. No matter that she could have paid for all four of the Grand Luxe suites herself, he would never have let her. He had too much pride about that sort of thing, and he was happy to be able to spoil her a little, and happier still that they would have five days together, suspended between two worlds. At last he would be free of the final exhausting days at the Embassy in Washington and he would not yet have been swallowed up by the work he was to do in France. ‘Isn’t that good news?’ His eyes danced.


‘I can hardly wait.’ She giggled as she sat down at the enormous dining table set for two. ‘Since we have a piano in our cabin, should I practise the piano a little before we leave? I haven’t played in years.’


‘Silly girl. Hmm,’ he turned his attention to the odours emanating from the kitchen, ‘that smells awfully good.’


‘Thank you, sir. Soupe de poisson for my lord and master, une omelette fines herbes, salade de cresson, Camembert, Brie, and chocolate soufflé, if the cook hasn’t fallen asleep.’


‘She must be ready to kill me with these hours I’m keeping.’


‘Never mind, my love.’ Liane smiled at him with a kiss in her eyes and the maid came in with their soup.


‘Did I tell you that we’re dining at the White House tomorrow?’


‘No.’ But Liane was used to surprise command social engagements. She had given dinner parties for as many as a hundred people with notice of only two days.


‘They called today.’


‘Is the dinner for anyone important?’ The soup was good, she liked their cosy dinners tête-à-tête and, like Armand, she wondered now how many moments like these they would have once they were back in France. They suspected that he was going to be terribly busy and she might not see much of him for a while.


Armand smiled at his wife. ‘Tomorrow night is for someone terribly important.’


‘Who?’


‘Us. It’s just a friendly little impromptu dinner for us before we leave.’ There had already been a formal farewell reception three weeks before. ‘Are the girls excited about the ship?’


Liane nodded. ‘Very.’


‘They can’t possibly be as excited as I am. They call her the Ship of Light.’ And then he saw her smiling at him again. ‘Do you think me very foolish to be so excited about it?’


‘No, I think you’re very wonderful and I love you.’


He reached out and patted her hand then. ‘Liane … I am a very lucky man.’




Chapter 2


The long black Citroën that had been shipped over from Paris the year before drew up to the Pennsylvania Avenue entrance of the White House, and Liane stepped out. She was wearing a black satin suit with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, and a white organdy blouse underneath the jacket, lined in the finest of white silk. Armand had bought her the suit at Jean Patou when he had gone to Paris at Easter. It fitted her perfectly. Patou had her measurements and Armand always chose gifts that suited her to perfection, as this one did. She looked like a high-fashion model, with her long, slim figure and her perfectly smooth blonde hair, as she stepped from the car. Armand emerged just behind her, wearing his dinner jacket. Tonight was an informal evening. None of the men would be wearing white ties.


There were two butlers and a maid waiting in the entry hall to greet them, to take any wraps or coats the guests might have brought and to direct them upstairs to the Roosevelts’ private dining room. And of course there were presidential guards stationed in the hall.


It was a considerable honour to be entertained at the White House. Liane had been here several times to lunch quietly with Eleanor and a handful of other ladies and she was particularly pleased to be dining here tonight. Upstairs on the second floor, in their living quarters, the President and his wife were waiting, she in a simple grey crêpe de chine dress from Traina-Norell and a handsome rope of pearls. There was always something unassuming about the woman. No matter who had designed her clothes or the jewels that she wore, she looked as though she might have been wearing an old dress and a sweater, sensible shoes and a warm smile. She was the kind of woman one would have wanted to come home from school to, as there would have always been a warm welcome waiting and a gentle smile.


‘Hello, Liane.’ Eleanor saw her first and walked over quickly. The President was engaged in animated conversation with the British Ambassador, Sir Ronald Lindsay, another old friend. ‘It’s so nice to see you both.’ Her smile extended to Armand, who diligently kissed her hand and then looked into her eyes.


‘We shall miss you most of all, madame.’


‘But not half as much as we shall miss you!’ She spoke in a high-pitched, thready voice, which people made fun of often, and yet to those who knew her it had a comforting and familiar lilt. It was just another endearing aspect of Eleanor. It was difficult to find anyone who didn’t love and respect her, and in the past five years Liane had been one of her most ardent fans, in spite of their recent heated exchanges over the SS St. Louis. Armand had already reminded Liane not to bring that up again tonight. She had heeded the warning in the car with an obedient nod and then a chuckle. ‘Am I as tactless as all that, my love?’ ‘Never,’ had been the answer, but Armand had a fatherly way about him with his wife, and he often reminded her of things, as he would have the girls.


‘How are the children?’ Liane was quick to ask. The Roosevelts’ grandchildren were always in and out of the White House.


‘As naughty as ever. And the girls?’


‘Excited, and wild. Every time I turn around they’ve unpacked their trunks to look for a favourite doll, or created some mischief.’ The two women laughed. With five children of her own, Eleanor was well versed in the ways of the very young.


‘I don’t envy you the task of packing up! It’s bad enough for us in the summer when we go to Campobello. I don’t think I could ever have managed getting them all the way to France. Surely one of my children would have leaped overboard on a dare, and we’d have had to stop the ship. I shudder at the thought, but Marie-Ange and Elisabeth are much better behaved. You should have a peaceful crossing.’


‘We hope so,’ Armand added, and then the threesome joined the others: the British Ambassador and his wife, Lady Lindsay, the Duponts of Delaware, Harry Hopkins, a distant cousin of Eleanor’s who was in Washington for two weeks and Russell Thompson and his wife, Maryse, a couple that Liane and Armand enjoyed a great deal and saw often. He was an attorney, closely allied to the Roosevelt Administration and she was from Paris, a very lively girl.


Cocktails were served for half an hour, and then a butler announced that dinner was served in the President’s dining room. As always at the dinners that Eleanor arranged, the food was exquisite, the menu superb. The table in the private dining room was set for eleven with a beautiful service of blue and gold Spode china and heavy silver, on a cloth of very old and delicate lace. There were large arrangements of blue and white iris, yellow roses, and white lilac set amongst long white candles in silver candelabra, and all around the room handsome murals of the American Revolution caught one’s eye. It was a dinner Armand and Liane would long remember, as the President guided the conversation artfully between subjects of interest to all, often punctuated with an anecdote about something that had recently happened in Congress or the Senate. There was no talk of war during the entire meal. But inevitably, the subject came up over dessert. But by then everyone was sated and content, having eaten caviar, roast duck, a delicately smoked salmon, endive salad, and a rich array of cheeses from France. The baked Alaska was almost a superfluous touch, but it was so delicate that hearing the men speak of war seemed less of an agony than it would have been earlier in the evening. As usual the conversation became heated, with Roosevelt insisting, as he always did, that there was nothing to fear in Europe or the United States.


‘But you can’t mean that,’ the British Ambassador insisted, torn between the heavenly delights of the baked Alaska and the more pressing issues at the table. ‘For God’s sake, man, even in your own country you’ve been preparing for war. Look at the trade routes you’ve begun assigning to shipping, look at the industries that have been stepped up, primarily steel.’ The British knew only too well that Roosevelt was no fool, he knew what was coming, but he was determined not to admit it to his own people, or even here, amongst an assortment of close friends and international elite.


‘There’s no sin in being well prepared,’ Franklin insisted, ‘it’s good for the country, but it doesn’t carry with it implications of coming doom.’


‘Perhaps not for you …’ The British ambassador suddenly looked depressed. ‘You know what’s happening over there as well as we do. Hitler is a madman. He knows it.’


He pointed to Armand, who nodded. In this group, his views were well known. ‘What are they saying in Paris this week?’


All eyes turned to Armand and he seemed to weigh his words before speaking. ‘What I saw in April was very deceiving. Everyone is trying to pretend that the inevitable will never come. My only hope is that it won’t come too soon.’ He looked gently at his wife. ‘I’ll have to send Liane back if that happens. But more importantly than that’ – his eyes left his wife and returned to the others – ‘a war in Europe now would be a tragedy for France, for all of us.’ He gazed sadly at the British Ambassador, and as their eyes met both men knew that they saw all too clearly what was coming as Hitler pressed forward. It was a terrifying fate. But as silence fell over the table Eleanor quietly stood up as a signal to the ladies that it was time to leave the gentlemen to their brandy and coffee. Coffee would be served to the ladies in an adjoining room.


Liane got up slowly, as she disliked this particular moment of any dinner. She felt always as though she were missing the most important conversations of all, once the men were alone to speak their minds on the important issues of the day, without tempering their words for the ladies. During the drive home she questioned Armand as to what she had missed.


‘Nothing. It was the same talk one hears everywhere now. Fears and denials, Roosevelt standing his ground, the British certain of what they think will come. Thompson agreed with us, though. He told me quietly when we left the table that he’s certain Roosevelt will be in the war before the year’s out, if it comes. It would be good for the economy here, war always is.’ Liane looked shocked, but she knew enough about the truths of economics she had learned from her father to realise that what Armand was saying was true. ‘In any case, my little love, we shall be home soon enough to see for ourselves what’s happening over there.’ He looked distracted during the rest of the drive home for he had a great deal on his mind and Liane let her mind drift back to the warm embrace she had received from Eleanor when they left. ‘You must write to me, my dear …’


‘I shall,’ Liane had promised.


‘Godspeed to you both.’ The peculiar voice had cracked and her eyes were damp. She was fond of Liane, and well aware that before they met again, the welfare of both countries might be jeopardised in terrifying ways.


‘And to you.’ The two women had hugged and then Liane had slipped into the Citroën beside her husband for the short drive to the Embassy, which was still their home.


When they reached their front door, the chauffeur escorted them inside and, as always, two guards waited, bid them good night, and then disappeared to their own quarters, where all appeared to be silent. The servants had all gone to bed and it was long past the hours when the children would be up. But as they made their way towards their rooms, Liane smiled at her husband, tugged at his sleeve, and put a finger to her lips. She had heard a rapid shuffling and the click of a light.


‘Qu’est-ce qu’il y a?’ he whispered. He was less attuned than Liane to what she was hearing, but she swiftly opened the door to Marie-Ange’s room with a broad smile.


‘Good evening, ladies.’ She spoke in a normal voice and Armand thought she was crazy, but then suddenly there was an eruption of giggles and scurrying feet. Both girls had been hiding in Marie-Ange’s bed, and now they ran towards their parents with laughter and excitement.


‘Did you bring us any cookies?’


‘Of course not!’ Armand still looked shocked. Liane knew her daughters better than anyone, and it always amused him how well she did so. He began to smile now too. ‘What are you doing up? And where is Mademoiselle?’ Their nurse was supposed to see that they went to bed and stayed there. Mutiny against her was a difficult task, as they all knew, but now and then the girls succeeded, with enormous delight.


‘She’s sleeping. And it was so hot …’ Elisabeth looked up at him with the wide blue eyes of her mother and, as always, something deep inside Armand melted when he looked at her and he picked her up in his powerful arms. He was a tall, well-built man, and even in his mid-fifties he had a physique and a strength that suggested youth. Only the lines in his face and the full mane of well-combed white hair indicated his years, but his daughters were oblivious to the fact that their father was so much older than their mother. All they cared about was that he was their papa and they adored him, just as he adored them.


‘You’re very naughty to be up so late. What have you both been doing?’ He knew that Marie-Ange would have started the revolution and Elisabeth was only too happy to follow. That much he knew of his daughters, and he was quite right. As he watched them Liane switched on the light, and what they saw was a sea of toys pulled out of the boxes and trunks where they had been packed. The room was filled with steamer trunks packed with the girls’ dresses, coats, hats, and shoes. Liane always bought them in Paris.


‘Oh, my God,’ Liane groaned. They had unpacked everything but their clothes. ‘What in Heaven’s name were you doing?’


‘Looking for Marianne.’ Elisabeth said it in a saintly little voice and looked up at her mother with a smile bereft of front teeth.


‘You knew I didn’t pack her.’ Marianne was Elisabeth’s favourite doll. ‘She’s on the table in your room.’


‘She is?’ But both girls began to giggle. They had just been having fun. Their father looked at them as though he would scold them, but he didn’t have the heart to, they were too full of life and too much like their mother for him to ever really get very angry at them. And he had no reason to. Mademoiselle ruled them with an iron hand and Liane was a marvellous mother. It allowed him to enjoy them without having to play the ogre. But nonetheless he admonished them now for a moment in French. He told them that they had to help their mother with the packing, not take everything apart. They had to get everything ready, he reminded them, because they were leaving for New York in two days.


‘But we don’t want to go to New York.’ Marie-Ange looked up seriously at her father, ever the spokesman for the team. ‘We want to stay here.’ Liane sat down on Marie-Ange’s bed with a sigh and Elisabeth climbed into her lap as Marie-Ange continued to negotiate with her father in French. ‘We like it here.’


‘But don’t you want to come on the ship? They have a puppet theatre, and a cinema, and a kennel for dogs.’ He had told her before, but now she wavered as he spoke of them again. ‘And we’ll all be happy in Paris too.’


‘No, we won’t.’ She shook her head, looking into her father’s eyes. ‘Mademoiselle says there will be a war. We don’t want to go to Paris if there’s going to be a war.’


‘What’s that?’ Elisabeth whispered to her mother as she sat on her lap.


‘It’s when people fight. But nobody is going to be fighting in Paris. It will be just like it is here.’ Armand and Liane’s eyes met over the heads of their girls and Liane could see that Armand was going to have a serious talk with Mademoiselle in the morning. He didn’t want the girls frightened with talk of war.


And then suddenly Elisabeth spoke up and broke the spell. ‘When Marie-Ange and I fight, is that a war?’


The others laughed, but Marie-Ange corrected her before her parents could. ‘No, stupid. A war is when people fight with guns.’ She turned to Armand. ‘Right, Papa?’


‘Yes, but there hasn’t been a war since long before you were both born and we don’t need to worry about that now. What you girls have to do is go to bed, and tomorrow help repack all these things you’ve taken out. Au lit, mesdemoiselles!’ He attempted to sound stern and although he almost convinced his daughters, he didn’t even begin to convince his wife. He was putty in their hands. But he was also worried now that they would be frightened about a war.


Liane took Elisabeth back to her own room and Armand tucked their eldest into her bed. Liane and Armand met back in their own room five minutes later. Liane was still smiling at the mischief of the girls, but Armand was sitting on their bed, taking off his patent leather pumps with a worried frown.


‘What is that old fool doing frightening the girls with talk of a war?’


‘She hears the same things we do.’ Liane sighed and began to unbutton the beautifully made black satin jacket from Patou. ‘But I’ll speak to her in the morning about the girls.’


‘See that you do.’ The words were harsh, but the tone of his voice was not as he watched his wife undress in her dressing room. There was always something more to say between them, some further reason why he couldn’t tear himself away from her, even now, after an endless day and a long night. He watched the silky cream of her flesh appear as she took off the white organdy blouse and he hastened quickly to his own dressing room to cast his dinner attire aside. He returned only moments later in white silk pyjamas and a navy-blue silk robe, his feet bare. She smiled at him from their bed, the lace of her pink silk nightgown peeking over the sheets as he turned off the light.


He slid into bed beside her and ran a hand gently up her arm until it reached the smooth satin of her neck, and then drifted down again to touch her breast. Liane smiled in the darkness and sought Armand’s mouth with her lips. There they met and held, in the darkness, their children forgotten, the nurse, the President, the war … and all they remembered as they peeled off each other’s night clothes was their hunger for each other, which grew sharper over the years, instead of dimmer. As Armand’s powerful hand touched her naked thigh, Liane moaned softly, parting her legs to welcome him to her, as she always did, and she smelled the muted spice of his cologne as he kissed her again and their flesh joined. For the first time in ages she found herself wanting another baby as he entered her, gently at first and then with increasing passion, and as they kissed again with greater fervour, this time it was Armand who moaned softly in the night.




Chapter 3


The doorman at 875 Park Avenue stood stolidly at his post. The jacket of his uniform was of heavy wool, and the wing collar he wore cut into his neck. The cap with the gold braid sat on his head like a lead weight. It was eighty-seven degrees in New York in the second week of June, but he still had to stand at his post, cap on, jacket in place, bow tie straight, white gloves on, smiling pleasantly at the tenants as they came in and out. Mike, the doorman, had been on duty since seven o’clock that morning, and it was already six o’clock at night. The heat of the day had barely abated and he had another hour to stand there before he could go home at last, in baggy pants, a short-sleeved shirt, comfortable old shoes, no tie, no hat. A blessed relief it would be, he thought to himself in his Irish brogue. And a beer he could be usin’ too. As he stood there he envied the two men who manned the lifts. Lucky devils, at least they were inside.


‘Good evening, Mike.’ He looked up from his heat-dimmed reverie to touch his fingers to his cap with mechanical precision, but this time to the greeting he added a friendly smile. There were those in the building he wouldn’t bother to smile at, but this man was one he liked, Nicholas Burnham – Nick he had heard the man’s friends call him. He always had a friendly word for Mike, a moment to stop and talk to him in the morning as he waited for his car to be brought around. They talked of politics and baseball, the latest strikes, the price of food, and the heat that had been shimmering off the streets of the city for the past two weeks. Somehow he always managed to give Mike the impression that he cared about him, that he gave a damn that the poor old man had to stand outside all day, hailing cabs and greeting ladies with French poodles, because he had seven children to support. It was as though Nick understood the irony of it all, and he cared. That was what Mike liked about him. Nick Burnham had always struck him as a decent sort of man. ‘How did you survive the day?’


‘Not bad, sir.’ It was not entirely true, as his feet raw, hot and swollen, were killing him, but suddenly they didn’t seem so bad. ‘And you?’


‘It was pretty hot downtown.’ Nick Burnham’s office was on Wall Street, and Mike knew that he was big in steel, the most important young industrialist in the nation, The New York Times had called him once. And he was only thirty-eight years old. The difference in their stations in life and their incomes never bothered Mike. He accepted things like that, and Nick always gave him handsome tips and generous gifts at Christmas time. Besides, Mike knew that in some ways Nick didn’t have an easy road to hoe. Not in this house anyway. As much as Mike liked Nick, he hated his wife, Hillary. A highfalutin’, fancy bitch, she was. Never a kind word, never a smile, just a lot of fancy jewels and furs she’d soaked her husband for. When Mike saw them go out at night, more often than not she was saying something nasty to Nick about one of the maids, or that he was late, or that she hated the people giving the party they were going to. A rotten little bitch she was, Mike always said, but a pretty one, not that that was enough. He wondered how Nick managed to stay such a pleasant man, married to a girl like that.


‘I saw Master John today, with his new baseball bat.’ The two men exchanged a smile, and Nick broke into a big grin.


‘You may hear the sound of breaking windows one of these days, my friend.’


‘Not to worry. I’ll catch the ball if it sails down here.’


‘Thanks, Mike.’ He patted the old man’s arm and disappeared inside the house as Mike smiled to himself. Forty-five minutes to go, and maybe tomorrow it won’t be quite so hot. And if it is, well … that’s the way things are. Two more men came in, and Mike touched his hat, thinking of Nick’s son, John. He was a handsome little tyke, looked just like his old man, except that he had his mother’s jet-black hair.


‘I’m home!’ Nick’s voice rang out in the hall as it did every night, and as he put his straw hat on a table in the hall, he listened for familiar sounds, of John running down the hall to greet him perhaps. But tonight there were none. A maid in a black uniform and a white lace apron and cap came out of the pantry instead, and he smiled at her. ‘Good evening, Joan.’


‘Evening, sir. Mrs Burnham is upstairs.’


‘And my son?’


‘I believe he’s in his room.’


‘Thank you.’ He nodded and walked down a long, thickly carpeted hall. The flat had been entirely redone the year before, and everything was done in white and beige and cream. It managed to look both soothing and expensive at the same time, and had cost him an arm and a leg, particularly after the three decorators and two architects Hillary had hired and fired one by one, but the end result was one that he could live with and that he imagined had pleased her. It wasn’t exactly the kind of place where one would expect to find a little boy, nor the kind of home where he could run his fingers along the wall or bounce a ball, but at least in the child’s room Nick had prevailed. There, everything was done in reds and blues, the furniture was comfortable old oak and although the children’s paintings on the wall were still a little overdone for Nick’s taste, at least he knew that these were rooms where John could have a little fun. There was a bedroom for his nurse, a large room for him, a little sitting room with a desk, which had been Nick’s when he was a boy, and a large playroom filled with toys, where he could entertain his friends.


Nick knocked softly on the door of the hall that led to John’s rooms, and instead of an answer, the door was instantly yanked open, leaving him looking down into the smiling face of his only child. He swept him up in his arms with a happy smile, and a gurgle of laughter greeted his ears, as it did every night.
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