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Alsace, Eastern France, 1903


The double crash that echoed through the timber-framed house killed one man and damned another. The first blow was metal against skull. The second was the crack of the victim’s head against the corner of a stove.


Afterwards all was still but for whirling motes of dust and the sputtering of an oil lamp low on fuel. The young man dropped the iron bar he held. He wanted the victim at his feet to move, to make a sound, but Alfred Lutzman’s eyes were frozen in their last emotion. The portrait on the easel would never be finished.


He wanted to get out. Why should he pay – perhaps with his life – for the madness of a moment? A muffled cry stopped him at the door. The artist’s wife stood, immobile, beneath a skylight blanketed with snow. She seemed unaware of the blood trickling from her left temple, but aware of his desire to leave. She said something in Yiddish, her voice rising. He cut her off in the crisp German that was their common language. ‘Frau Lutzman, listen to me. This tragedy –’ he glanced at the body and nausea passed through him – ‘was a terrible accident.’


She whispered, ‘No accident. We must go to the police.’


‘Absolutely not.’ He spoke harshly, copying his late father’s way of dealing with inferiors. ‘They’d send us to trial. I wouldn’t be afraid, but could you stand up to questioning? D’you know the penalty for murder? The guillotine. Then what would become of your child? So … we must think of something else. A story that removes suspicion from us both. I will deny I was here.’


‘And throw me to the wolves?’


‘We’ll say your husband was shut away up here, finishing a painting. Which is true. You were … You were in your kitchen cooking dinner, with the door closed. You saw nobody, heard nobody. You will not mention my name, ever.’


Danielle Lutzman stared at him, repeating his words soundlessly. In the winter light, she looked younger than he’d originally thought, lithe under her ragged dress, her glossy black hair escaping from her headscarf. Was there understanding as well as desperation in her eyes? It seemed an age before she nodded. ‘I heard nobody, saw nothing.’


‘Keep to that, Frau Lutzman, and I will do the rest. Never tell the truth to a living soul. You swear?’


She nodded once and he saw his chance to leave. The smell of death and lamp oil was growing unbearable. But it seemed he’d underestimated his own shock – he could not take the first step. Then, from below, came the clash of a door. Their eyes locked in fear.


A voice piped – ‘Mama! I’m home.’


Danielle Lutzman gasped, ‘It’s Mathilda. It’s my daughter. Don’t let her come up! She must not see – I beg you, stop her!’


He could not move.


‘Mama, Papa, where are you?’ Wooden soles clumped upstairs. ‘I’m early. They closed school because of the snow. Papa, I’ve brought a drawing I did for you.’


‘Stop her!’ Danielle pleaded.


He found his will to move too late. The door burst open and a small figure, all hair ribbons and bouncing plaits, burst into the studio.





PART ONE
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Chapter One
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Paris, 1937


Mathilda’s daughter emerged from the Continental Telephone Exchange wearing an ivy-green suit, the severity of which contrasted with her youth.


A tilted trilby and shoes of black glacé leather suggested a young lady of means, as did silk stockings accentuating slim calves and ankles. She carried a black handbag and wore matching gloves. As she went down Rue du Louvre at a fast clip, admiring looks met her – and more than one smile of invitation.


Alix Gower forced herself not to react. Eighteen months in this city had taught her that ‘style never smiles back’. Ice-cool Parisiennes take admiration as their due. She was learning how to emulate such women, to avoid the gaffes that reveal too much of a person’s roots. Hers were in London, where she’d lived for the first eighteen years of her life.


Her father had been a Londoner too, a working-class man who’d survived a war only to lose to tuberculosis. Her mother had been Alsatian Jewish. Fought over for centuries by France and Germany, Alsace bred fatalistic people. It bred refugees. Though she’d never known her mother, Alix had inherited the fugitive’s cunning. Right now, she was escaping a shift at the telephone-company switchboard. She was on an errand that could get her arrested, but was doing it with the panache of a debutante on her way to the Ritz bar.


*

On Rue St-Honoré, her pace slowed. She loved the exclusive 1st arrondissement and though it was already quarter to five and she had a distance to go, she stared into every window she passed. It wasn’t just the clothes that drew her. She loved the hotel fronts with their uniformed doormen, the trees in pots, the flower displays. The patisseries with their glistening platters. She’d arrived in Paris eighteen months ago and it had set her senses ablaze.


There was one shop on St-Honoré she never could resist. Zollinger’s was a heaven of handmade chocolates, pyramids of them topped with gold leaf and crystallised flowers. Her favourites were the violet creams, which had been her mother’s favourite and that alone made them desirable.


Everything Alix knew of her mother had come second-hand and she hoarded details, not really caring if they were true or not. She knew that Mathilda had settled in London aged nine and left school at fourteen to work in a department store, because she had her mother’s school attendance and leaving certificates. And she knew Mathilda had served as a nurse during the war. There was a photograph and a Nurses’ Catechism to prove it. She believed Mathilda had possessed an eighteen-inch waist, because she’d inherited a fragile petticoat whose drawstring was knotted in that impossible circumference. The notes and faded flower labels Alix’s grandmother kept in a box proved that dozens of people had attended Mathilda’s funeral in 1916. And she had her parents’ wedding photograph, a snapshot of frozen hope. The rest Alix invented. Her grandmother, who might have put flesh on the bones of the story, chose not to.


Counting the francs in her purse, Alix went into Zollinger’s, coming out an absurdly long time later with a tiny package. She checked her watch. Five past five. St-Honoré was long and she had to get to the yet more exclusive Rue du Faubourg St-Honoré. An object of rare worth was on display there, and if she didn’t hurry, it might be taken away. Or sold.


She’d paid dearly for this afternoon’s freedom. ‘Mémé – I mean, my grandmother – has sprained her ankle and has to go to the doctor’s,’ she’d told Mademoiselle Boussac, her supervisor. ‘May I have leave of absence to take her?’ Behind her back, tense fingers betrayed the lie but the supervisor saw only a modest, dark-haired girl with her eyes cast down. A girl who seemed younger than her twenty years, but who dressed like a model girl in a fashion house and did her work well. Who had a command of English the telephone company needed.


‘I will understand if you say no …’ Alix lifted sable eyes that must have contained true desperation because Mlle Boussac sighed and said, ‘Very well’ – Alix could leave her shift early, but she would not be paid for the time missed and such absence must not become a regular occurrence. ‘The company cannot accommodate every family illness. If you become unreliable, your seat here can easily be filled.’


That sounded like a dream to Alix, to turn up for work and find her seat filled. Today’s errand was part of a plan. A step towards a future which included a flat in a tree-lined boulevard and free expression of her ambitions. Those ambitions had flown ahead of her. They were waiting at No. 24, Rue du Faubourg St-Honoré.


*

‘Oh, no!’ Alix stamped her foot. She was at No. 24. At Hermès, the leather and silk craftsmen. The object for which she’d lied and forfeited precious wages was where she’d hoped it would be – in the window – but it was twisted through the straps of a handbag which in turn leaned against an exquisitely stitched saddle. She needed to see it flat.


‘It’ was a square of silk, the first scarf to come out of Hermès’s new factory in Lyon. Well, from what she could see, it was predominantly white, the edges oversewn by hand. It had small trees printed on it, or perhaps they were bushes, and wheels and horses’ heads and what seemed to be a man in a wig. She glanced down at herself. Did she dare go in, ask to see it?


Her suit was notches above anything her work colleagues owned, but it was not Faubourg St-Honoré standard. What if the staff took one look at her and turned her out? Or guessed her mission?


They wouldn’t, she persuaded herself. It was no crime, wanting to see something new and beautiful. Marie Claire magazine, brand new on the stands this month, insisted that ‘confidence begins inside’.’ But then, so did self-doubt and indigestion.


The purr of a car made her turn. A Rolls-Royce was pulling up, sand-gold panels gleaming. A chauffeur stepped out, straightening his leather gloves before opening the rear passenger door.


A woman decanted herself with the grace of a ballerina. Definitely not French, Alix judged. She was learning the codes of French society and knew that rich Frenchwomen tamed their hair for daytime. This woman’s locks flowed in corn-yellow waves under a fox-fur hat. Her lips were crimson, her eyebrows pencil strokes. A film star? Whoever she was, the doors of Hermès opened before she was halfway across the pavement.


The chauffeur put a cigarette to his mouth, flicked a lighter and winked at Alix. ‘Window shopping, sweetheart? You and me both.’


Alix returned a snooty look and followed the lady inside.


*

‘Mademoiselle?’ A young saleswoman, a vendeuse, blocked her path. Alix could feel the girl mentally pulling stitches out of her jacket, assessing its cut. Searching for the secret signs of wealth. Clearly she didn’t find them, because she repeated in a sharper tone, ‘Mademoiselle?’


‘Gloves,’ Alix replied wildly. ‘I – I’d like a pair of gloves. And a scarf.’ She glanced towards the window but didn’t dare move that way.


‘Gloves for the spring season?’


‘Er – yes. Brown?’


Brown for spring? Tut-tut. The vendeuse gestured to a seat well away from the window. ‘Mademoiselle will please follow.’


The lady from the Rolls-Royce was being attended by an older vendeuse and Alix heard her exclaim in American-accented English, ‘Oh my! So this is Mr Hermès’s new baby? Won’t we all go wild for it! I suppose it has a name?’


Alix hesitated. They were talking about that scarf.


The vendeuse replied, ‘Monsieur Hermès has named it, “‘Jeu des omnibus et dames blanches.”’


‘My blazing stars, you’re going to have to translate that for me.’


‘It refers, Madame, to the game of omnibus played in the eighteenth century and dames blanches, which are the horse-drawn carriages for the people in the towns, which are also called “‘omnibus”. It is a little joke.’


‘Well now, it’s a joke beyond my comprehension,’ said the lady, holding a square of silk up to the light, ‘but I can’t wait to have it around my neck. Am I allowed to own such a precious trifle?’


‘We at Hermès are always honoured to serve Madame Kilpin.’


Alix inched closer. ‘Madame Kilpin’ wasn’t a film star. Film stars always called themselves ‘Miss’. Nor a diplomat’s wife. My blazing stars. A flat box lay open on the counter and it struck Alix that there must be more of these scarves in stock. Of course there would be. The minute news of them spread, there’d be a run on them. All the more reason to absorb the design, the colours. Black, burnt orange, blue …


The motif of a horse-drawn omnibus was repeated in a double circle. Alix counted the images, noting their direction. The centre was a cartouche of ladies and gentlemen of the late-eighteenth century playing a game at a table. She counted the figures, noted their dress and hairstyles. A complex design.


‘And who are you, Miss Wide-eyes?’ The American twisted on her seat. ‘You are staring at me.’


Alix backed away. ‘I’m sorry, excuse me.’ She fled out on to the street, though not before she heard –


‘I dare say she’s a journalist and will sell a story about me to the newspapers. What a bore. Still, six out of ten for effort.’


*

The light was fading as Alix crossed the River Seine at the Pont Marie and descended to the Quai d’Anjou. This was on Ile St-Louis, the smaller of the two islands that formed the ancient hub of Paris. St-Louis was an enclave of graceful streets and mossy wharfs and Alix had promised herself that, one day, she’d live in one of its crumbling mansions. She’d walked fast from Hermès, fuelled by humiliation. Six out of ten …


Her heels clicked on the cobbles as she came up alongside a rusty Dutch barge tied to an iron ring. The boat’s name was ‘Katrijn’, though from ‘r’ onward the name disappeared into the dent of some long-ago collision. It was home to her best friend. She called, ‘Paul? It’s me, Alix. Are you in?’


Identical fair heads poked through the wheelhouse door, then two little girls in cotton frocks scampered on to the stern. One of the girls held a scaled-down violin in one hand and its bow in the other.


Alix hailed the girls. ‘Lala, Suzy, is your brother home? May I come aboard?’


Lala, the one with the violin, made a ‘hush’ motion of the lips. ‘He’s sleeping. He was at the market at four this morning.’


‘Were you at school today?’


‘Some of it. I had my violin lesson and Suzy went to her talking-lady.’


‘You mean her speech therapist?’ Alix laughed. ‘Will you give me a glass of wine? I promise I won’t wake Paul.’ Her feet burned and she needed to sit down to record what was buzzing in her head. The girls threw down a gangplank – little more than a ridged board. Crossing it, Alix knew she shouldn’t look down, but could never stop herself. Fate insisted that whenever she was halfway across, another vessel would chug past and the wash would make Katrijn buck and sway. She could take her shoes off, but stockings cost half a week’s wages …


A chuckle made her look up. A broad hand was reaching down to help her, the arm above it tanned and bare. As was the torso beyond. ‘Paul, you’re naked!’ she said.


‘I can be,’ said Paul le Gal, showing strong, uneven teeth. ‘Have you come to make love to me?’


‘Shush! The girls will hear.’


‘No they won’t. Listen.’


From the galley came a nightingale harmony – Suzy telling Lala to fetch a bottle of wine, Lala telling Suzy to find glasses. Though Suzy never spoke, she often sang. They’d lost their mother a year ago in harrowing circumstances and they reminded Alix of little ducklings, bobbing along in the wake of the tragedy. Swimming and swimming because the alternative was to drown.


Paul helped her scramble over the gunwale, caught her in his arms and kissed her as she brushed rust off her skirt. ‘Don’t,’ she chided. ‘I’ve come to work – I’ve got a copy, scorching hot, but I have to get it on paper.’


‘I was asleep but heard you in my dream,’ Paul said against her mouth. Twenty-two, he wasn’t much older than her, but he seemed so because his work as a porter in the fruit market kept him muscular and smoking roughened his voice. Alix let him kiss her, knowing it wasn’t fair to either of them. They were friends and business partners, and tonight was business.


She pushed him away firmly. ‘I have to sit down, or I’ll lose what’s in my head.’


A circular table with four mismatched chairs filled the barge’s prow. Paul pulled up a seat, lit a lantern and watched Alix take a sketchbook and crayons from her bag. Stillness came over him, lending him beauty despite the scars on his face and the bump of a broken nose. ‘I’m always afraid you’ll find a rich man and forget about me.’


‘I saw a rich woman earlier,’ Alix said as Suzy wobbled towards them, wine glasses and a carafe on a tin tray. ‘She was drizzled in furs the same colour as her car.’


Suzy poured wine with the solemnity of a head waiter while Lala set two glasses of milk on the table, which was actually a cable drum with ‘PTT’ stamped on the top. Paul, Lala and Suzy sat in silence as Alix sketched, discarding page after page as she tried to reproduce the Hermès scarf. It was sharp as a photograph in her head, but her pencils wouldn’t understand. Dusk fell. Lights came on in the Hôtel Lambert above them, casting golden playing cards on to the quay. On the far bank, Port des Célestins threw flares over the water. Her audience was fidgeting, but Alix didn’t mind, because she knew they were rooting for her. They were all cut off the same cheese. All survivors. Lala protected Suzy and practised her violin so one day she could put a hat down and play to tourists. Suzy chopped vegetables for each night’s supper, standing on a box, until she had a huge pile of equal-sized pieces. Paul worked all hours to feed them and school them. Alix understood their sadness as she’d lost her mother at birth. Losing the one you’d had all your life must be even worse.


‘Nearly forgot –’ she dug into her handbag for the Zollinger’s package. ‘One each, girls.’ Lala and Suzy stared at the chocolates until Alix, laughing, gave them permission to unwrap them.


‘Can I smell the paper?’ Paul asked.


‘I couldn’t afford four. D’you know, the assistants wrap each chocolate in little pleats and twist it? It’s mesmerising – except I was hopping from foot to foot with impatience—’ Alix shushed Paul as he began an answer. ‘Let me get on.’


The tip of her tongue poked through her teeth. Like the twins making luxurious inroads into violet cream, she slid into a far-off state. ‘I will get this damn scarf and we will get paid. Six out of ten? One day, fox-fur ladies will come to my shop and beg to be allowed to buy my designs.’





Chapter Two
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It was nearly nine o’clock when Alix finally closed her sketchbook, realised how long she’d been sitting and exclaimed, ‘I’m late, I’ll have to run.’


Paul saved her the trouble by taking her home on the crossbar of his bicycle. Alix lived on the Left Bank, on Rue St-Sulpice in the 6th arrondissement. Crossing the Seine at the Pont de Sully, they careered down Boulevard St-Germain in the middle of the road. Alix gasped as headlights streamed towards her. Just as her nerves were failing, Paul swerved off St-Germain and there were the table-leg spires of St-Sulpice, her home church.


‘Paul, you can – ouch!’ He skimmed a drain cover. ‘I’ll walk the rest.’


‘Don’t you want me to pedal you up your stairs?’


‘Very funny. Mme Rey would come out and batter you with her mop.’ The concierge of Alix’s building was a put-upon soul who used her mop more in warfare than cleaning. ‘I’d better go up, Mémé will be so worried.’ She took a step back, knowing Paul would want to take her in his arms.


‘Two minutes won’t make any difference to your grandmother.’


‘You don’t know my grandmother.’


He groaned. ‘Why do I always have to say goodbye to a closed door?’


She pecked him on the cheek. ‘You’ll let me know about the Hermès sketch? You’ll sell it?’


‘I’ll take it to my usual contact with my fingers crossed.’ What he always told her. No names, no promises. ‘Goodnight, then?’


‘Goodnight. You’d better get back to the girls.’


She watched him wheel around a couple of parked cars and cycle away into the shadows of the great church.


*

The door to Alix’s courtyard stood ajar. She closed it quietly, then sniffed. Urine. Getting worse.


New tenants had recently moved into some former wash-houses behind Alix’s apartment building. She sometimes counted up the adults and felt there must be at least five families crammed in. Other residents complained about the newcomers’ cooking smells and their plaintive singing. Alix was intrigued by them, but she’d never dare approach them. Moustached men looked at her with hooded fascination, their womenfolk staring between wings of black hair. Mme Rey called them ‘foreign vermin’ – ‘Not a scrap of French among them, no effort to learn.’


Alix never joined in the condemnation. If she’d come to Paris with her own kind, she wouldn’t have improved her schoolgirl French very far either. Being dropped in at the deep end, nobody standing by with a lifebelt, that’s what made you fluent in a language. Her job at the telephone exchange demanded clear, correct French, and at some point, she couldn’t pinpoint when, she’d stopped mumbling and begun speaking. Meeting Paul had helped because he’d corrected her errors without judgement, though he’d also taught her Parisian slang and numerous swear words.


‘If you want to be mistress of a language, get a lover.’ One of the first things he’d said to her, accompanied by that rogue of a grin.


Entering the lobby, Alix whispered a familiar incantation: ‘Six flights of steps, blessed Providence, may our next apartment have a lift.’ With luck, her grandmother wouldn’t have realised how late it was. But when she reached the top landing, their door flew open and a voice rimmed with anxiety cried, ‘Vey ist mir, Aliki, you didn’t notice the sun go down and the moon come out? I have to pull out my hair, thinking you’ve been killed or worse? Where have you been?’


‘Sorry, Mémé. I lost grip of time.’ They spoke English at home, or what Alix called ‘Mémé’s English’.


‘Go to the table. Don’t move. I’ll get your food.’ Danielle Lutzman let her granddaughter work out the contradictory commands before adding, ‘You can tell me what kept you while you have your soup.’


Their apartment, hunkered in the mansard attic of a once grand house, could never conceal its kitchen smells. Alix knew at once it was onion soup with thyme, cooked in beef-bone stock with a sprinkling of parmesan. Served with a crusty baguette … which would be stale by now; it needed to be eaten fresh from the oven.


*

She took off her jacket, substituting a thick cardigan. The flat was chilly. They paid for coal with their rent, and the heating was supposed to be on twice a day, but it was twice a month, if they were lucky. In winter, they were forced to use kerosene heaters which gave off fumes. When they complained about the cold, Mme Rey would explain that they’d used up their allowance of coal, or she’d claim the boiler was playing up. ‘My son Fernand will poke it when he’s here next,’ she’d promise. Ah, the elusive Fernand. She cheated them, but a concierge had power. She was the eyes and ears of the landlord.


Alix looked about her as she waited for her soup, realising that just ten minutes inside Hermès had re-calibrated her ideas of elegance. Their serviceable sitting room now looked shockingly bleak. The linoleum was cracked, carpets worn in places to the warp. Stains on the walls told depressing tales of kerosene. The only charm was a small collection of paintings by the Impressionist painter Alfred Lutzman, landscapes and views of his home town of Kirchwiller in Alsace. Mémé had salvaged them from her pre-London life. Lutzman had been Mémé’s husband, Alix’s grandfather.


Alix longed to know more about her Alsace roots, but her grandmother was touchy about those days. She’d just mutter, ‘It was a hard, harrowing time,’ then change the subject or find Alix a job to do. It made Alix all the more determined to get a sense of who, and what, she was.


They’d arrived in Paris in September 1935, foreigners in a city wounded by riots and unemployment, nervous of German remilitarisation just over the border. Alix had lost count of the times she’d been challenged about her nationality. It was a question with only one right answer: ‘French.’


She was English, of course. Germanic Alsatian. Jewish, though not in a religious way. She could technically claim French heritage as Alsace had been grabbed back by France in 1918. A mixture, in other words, and without a story to go with it. Paris had laid bare her ignorance and, weary of her grandmother’s evasions, she’d reached out to someone to fill the gaps. She’d gone in search of Raphael Bonnet.


Raphael Bonnet was one of ten thousand painters living in Paris, but had the distinction – in Alix’s eyes – of having been her grandfather’s apprentice. Following Alfred Lutzman’s sudden death, Bonnet had helped Mémé and her daughter Mathilda relocate to England, an episode her grandmother had described as being like ‘amputation without opium’.’ Alix could only imagine how essential Bonnet had been to someone as fearful as her grandmother. Mémé often spoke of him, a smile touching her lips, but during their eighteen months living in Paris, she’d never visited his studio in Montmartre … and Bonnet never came to the flat.


When asked why, Mémé would reply, ‘He’s busy! Always working on his next exhibition, which of course he never finishes. He should waste time with us?’


Yes, Alix thought, he should. If people liked each other, they met for lunch, went to museums, walked in the park. Her best guess was that Bonnet was a piece of Alsace that Mémé had taken to exile in England, cherishing the friendship because he represented a bridge between the home she’d left and that new place where she would always be a stranger. When Bonnet returned to France, letters and Christmas cards had kept the bond alive. And when London began to feel dangerous, Mémé’s thoughts had leaped to Paris and her old friend. Having come here because of Bonnet, Mémé now stubbornly avoided him. Was it because years had gone by and each would be an old version of the person they remembered?


They still wrote to each other, though. His letters, which Mémé let her read, had whetted Alix’s appetite to meet the man. He sounded irreverent, a little wicked, his word-sketches of the people in his world cruel as well as hilarious. He dropped tantalising references into his letters of his Alsace past, and only the river and a few arrondissements separated them. Paris was small compared to London … it would be foolish not to search him out … no?


So one afternoon Alix had crossed the river, striking north along the grand boulevards, climbing ever-narrower streets to Paris’s hilltop village: the Butte de Montmartre. Asking at a tobacconist’s for ‘M. Bonnet, the artist?’ she had been directed to the Place du Tertre, to a café in the shade of an acacia tree. Her informer had grunted, ‘Grey beard, paint on his waistcoat. Make your way to the bar. He’ll be propping it up.’


When she located a stocky, bearded man who matched the description, and told him her name, he’d blinked for long seconds before engulfing her in a bear hug such as she’d not felt since her father was alive.


‘Alix? Danielle’s granddaughter? Mathilda’s girl? Mon dieu, who else could you be? Mathilda come to life, and I see the old man in your eyes! Everybody –’ Bonnet had invited first his intimate friends then the entire tavern to embrace Alix – ‘Alfred Lutzman has come at last to his spiritual home in the person of this lovely girl. Let us drink to a miracle!’


A friend, a past, an identity in one shot: Raphael Bonnet told her more about Alsace and her family in an hour than Mémé had in her whole life. He’d introduced her to red wine too, and to a lusty crowd of artists’ models, erotic dancers, musicians and those he termed, ‘artistes of the jug’. Drinkers. Quite an awakening for a young woman whose experience of sex, alcohol and men could be written in the margins of a museum ticket.


Bonnet had wanted to visit them at the St-Sulpice flat, he confided, but Alix’s grandmother had forbidden it. ‘She thinks me an unsuitable acquaintance and she’s right.’ He’d gestured to a crowd of men and women clustered around a piano where an African man was banging out jazz. ‘My tastes shock her, my friends would deafen her. Besides, I know too much. Your grandmother likes the past to stay in the past, so, alas … it is perhaps hello and goodbye.’


But Alix wanted the friendship, wanted more than one sip of this heady bohemian life. ‘I shan’t give you up now I’ve found you, M. Bonnet,’ she told him. They still met at least once a month. Mémé never suspected; Alix made sure of that.


And the more Bonnet drank, the more he talked. Over a jug of Beaujolais, Alix learned the shocking fact that Alfred Lutzman had not died in his bed; he had been killed.


‘How? Who did it?’


Bonnet had become uncharacteristically vague. An unprovoked attack, by thieves who broke into the house and were probably disturbed. ‘Best ask no more – your grandmother wouldn’t like it.’


No indeed, especially as Mémé had always claimed that Alfred had died of a heart seizure, in his sleep. Since that day, Alix had tried to wring more from Bonnet, but it was hard to make him concentrate. His anecdotes spun off into surreal realms and changed with every retelling. He’d hop over the decades, throwing out names like exploding chestnuts. He could be bawdy too.


‘Remember fat Fiametta, the snake-dancer who comes in here with a big, covered basket? You know where she keeps her red-and-black asp?’


After a bottle or two, Bonnet would always try to borrow money from Alix. But she loved him all the same. He listened to her, really listened. He also agreed passionately with her that, had he lived, Alfred Lutzman would have been a leading artist of his generation. According to Bonnet, Lutzman had been the finest exponent of human flesh of the time. Of the paintings on Alix’s walls, only one had a human subject, a smiling girl whose black plaits were crowned with a coif of stiff, Alsatian lace. The picture was titled Mathilda and was the most precious of all to Alix.


Knocking her out of her daydream, Mémé put a steaming bowl in front of Alix and pulled out a chair for herself. A ceiling light hung over the table, and in its glow Alix saw the traces of tears on her grandmother’s cheeks. She almost put her spoon down, but stopped herself. With Mémé, you never cut straight to the most important question. She nodded at a nearby work-table strewn with gossamer silk and bobbins, and asked, ‘Is that the Maison Javier embroidery? They keep giving you new commissions. You must be exhausted.’


‘It’s hard work but I never knew any other kind. Finish your soup. Sit nearer the table – you want that skirt ruined? How is the bread? Stale, I should think.’


‘It’s fine if I dip it in. Shadow work, isn’t it, where you stitch on the reverse of the silk …’ Alix laid down her spoon. ‘Mémé?’ A tear was slipping from her grandmother’s eye. Mémé powdered her face each morning and evening, covering age spots and blemishes, but the powder was smudged and the scar above her left eyebrow showed white. ‘Were you so worried when I didn’t come home?’


‘I’ve been fretting all day.’


‘About me?’


‘I read in the paper how they treat Jews in Germany even worse now. I used to have cousins there. What will become of their families? And this civil war in Spain – how many must die before somebody puts an end to it? Then you didn’t come home, all evening you didn’t come home. Were you kept late?’


Alix was tempted to say, ‘Mlle Boussac asked me to teach a new girl the ropes,’ but she reminded herself she was twenty, too old for lies or prevarications. ‘I went to see Paul le Gal. I had a glass of wine on his boat and forgot the time.’


‘Le Gal, whose mother—?’ Mémé bit off the rest. ‘You were alone with that slaughterhouse boy?’


‘His sisters were there. And Paul doesn’t work at the slaughterhouses any more, Grandmère.’ The affectionate term ‘Mémé’ had disappeared for the moment. ‘He works at Les Halles, offloading the fruit and vegetables.’


‘So. Alone with a porter whose mother made her living on the streets.’


‘That’s not true. Sylvie le Gal was never … what you’re implying. Her business failed, that’s all.’ Alix would always be loyal to Sylvie, whose smile had cut through the uncertainty and stress of her first weeks in Paris.


She’d been going for a job interview in Boulevard Haussmann and had got her Métro lines mixed up, emerging miles away near Place de la Bastille. Close to tears – it was her sixth failed interview in a week – she’d struck up the nearest avenue, searching for a street name. She didn’t see the pavement billboard until she crashed into it: ‘Learn Tango in ten weeks’. A blonde head had poked out of an upper window, followed by a cheery, ‘Since you fell over my sign, I’ll give you the first lesson free.’


Like Bonnet, Sylvie had been an unfettered spirit. Her skirts were too tight, her tops too low, but she was that rare type who loved men and women equally. She never got cross if you muffed your steps either. Just slowed things down till you got it. But her school had closed, and with debts and two little girls to feed she’d taken to dancing at seedy bal musettes and in the nightclubs of Pigalle. According to Paul, she would dance with men and … whatever followed. What followed was a jump from a bridge, which confounded Alix because she couldn’t match happy Sylvie with death in freezing black water. ‘Paul’s sisters wanted me to stay,’ she told Mémé. ‘They miss their mother.’


Danielle Lutzman wasn’t ready to retreat. ‘What will this Paul do when they’re twelve years old and one of them doesn’t speak? How will he teach that little girl about life if she won’t speak?’


‘Muddle through. People tell him to hand them over to the church orphanage. But then the river would have won.’


‘You talk nonsense.’ Mémé knotted her fingers. Because her speciality was fine needlework, she kept her hands soft with paraffin cream and from her slender earnings paid a local woman to do the rough work in the house. For all that, her knuckles seemed ready to break through the skin. ‘I wouldn’t take them to the nuns either,’ she conceded. ‘When I was young I went to Strasbourg to work in the lace mills. The nuns would visit, but they never asked about us Jews. Only the Catholic virgins mattered to them.’ Mémé rapped on the tabletop. ‘Eat. Finish your soup.’


Alix obeyed and Mémé said, ‘You’ve a good job at the exchange, money every month. You might become a supervisor, catch a man who wears a suit to work, with a house in a nice suburb. Instead you want to get into trouble by a market boy?’


‘Paul and I are just friends.’


‘Pfah! Drinking wine in the dark, that’s “just friends”? Not in my day.’


‘Things are different now.’


‘And some things never change. Men chase, girls get in the family way and lives are ruined. You are all I have, Aliki. I want you safe.’


Alix hovered on the brink of confessing her visit to Hermès. There was a speech ready in her head: I don’t want to spend my life in the telephone building – “I’ll put you through, sir, please stand by.” I don’t want to marry a man in a dull suit. I want to learn the fashion trade and eventually open my own studio. Be the new Chanel, Vionnet, Jeanne Lanvin … open a shop in the 1st arrondissement. A glance at the sewing table warned that rhapsodies would fall on stubborn ears. Out loud she said, ‘I want to go into the couture business.’


‘Work sixteen-hour days and get crab’s claws?’ Mémé held up fingers bent like river weed. ‘Believe me, Aliki, go into that trade, you might as well put your life on a roulette wheel.’





Chapter Three
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It was all very well for Mémé to tell her to stay safe, Alix mused a few days later as she crossed the Jardin du Luxembourg on her way to meet Paul, her hands deep in her pockets, her head bowed against a bitter wind. After all, there’d been no sign of caution the day Mémé announced they were moving to Paris.


July 1935, they’d been sitting at the kitchen table of their home in south London. The day was sticky and hot, an open window letting in the noise of tradesmen’s traffic. It was also Alix’s once-a-month afternoon off from Arding & Hobbs, the department store where she’d worked since leaving school. She’d intended to spend her free time on Clapham Common, making a sketch for her portfolio. Back then her unstated ambition was to go to art school, starting with evening classes, then full time if she could ever afford it … somehow progress from there to being a dress designer. An ambition not helped that day by Mémé’s demand that she stay home and trim a bucket of runner beans a neighbour had given them.


As Alix de-stringed and Mémé sliced, her grandmother had announced, ‘I want us to live in Paris.’


Alix had laughed without looking up.


‘I mean it, Aliki. I’m sick of London.’


‘Why Paris?’


Mémé waved her paring knife. ‘The other day I took lace collars to a place in Portman Square. Hours I’d spent on them! The buyer – dummkopf slattern – picks them up as if they are a bunch of watercress.’


‘What’s that got to do with Paris?’


‘In Paris, such girls are not given the job of buyer. In Paris, such girls sell watercress. I know I shall be happy in Paris.’


‘You won’t. You don’t know anybody there.’


‘My friend Bonnet is there.’ Then Mémé had stopped, as if astonished by her own words. Before Alix could question her, however, she added quickly, ‘He lives in a rough quarter and keeps strange hours, so we won’t meet him. What I mean is, half of Alsace lives in Paris. I will see people who look like me and sound like me.’


‘But I won’t know a soul.’


‘What will you miss? After all, I don’t see any school friends calling.’


‘Because they’ve all gone to finishing school in Switzerland.’ She silently added, I never had real school friends, none who would visit me here. ‘What about my job?’ Alix continued. ‘I got a good report last month and there’s a vacancy coming up in the silks department that I’m certain to get.’


‘In Paris, you’ll have fifty silk departments to choose from.’


The truth eventually came out, though it took a few days. It was nothing to do with dummkopf buyers really: Mémé was frightened by the rise of anti-Jewish feeling in London. She told Alix, ‘While you were tucked away at school in the country, Moseley’s Blackshirts were taking lessons from Hitler. Jews are being attacked now in the East End. London is not safe.’


‘Nobody round here supports them. Nobody with any sense.’


A neighbour, who was taking tea with them that afternoon, took Alix’s side: ‘They won’t come over the river, Mrs Lutzman.’ She’d winked at Alix. ‘No Blackshirts in Wandsworth.’


‘No?’ Mémé’s logic was offended. ‘I was on the bus. I went to Spitalfields to buy silk thread and some boys got on and shouted at us old women. They knew we were Jewish. They were Black-shirts.’


‘Spitalfields is east London, Mrs L.’


‘And now they know which bus I get on, so they can find me.’


Nothing would dissuade Mémé. In her mind, London had become a nest of Nazism: of window breaking, of beatings and attacks. Always thin, by the time the August heat arrived she resembled a bundle of sticks. Alix caved in. She handed in her notice and spent August organising travel papers. She sold their furniture and acquired the addresses of accommodation agencies from the French embassy. By the time the leaves were falling, they were on the boat train heading for Dover, their household possessions packed for freighting on. Alix was coming to terms with a new future.


Once in Paris, Mémé got piecework from an embroidery atelier, but was paid less than in London. It was a shock, the low wages of Paris’s luxuries industry. Yet another was having to pay six months’ rent in advance for a tiny flat, six floors up, with no hot water. Alix wore out her shoes looking for work, but either she didn’t have the right permit, or her French was inadequate, or she was at the back of a queue reserved for ‘French citizens only’.


They were facing destitution when the job came up at the telephone exchange. That godsend followed fast on the heels of another – her meeting with Sylvie le Gal and through her, Paul. While Sylvie taught Alix to foxtrot, shimmy and tango, Paul gave her lessons in fashion piracy and corrected her French. Every accurate sketch Alix made of a couture outfit before its launch earned them two hundred black-market francs. She and Paul split the money – it kept the bailiffs from the door. That was another part of Alix’s life Mémé knew nothing about.


Where was Paul this evening? He wasn’t usually late. Alix took an illegal shortcut across an area of lawn, keeping a sharp lookout for the park-keeper who would blow his whistle if he saw her treading on the sacred grass. Paul always waited for her by the lion statue, bathing its proud underbelly in the smoke of his Gauloises cigarettes. Nearly a week had gone by since she’d been aboard the Katrijn, so it must have taken him longer than usual to sell the Hermès sketch. That worried her. Paris was full of copyists like herself, swarming around the collections each season. March was a quiet month, the spring–summer collections already history. There’d be a brief flurry in April with the mid-season launches, then nothing till the frenzy of the autumn–winter shows at the end of July. But even in quiet months, you couldn’t slack. It had to be your sketch on the fast boat to New York if you wanted to make money.


A familiar figure in a mariner’s jacket suddenly emerged from behind the lion’s plinth. Alix ran forward. ‘Paul, you were hiding.’


‘Sheltering – I didn’t realise you’d got here. You look like a cold princess,’ he told her as they kissed cheeks. ‘I like your coat.’


‘Flea market,’ she said, twirling so he could appreciate the generous fullness of the black cashmere skirts. ‘Rue des Rosiers.’ Not quite Schiaparelli, but almost – clearly copied from the Italian designer’s spring offering. The coat had a belted waist and had originally been ankle-length, but Alix had shortened it and embroidered roses on the collar, so it was now an original Alix Gower. ‘Shall we go for coffee?’ Alix thought Paul looked tense. ‘Tough day?’


‘No more than usual.’


She didn’t press. ‘Who’s looking after the girls?’


‘Francine.’ He meant the old barge-woman who moored alongside him at Quai d’Anjou. ‘I can’t be long. She’ll be half drunk by now and showing her bloomers to the men on passing coal barges.’


It was said without humour and Alix took his hand. ‘Think on the bright side – maybe tonight she won’t have her bloomers on.’


Paul gave a bark of laughter. ‘That would clear the wharf! Come on, let’s stroll like the lovers we aren’t, eh? Good day at work?’


She answered in BBC English, ‘I’m sorry, sir, I cannot place your call as there is washing on the line.’ Switching to French: ‘Now what? You’re glaring.’


‘I can’t understand that bloody language. You know that talking English to me is like throwing a ball too high for a dog.’ Gem-green eyes glinted – Paul was fair like his sisters, rough-hewn, typical Frankish descent. But touchy as a cavalry officer.


‘So I got an education, somebody paid for me,’ she soothed. ‘You respect learning, or you wouldn’t break your back sending your sisters for extra lessons. When Lala’s lead violin at the Paris Opéra or La Scala, it’ll be because of you.’


They walked on, scattering pigeons. The park was almost empty, children and their nannies long gone. The writers, poets and students who haunted this Latin Quarter niche would be in the cafés on Boulevard St-Michel. Paul stopped once to light a cigarette, hunching around the flame until the tobacco lit. He drew heavily, his eyes lowered.


‘Tell me before I burst,’ Alix finally prompted. ‘How much did you get for the Hermès?’


Paul blew out a stream of smoke. ‘Nothing. My contact couldn’t do anything with it. Not enough detail.’


‘Not enough detail?’ Along with bitter disappointment came fear. If this trickle of income dried up … she didn’t want to think about it. ‘Show me anyone else in Paris who remembers detail as I do, who can reproduce as perfectly—’


‘Nobody doubts you, Alix. Well, I don’t. But that’s not the point. They need the real thing.’


‘Half a day’s pay down the plughole! What does he expect, your contact? If somebody gives me the money, I’ll buy the scarf myself.’


‘I expect somebody already has. It’ll be zipping off to New York, to be turned into ten thousand fakes in a month. I’m sorry, Alix. For me too. I needed that commission.’


‘They could have worked from my drawing.’


‘She said not.’


‘She? Your contact’s a she?’


‘Stop it.’ He tried to smile, but squeezed out a frown instead. He kept her away from his ‘contacts’ and the backstreet bars where he did the deals. Paul had been involved in the black market since he was old enough to outrun the law, but reckoned Alix was too innocent for that world. ‘You smile at policemen,’ he’d tease her. ‘First sign of madness.’


Now he shrugged. ‘You win some, you lose some.’ When she stopped and stood in front of him, he misread her, pulling her close. ‘I don’t want you to waste your life stealing.’


Their lips came together in a leaf-soft kiss. Alix tipped her head back and replied, ‘I don’t steal.’


‘All right, copying. Thanks to people like you, New York ladies get Paris originals the same time as Frenchwomen do. You offer a social service, right?’


‘Right. Everyone gets what they want.’


‘Except the designers who create the clothes. They’d like to string you up.’


‘You got me into it,’ she reminded him. ‘We’d only known each other a week and you smuggled me into Longchamps races to see the rich women’s outfits. You said you had a friend who sold fashion drawings to a New York magazine, a dollar a sketch, who was looking for artists with a quick hand. You seduced me.’


‘I know. God, Alix, I wish I didn’t need you so much.’ Paul kissed her hungrily and Alix wriggled away, thinking he’d no right, that she disliked it … then realised that she didn’t. In fact, she liked the pressure of his mouth, the feel of his evening-rough chin against her skin. Even the taste of Gauloises didn’t alter the feeling.


She broke the kiss. ‘Are you telling me there’s no more work?’


‘If we get caught, who’d care for my sisters and your grandmother?’ He sighed. ‘Yes. No more. That’s right.’


‘There’s another job, isn’t there?’ Paul never could lie.


He groaned. ‘You’ll fly at me, or snap my head off.’


She pulled his sleeve, kissed him briefly, then provocatively. ‘Tell me, then I’ll decide what I do.’


Paul told her.


*

Steal the spring–summer 1937 collection from Maison Javier, a couture house on Rue de la Trémoille, close to the Champs-Elysées. Steal from the house for which Mémé was currently working … Steal the whole collection?


Paul nodded. ‘My contact wants every last ribbon and buckle.’


‘Impossible.’


‘That’s what I said.’ Paul raised her wrist, checking the time by her watch. They’d retired to a café, ordering the cheapest wine, both conscious of family waiting for them at home. ‘People are wild for him in America, this Javier. It’s to do with that American woman who slept with the English king.’


‘Mrs Simpson wears Javier?’ Alix thought a moment, then nodded. ‘Maybe that’s why she looks so tall in her photographs. Javier pulls women straight, like a stick of rock.’


Paul shrugged impatiently. ‘All I know is, American women queue down the street for copies of his dresses. My contact wants somebody at his spring show, sketching every outfit.’


‘Tell your contact she’s too late.’


‘But that’s it.’ Paul leaned forward, runkling the cloth. ‘Javier’s showing in April.’


‘Nobody shows spring–summer collections in April.’


Paul opened his hands palm up. ‘Javier is, this year. Don’t ask me why.’


Alix’s mind whirred. A whole collection, from one house? ‘You’d have to be in the workrooms. You’d have to rob his atelier. Take everything: garments, sketches, samples … or kidnap Javier himself.’


‘Can’t you get into the salon and take notes? They have parades every day, don’t they?’


‘Not until the collection is launched. I get into couture shows by pretending to be a lady’s maid. I follow a well-dressed woman inside. Or I pretend to be a titled English girl, desperate for her first Paris outfit. “What spiffing frocks! How do you people do it?” They fall for that. On a good day, I can memorise five or six designs. For a whole collection, I’d need three brains or a camera.’


Paul rubbed his nose, out of his depth. ‘Thing is,’ he said, ‘my contact has wholesalers on standby. They have sweatshops in New York, full of what they call “table monkeys” – people who work all night at sewing machines to meet demand. American women want the fashion they see in the magazines. They want Javier. They want what Mrs …’


‘Simpson.’


‘– what she wears, and they want it yesterday.’


Alix was shaking her head. ‘I’ve pushed my way into the collections too often as it is. The saleswomen circle like buzzards and drop on you if they see you making so much as a line with a pencil. Paul, you were correct when you said it was wrong. We should stop.’


Paul looked down at his fingers. The skin around the nails was snagged from rough work, from biting. ‘Yes, I agree, but … you see, my contact, she knows an American speech therapist on Rue du Bac who’s had incredible results, who could get Suzy talking again. But he’s expensive.’


Alix sighed. ‘Everyone is, except you and me. I’m sorry, Paul.’


Paul drained his glass. ‘Don’t look so wretched. I’ll tell my contact the job’s too big.’


‘No. Paul … tell her I’ll do it.’


‘You will?’


She drank her wine. ‘Just after I’ve learned to make myself invisible. How much was offered, by the way?’


‘Oh …’ Paul counted coins on to the table, and named a figure that made Alix’s jaw drop. ‘I know. Rather like putting a year’s wages on a dark horse in the Prix de Diane and scooping the lot.’





Chapter Four



[image: ]


Seven hundred thousand francs. Enough, even split two ways, for Paul to refit the Katrijn, turn her into a home fit for small children and engage a dozen speech therapists. For Alix … freedom from that swivel chair and the eternal clicking exchange.


She strode home, battling dreams and demons. She so wanted to help Paul. And she’d love to wake in the mornings free of financial worries. But … the couture industry employed thousands of women like her grandmother. ‘Steal a collection, you steal from people like Mémé.’ But then again … seven hundred thousand francs.


But what if they were caught? They warned each other of the danger all the time, even joked about it. But what if it really happened? What if she felt a hand on her shoulder as she was sketching? Or a stern voice stopping her outside a shop – May I see inside your handbag, Mademoiselle? Paul had been in police custody numerous times, and his descriptions made Alix squirm. You were put into a windowless cell stinking of the last occupant’s sweat, or worse. They took your shoes and your top clothes and those came back with lice in them. They searched you, right down to your underwear. Women were meant to be searched by female personnel, but it didn’t always happen.


In the lobby of her apartment building she walked past Mme Rey, too immersed in thought to see the woman.


‘Ants in the pants?’


Alix whirled round. ‘Sorry?’


‘Been with your nice-looking boy?’


‘No, I mean, yes.’ Alix hurried up the first flight of stairs.


The concierge called after her: ‘My boy Fernand’s here tomorrow, delivery of coal. You’ll leave a tip, hein? He gives his time for nothing and it’s hard work, all those sacks.’


Outside the door of her flat, Alix caught her breath and ironed out her expression. Inside she found Mémé cooking potato pancakes on a skillet. The fleshless shoulders were hunched and Alix knew instantly that something was wrong.


As they sat down to eat, Mémé sighed. ‘Old Misery Mop told me the landlord means to increase the rent.’


‘What?’ This couldn’t be happening. Not with the copying work drying up, and coal to pay for as well. ‘Why now?’


‘The World’s Fair is opening in June, drawing people from the four corners of the globe, so the newspapers tell us. Our landlord thinks they’ll stay forever. He wants a thousand francs a month more from next quarter.’


‘Next quarter starts 25th March …’ Alix calculated. Just over two weeks away. She felt like the camel bracing itself for the last straw. She used a word learned from Paul that fortunately Mémé did not understand. ‘Right, we’ll find a flat near the canal or out at La Villette. We’ll get somewhere for half what we pay here.’


‘No, Aliki. I like a good address. Things like that matter when you’re my age, and how would I make new friends by the canal? I’m too tired to move again.’ Mémé gazed at her work-table. ‘I could get another hour a day out of my fingers. Poor Brandel will have to go. Who are we with a charwoman anyway? Rockefellers?’


‘I’ll clean. And –’ Alix pulled in a now-or-never breath, acting on a decision she was hardly aware of having made – ‘I was thinking, I might apply for piecework with Maison Javier. You know, sewing I could bring home? I have the skills, and you could recommend me. Then in time –’ she ignored the warning glint in her grandmother’s eye – ‘I could get a full-time job there. Javier promotes women, so I could work my way up to being a première. Premières are paid really, really well if they’re good.’ Meanwhile, I would steal for Paul’s contact and keep us all afloat. Maybe even hit the jackpot. Seven hundred thousand francs …


Danielle Lutzman’s mouth twitched in pain, then shock. Anger soon came. ‘You hear me say I’ll slave another seven hours a week, and you talk of throwing away your good job at the telephone company? A job I shamed myself to get you?’


‘I’d stay until I was sure …’ Alix caught up with Mémé’s last comment. ‘What d’you mean, “shamed”? I got myself the job at the telephone exchange.’


‘Just when I need to feel safe, you talk of giving up the job that puts a roof over our heads?’ Mémé beat her fist on the table so hard the crockery jumped. Alix seized the bony hands.


‘Don’t, please, Mémé! Whatever I said to frighten you, I didn’t mean it. I’ll stay at the telephone company. I’ll work longer shifts.’ She added silently, I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe.


Yet, despite her protestations, she was to look back on this as the moment she stepped to the edge of the cliff, looked down into a pit crawling with deceit and danger … and jumped.





Chapter Five
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NEWS MONITOR


10th March 1937





V. Haviland, Madrid correspondent,
reports from the heart of Spain’s civil conflict.





A man lying in the gutter may comfort himself by looking up at the stars. For your man in a Madrid gutter, a layer of dust excludes the stars. He lies where he has thrown himself as fighter planes swoop over a street of cafés and shops. They fly in triangular formation, Heinkel fighter aircraft of the German Condor Legion, strafing the pavements with machine-gun fire, blowing out glass, raising chips the size of gaming dice from the road. The noise is past deafening and humans dart like terrified mice beneath raptor shadows.


The din becomes unbearable until, suddenly, they are gone. They don’t come in plain day any more, thanks to the presence of fighter aircraft provided to Spain’s left-wing government by its Soviet allies—


Jean-Yves, Comte de Charembourg, glanced up in irritation as a cough from the doorway broke into his reading. His secretary stood with a letter pinched between thumb and finger, his expression conveying its unsavoury nature.


‘You will wish to see this at once, M. le Comte.’


Shaking his newspaper in half, Jean-Yves made a mental note to come back to that article later. Whoever ‘V. Haviland’ was, he’d obviously rolled in the dust of Spain. The News Monitor had been Jean-Yves’s weekday reading when he’d lived in London and he’d been pleased to discover it could be bought in Paris from a vendor near the British embassy, if a day or two late. There was a French-language version, but it tended to pussyfoot around international sensitivities. Three decades spent in London had not made an Englishman of the Comte de Charembourg, but it had taught him the value of a press that colludes with its readers rather than with those in power. ‘Second post, Ferryman?’ he asked his secretary.


‘It came by hand, Monsieur.’ Jolyan Ferryman always addressed him as ‘Mon-sewer.’ The boy’s French, though textbook correct, came with an excruciating English accent. To be in Ferryman’s presence was to wince more than was comfortable or dignified.


‘Just put it on my desk. Who’s it from?’


‘The personage declined to give his name and I felt it unseemly to ask. It was a working type of person.’


Jean-Yves got the subtext. His gentleman-secretary resented performing tasks more fitted to a footman. Tough. This household couldn’t run to footmen. In fact, if prices kept increasing, Jean-Yves doubted he would run even to a secretary much longer. Now, that would be a tricky conversation to have with his wife. When it came to their style of living, Rhona de Charembourg aspired to the grand ways of her English girlhood. Aisleby Park, with fifty indoor staff and an estate ten miles round, was Rhona’s pattern of respectable living. Had she known she’d end up ruling a household of four domestics and a part-time gardener … undoubtedly she wouldn’t have married him.


Jean-Yves dismissed Ferryman and tore open the letter, extracting a sheet that reeked of cigarette smoke. Without doubt, a worker’s brand.


The click of the garden gate took him to the window in time to see his wife and daughters leaving the house. Each woman wore a suit of fine Prince of Wales check. His two daughters each held a dog lead with a white Pomeranian on the end of it. Rhona, Christine and Ninette with Tosca and Figaro, taking the air on Boulevard Racan. A charming ritual that wouldn’t last much longer. Christine was marrying this June and the family circle would be cut by one.


Better read that letter. DE CHAREMBOURG was written across the top. He absorbed what followed and the blood faltered in his veins.


He sat down. Forced himself to breath evenly. He’d suffered chest trauma in the Great War and, though only fifty-six, he sometimes rasped like a spent hackney horse. He reread the letter in silence:


On 21st December 1903, you slew Alfred Lutzman. Time to pay. There are witnesses living. Meet my terms or I will tell your dirty secrets.


I can hurt someone you love.


His gaze flew towards the boulevard where his wife and daughters strolled. In what way, hurt? When his telephone rang, he snatched it up. ‘De Charembourg. Who is this?’


‘You got my note, M. le Comte? You understand my meaning?’ The voice was hoarse, the accent hard to place … something guttural mixed up in Parisian argot.


Jean-Yves answered in his crispest Academy French – an instinctive defence. ‘Whoever you are, I imagine you are hoping for money. Prepare to be disappointed. Your accusations are as wild as they are offensive.’


A crackling pause. Then: ‘You lead an interesting life, Monsieur. So many friends. So many lady friends … Can your wife count them on her fingers? I’m sure she tries.’


‘How dare you speak of my wife?’ How did this creature know anything of his life? Of his discreet liaisons? He was so careful.


The caller gave a thick laugh. ‘You are an appreciator of female beauty, and what is wrong with that? Women and girls, ah … so tender and vulnerable, no? Is it not tragic when a young girl is hurt? You would not wish to cause the mutilation of a girl’s face?’


‘God, no. Of course not. What—’


The voice became businesslike. ‘Five hundred thousand francs and nobody you love will know what a bastard you are – well, you were. I know what you did to Alfred Lutzman.’ The line went dead.


Jean-Yves discovered his shirt was soaked. At last, after so many years, the horror of that winter’s day in Kirchwiller had come back to haunt him. Five hundred thousand francs was equivalent to a year’s untaxed income. How would he find such a sum?


In London he’d held a responsible position in the Banque d’Alsace, retiring with shares that bolstered his current, modest salary as a director of a textiles firm. Rhona had brought money to the marriage too, but what remained of that was invested for their daughters. And there was far less of it than she imagined. As Miss Aisleby, heiress to her grandfather’s coal-mining fortune, she’d once been the richest girl in northern England. By the time she inherited, the Aisleby pits were exhausted and war had wiped out her invested fortune. Her grandfather’s debts and death duties took much of the rest. Jean-Yves often tried to explain that it was mismanagement and socialism that had swallowed her wealth, not theft, but Rhona still believed her money existed somewhere. She certainly spent as if it did.


Bluntly, he wasn’t up to the luxury of a blackmailer.


He realised the telephone receiver was slick with sweat, and wiped it quickly. Who did that malevolent voice belong to? And how could a stranger ever know about events that took place in Alsace thirty-five years ago? It had all been hushed up.


He could think of only one person who might tell him. He must break a taboo and ask her to meet him.


*

‘Paul, I’ll do it. I’ll steal Javier’s spring–summer collection so neither of us need worry about money ever again. I’ll slip into his show in disguise with a sketchbook up my skirt. Just don’t ever tell my grandmother.’


Having said her piece, Alix dug her fork into a mound of grated carrot doused in vinaigrette. She had radishes on her plate too – and cold green beans, boiled egg, onion and slices of Toulouse sausage. This café on Butte de Montmartre specialised in the cheap and the vibrant. It was Friday lunchtime, 12th March, and though the wind was still sharp, Place du Tertre was bright with sunshine, the trees squeezing into bud. Alix had just completed a night shift at the exchange and a further four hours to cover for a sick colleague. She felt light-headed. ‘It’s mad, stealing a whole collection. And impossible but …’ She broke off.


Paul was making a dam of salt in a trickle of wine. When she asked, ‘Am I dining alone?’ he made a face and responded, ‘I’ve something to tell you.’


Oh, no. Surely his contact hadn’t approached somebody else to steal the collection? Not after she’d spent sleepless nights working out how to do it without actually breaking into Maison Javier in the night and carrying away the clothes. She watched Paul trying to spear a radish only for it to bounce off his plate and on to the cobbles. ‘If it’s bad news, give it.’


Paul grimaced. ‘I’m planning my words so you don’t bite my head off.’


‘I always bite your head off.’ A closer look revealed the blur of sleeplessness in his eyes too. ‘Midnight oil?’


‘Nightmares. Every time I close my eyes, I see my mother’s corpse.’


‘Oh, don’t, Paul.’


‘And the police came to my boat.’


‘Police?’


‘Wanting to see my mooring permit.’


‘You do have a permit?’


He gave her a look that said, What d’you think? ‘Alix, you always say you want to be a couturier and open your own fashion house? Well, my contact has arranged a job interview for you.’


Her heart scudded to a halt. ‘What?’


‘At Maison Javier. Then you wouldn’t have to sneak into his shows; you’d be at the heart of his organisation.’


‘Oh.’ That was it then. The chance she’d dreamed of. Only …


‘Did I say something wrong?’


‘No. Well, a bit.’ Paul was enticing her to break her promise to Mémé, but offering her the chance to betray herself too. It was so hard to explain. She stared across the square, then waved her fork at an artist erecting his easel. ‘See him, with the little fat legs? Bonnet – my artist friend who lives here on the square? –’ she indicated a row of old houses behind her. ‘He says that man has spent twenty years sketching tourists, smoothing out their chins and the bumps on their noses. When he goes home, there’s a lake of charcoal dust on the cobbles with his footprints in it, a memento of where he’s stood all day. For him, making a pretty picture and getting paid is what it’s about.’


Paul grunted. ‘From what you’ve told me about Bonnet’s empty food cupboards, he could do with selling a picture now and again, rather than criticising those who do.’


She leaped to Bonnet’s defence. ‘He’d rather starve than paint to order! My grandfather felt the same. He believed that a finished picture had lost its soul.’


Paul tried to spear another radish. ‘How d’you know?’


‘Mémé says so. Grandpapa would paint the same scene over and over, trying for the perfect cast of light.’ Paul’s snort ignited her anger. ‘If you’d ever read Zola’s l’Œuvre you’d understand. In the book, Claude Lantier struggles against an establishment that only wants safe, traditional art. His whole life is dedicated to producing one great painting that fuses nature with authentic passion.’


‘Only he runs out of paint and dies?’


‘No, he hangs himself.’


‘Oh.’ Paul sent another radish careering into Alix’s lap. ‘Always a way out, isn’t there?’


Alix was bitterly sorry for her tactlessness, but she wanted Paul to understand why she was so torn. She needed money, but the means being offered was dangerous and, more important, immoral. To her, couture was art. Copying a dress was like taking an apple from an orchard. Stealing a collection was like burning the orchard down. It was taking a man’s genius, his soul.


Paul said, ‘Do you want this interview or not? It seems a heaven-sent chance.’


It was an impossible choice. She’d have to give in her notice at the telephone exchange and withstand Mémé’s distress. And what if she got taken on at Maison Javier only to discover she’d been mistaken about her talent? You could carry dreams around with you for years, like a cluster of balloons, only to discover they were all empty air. Gesturing towards the radishes, she told Paul, ‘Use your fingers. Who’s watching? I think, after all, I won’t become a couturier. Bonnet asked me to pose for a painting. I’m off for a sitting after lunch.’ She’d run into the artist at a second-hand clothes stall in Rue des Rosiers. She’d been selling a tweed skirt she no longer wanted.


He’d chuckled when she told him her rent was going up. ‘That’s fate telling you it’s time to pose for me, michou. I can’t pay much, but it’ll give you something to throw at your bastard landlord.’ He tapped his nose. ‘Our secret.’


Paul poured wine for them both, the cheap kind that left a red stain in the glass, and said gravely, ‘Being an artist’s model is fine when you’re young, Alix, but do you want to live to see your wrinkles on a gallery wall? This interview is for the bottom rung at Javier, but it’s a start in a career where women climb to the top.’


Her own argument, lobbed back at her. ‘You only want me to do it so I can steal.’


‘I want you to have your dreams too. But steal, yes, once. Just once. Alix, I’m desperate for money! I didn’t tell you the end of my nightmare: my mother’s corpse reaches up and grabs Lala and Suzy off me, down into the water. I can hear them screaming my name as they go.’


She drank her wine, feeling it rough on her tongue. ‘This interview … when is it?’


Paul caught her hand. ‘Tomorrow.’


So soon?


‘I can tell my contact you’ll go? Take the job, pirate the collection? I’ll write down the details.’


She shushed him. In his excitement he’d forgotten to whisper. Slowly she responded, ‘If I do, I’ll never pretend stealing is right. You understand?’ He was reaching for a pencil, so she said again, ‘I’ll never pretend it’s right.’


‘I’m not your judge.’ Paul began writing on the back of a discarded bill. He formed his letters as circles, adding sticks top or bottom as appropriate, and marched his words to the edge of the page. Knowing he hated being watched, Alix turned away, following a troop of schoolgirls with her eyes. Pallid, uncooked girls – she must have looked like that once. An old man laid his beret on the cobbles and began to play a bourrée on elbow pipes.


Paul handed her a note which read, ‘Javier, Rue de la Trémoille. Say Mme Shone sent you, ask for première Mme Frankel. 11.03.’


‘Do you mean eleven thirty?’ she asked.


‘Yes. Change it.’


‘Mme Shone … she’s your contact?’


‘Sort of. Tomorrow, remember. Alix? You won’t be late?’


*

After they’d paid for their lunch and she’d kissed Paul on each cheek, she crossed to Bonnet’s house. He rented two second-floor rooms overlooking the square. She searched in vain for a light switch inside the front door and eventually shouted up to him. No reply, so she climbed the creaking stairs and knocked at a door she was just able to make out in the gloom. At the invitation ‘Come in unless you’re the taxman!’ she pushed.


Bonnet was in the middle of the room, brushing glue size on to a canvas. Assuming she was late, she apologised, but he said imperturbably, ‘I thought I’d get on with a different job. Wish I hadn’t. Go get yourself ready.’


As she undressed behind a screen, Alix became increasingly aware of a foul smell. She emerged wrapped in a robe, sniffing. Linseed, turpentine, spirits for cleaning and some for drinking … the usual smells of an artist’s garret, but also something more. ‘Bonnet, is there a dead rat under the floor?’


Bonnet brandished his sticky paintbrush at her. He was no taller than Alix and his full beard gave the impression he had no neck. He wore serge overalls, and a collarless shirt covered by a moth-eaten sweater, and – with his face lined through years spent painting in the hills of Alsace and in the blistering fields of Provence – he looked the consummate peasant-turned-artist. On Montmartre his appearance gave him status; anywhere else he’d be moved on. ‘It’s dead rabbit,’ he said morosely, ‘I paid for best-quality rabbit size and it shouldn’t smell, not if it’s made properly. People tell me all the time my work stinks –’ he shook his head at the glistening canvas – ‘now it will forever. So. Nice long lunch with your boyfriend, michou?’ His grin sent wrinkles speeding out of his beard.


‘Paul’s not my boyfriend. I’m sure I told you.’ But she was smiling. Bonnet was balm to tumbled spirits. He brewed wonderful coffee, and when it got really cold he’d add a drop of Kirsch, the cherry liqueur of Alsace. ‘You should take that size back, demand compensation, say it gave your model a fainting fit.’


‘Don’t faint,’ Bonnet took up his stance at a second easel. ‘If I have to wheel you home in a barrow, your grandmother will ask questions. She didn’t bring you to Paris to fall among my sort, not after that expensive lady’s education the Comte de Charembourg gave you.’


‘How do you know about him?’


Bonnet gave a conspiratorial wink. ‘I am a man who knows everything and everybody. One day I will tell you stories of the comte that will make your eyebrows fly off. Allons, let’s work.’


Alix slipped off her wrap and settled into her pose. It was a modest one, as modest as a naked pose can be. She sat tall because tomorrow she’d have to enter one of the smartest buildings in Paris and not blush, stammer or run away.


*

‘Tomorrow’ – 13th March – came racing in like a riptide. After a night of troubled dreams, Alix was outside Maison Javier, a vast building filling the angle between Rue de la Trémoille and Rue du Boccador. The nearby Avenues Montaigne and Champs-Elysées provided background traffic noise, but Trémoille itself was empty but for a couple of taxis and a silver-blue saloon, chauffeur at the wheel. Alix was glad of it. The last thing she wanted right now was an audience.


She reread Paul’s note, checking she was at the right location. Of course she was. A brass plate beside a double-height door announced ‘Javier’. She was just reaching to open the door when the jooshing sound of a well-tuned engine made her turn. A Peugeot the colour of vintage wine pulled up on the opposite pavement. Its driver got out, a young man wearing a sharp jacket, wide-leg trousers and a Homburg hat with a deep gutter crown, set at a rakish angle. He flicked back his cuffs, pulled his hat an inch lower, unfolded a newspaper and leaned casually against his car bonnet. He looked in Alix’s direction and she felt his practised appraisal – felt him taking in her hair, her figure and the battered wicker basket she carried. His glance intruded like a photographer’s lens. Alix fumbled at the door of Maison Javier and, in doing so, dropped her basket. A pair of newspaper-wrapped fish flopped out, followed by the fruit and vegetables she’d bought that morning at the market. She rammed them back in the basket and a soft laugh added to her discomfort. She threw the Peugeot driver an angry glare. He wasn’t much older than she was, she could see, but he acted as if he owned the world. Taking a breath, she entered Maison Javier and found herself staring into a paved court broad enough for a horse and carriage to have turned in former times. Crossing the court, she found another door. She pushed that and then she was stepping into opulence, into an interior finer than any she’d seen before.


Until forty minutes ago she’d fully intended to miss this interview. Tumbling out of bed that morning, she’d reached for a well-worn dress and headed to the market for the weekend’s shopping. She’d been on Rue Mouffetard, buying those fish, when a church bell struck eleven. Paris was full of churches, full of bells, so why this one should sound like the voice of Providence she’d never know. But each knell told her she was throwing away her best chance to get what she wanted in life. Basket bumping, she’d hurtled to the nearest Métro.


Javier’s vestibule smelled sweetly of orange-flower oil, but her basket was introducing a less pleasant note. The fish ought to be at home, on ice. She could have left the basket in the street, but if it got stolen … another thing to explain to Mémé.
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