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			About the Book
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			Gabrielle and Antoinette know they're destined for something better. Abandoned to a convent orphanage, they are raised for simple lives. But at night they dream of a glittering future, and the Chanel sisters are determined to prove themselves worthy.

			 

			Their journey propels Coco and Ninette out of poverty to performing in bohemian cafés and stylish music halls, and soon on to Paris and a small hat shop on the rue Cambon, where a boutique business takes hold and expands to the glamorous French resort towns.

			 

			But when war breaks out, everything changes, and the Chanel sisters must navigate great loves, devastating losses and fight harder than ever to make their mark on the world.
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			For Les

			And for Antoinette, so she won’t be forgotten

		

	
		
			

			Parts of Aubazine would stay with us forever. A need for order. A fondness for simplicity and clean scents. An enduring sense of modesty. An insistence on craftsmanship, of stitches perfectly made. The calming contrast of black and white. Fabrics, rough and nubby, of peasants and orphans. The rosaries the nuns wore around their waists like chain-link belts. The mystical mosaic designs in the corridor of stars and crescent moons that would reappear as bijoux de diamants, as necklaces, bracelets, and brooches. The repeating patterns in the stained glass of interlocking Cs that would become a symbol of luxury and status. Even the old monastery itself, so vast and empty, that gave us room to imagine, to let possibility soar.

			All those years on the rue Cambon, in Deauville, in Biarritz, people thought they were buying Chanel, glamour, Parisian sophistication. But what they were really buying were the ornaments of our childhood, memories of the nuns who civilized us, the abbey that sheltered us.

			An illusion of riches sprung from the rags of our past.

		

	
		
			Charity Cases
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			Aubazine
1897-1900

		

	
		
			One

			In later years, I would think back to that cold March day in 1897 at the convent orphanage in Aubazine.

			We orphelines sat in a circle practicing our stitches, the hush of the workroom interrupted only by my occasional mindless chatter to the girls nearby. When I felt Sister Xavier’s gaze, I quieted, looking down at my work as if in deep concentration. I expected her to scold me as she usually did: Custody of the tongue, Mademoiselle Chanel. Instead, she drew closer to my place near the stove, moving, as all the nuns did, as if she were floating. The smell of incense and the ages fluttered out from the folds of her black wool skirt. Her starched headdress planed unnaturally toward heaven as if she might be lifted up at any moment. I prayed that she would be, a ray of light breaking through the pitched roof and raising her to the clouds in a shining beam of holy salvation.

			But such miracles only happened in paintings of angels and saints. She stopped at my shoulder, dark and looming like a storm cloud over the sloping forests of the Massif Central outside the window. She cleared her throat and, as if she were the Holy Roman Emperor himself, made her grim pronouncement.

			“You, Antoinette Chanel, talk too much. Your sewing is slovenly. You are always daydreaming. If you don’t take heed, I fear you will turn out to be just like your mother.”

			My stomach twisted like a knot. I had to bite the inside of my mouth to keep from arguing back. I looked over at my sister Gabrielle sitting on the other side of the room with the older girls and rolled my eyes.

			“Don’t listen to the nuns, Ninette,” Gabrielle said once we’d been dismissed to the courtyard for recreation.

			We sat on a bench, surrounded by bare-limbed trees that appeared as frozen as we felt. Why did they lose their leaves in the season they needed them most? Beside us, our oldest sister, Julia-Berthe, tossed bread crumbs from her pockets to a flock of crows that squawked and fought for position.

			I pulled my hands into my sleeves, trying to warm them. “I’m not going to be like our mother. I’m not going to be anything the nuns say I’m going to be. I’m not even going to be what they say I can’t be.”

			We laughed at this, a bitter laugh. As the temporary keepers of our souls, the nuns thought constantly about the day we would be ready to go out and live in the world. What would become of us? What was to be our place?

			We’d been at the convent for two years and by now were used to the nuns’ declarations in the middle of choir practice or as we worked on our handwriting or recited the kings of France.

			You, Ondine, with your penmanship, will never be the wife of a tradesman.

			You, Pierrette, with your clumsy hands, will never find work with a farm woman.

			You, Hélène, with your weak stomach, will never be the wife of a butcher.

			You, Gabrielle, must hope to make an adequate living as a seamstress.

			You, Julia-Berthe, must pray for a calling. Girls with figures like yours should keep to a nunnery.

			I was told that if I was lucky, I could convince a plowman to marry me.

			I pushed my hands back out of my sleeves and blew on them. “I’m not going to marry a plowman,” I said.

			“I’m not going to be a seamstress,” Gabrielle said. “I hate sewing.”

			“Then what will you be?” Julia-Berthe gazed at us with wide, questioning eyes. She was considered slow, “touched,” people said. To her everything was simple, black and white like the tunics and veils of the nuns’ habits. If the nuns said it, we would be it.

			“Something better,” I said.

			“What’s something better?” Julia-Berthe said.

			“It’s…” Gabrielle started but didn’t finish.

			She didn’t know what Something Better was any more than I did, but I knew she felt it just the same, a tingling in her bones. Restlessness was in our blood.

			The nuns said we should be content with our station in life, that it was God-pleasing. But we could never be content where we were, with what we had. We came from a long line of peddlers, of dreamers traveling down winding roads, sure that Something Better was just ahead.

		

	
		
			Two

			Before the nuns took us in, we’d been hungry most of the time, our clothes torn and dirty. We spoke only in patois, not French. We could barely read or write because we’d never gone to school for long. We were savages, the nuns attested.

			Our mother, Jeanne, worked long hours to feed us, to keep a roof over our heads. She was there but not really, her eyes turning flat over the years so that they seemed to look through us. They searched instead for Albert, always Albert. Our father was usually on the road, peddling old corsets or belts or socks. He was incapable of staying in one place for long, and our mother, a fool for love, was always chasing after him when he didn’t return when he’d promised, pulling us down country road after country road with her whatever the season.

			They were together just enough that our mother was always pregnant, Albert leaving us for months at a time to fend for ourselves with no money. She was a laundress, a maid, whatever she could find until she died at thirty-one from consumption, overworked and brokenhearted.

			When she died, no family members wanted us, especially not our father. That shouldn’t have been a surprise. How could he travel from market to market—and bed to bed—with all of us? Still, weren’t fathers supposed to take care of their children?

			We were three girls and two boys. Julia-Berthe, the oldest, then came Gabrielle, then Alphonse, then me, then Lucien. Alphonse had been just ten and Lucien six, no bigger than spools of thread, when our father had them declared “children of the poorhouse.” He’d wasted no time turning them over to a peasant family as free child labor and delivering us girls to the nuns. We hadn’t heard anything of our brothers in the three years we’d been at the convent.

			Meanwhile, our father was off living the free life, as he always had, caring only about himself.

			“I’ll be back,” he’d said to my sisters and me with the gilded smile of a salesman as he left us at the convent doorstep, patting Gabrielle’s proud head, then disappearing into the horizon in his dog cart.

			Julia-Berthe, who didn’t like change, was inconsolable, not understanding where our mother had gone.

			Gabrielle was too angry to cry.

			“How could he leave me?” she’d say over and over. “I’m his favorite.” And, “We can take care of ourselves. We have been for years already. We don’t need these old ladies telling us what to do.” And, “We don’t belong here. We’re not orphans.” And, “He said he’s coming back. That means he is.”

			And me, then age eight, I cried, confused, not used to the strange ways of the nuns, skirts swishing, rosaries clacking at their sides, clouds of incense drifting by like ghosts, the pungent smell of lye.

			The convent was the exact opposite of all we’d known. We were told when to wake, when to eat, when to pray. The day was allocated into tasks: study, catechisms, sewing, housekeeping. The passing of time marked by the ringing of l’angélus, the prescribed prayers of the Divine Office. “Idle hands,” the nuns repeated endlessly, “are the devil’s workshop.”

			Even the days of the week, the weeks of the month, the months of the year were partitioned into what the nuns said were the seasons of the liturgy. Instead of January 15 or March 21 or December 19, it was the twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time or the Monday of the first week of Lent or the Wednesday of the third week of Advent. The afterlife was divided into Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven. There were the Twelve Fruits of the Holy Ghost, the Ten Commandments, the Seven Deadly Sins, the Six Holy Days of Obligation, the Four Cardinal Virtues.

			We learned about Saint Etienne, a hunchbacked monk whose tomb was in the sanctuary, his stone figure lying in repose on top, more figures of monks carved into the stone canopy. During Mass, I would trace with my eyes the knots and loops in the stained glass windows, the overlapping circles that looked like Cs for Chanel, for my sisters and me forever intertwined. I didn’t want to think of what was in that tomb, the old bones, an empty burlap robe.

			“There are ghosts here,” Julia-Berthe would whisper to me, her eyes wide. There were holy ghosts, unholy ghosts, ghosts of every kind making the flames in the votives sway, hiding in corners and narrow passageways, throwing shadows on the walls. Ghosts of our mother, our father, our past.

			Sometimes in the mornings while we bathed or in the evenings when we were to say our prayers silently, Julia-Berthe would grab my arm and squeeze. “I have dreams at night, frightening dreams.” But she wouldn’t tell me any more. I wondered if she had the same dream I had, of our mother in a bed with no coverlet, a bloody handkerchief in her hand, bitter cold seeping in through the thin walls. Her eyes closed, her thin body unmoving.

			I taught myself to wake in the middle of these dreams, to shake off the image and climb into bed with Gabrielle. She’d let me curl into her as I did when we were young—before Aubazine we’d never had beds of our own—and be comforted by the heat of her body, the rolling rhythm of her breathing, until I fell asleep again.

			Then too early in the morning, the sun still not up, the bells would sound. Sister Xavier would burst into the dormitory, clapping her hands and announcing in her too loud voice, “Awake up, my glory! Awake, psaltery and harp!”

			After that, the chiding would begin.

			“Faster, Ondine, faster. Judgment Day will come and go before you have your shoes on!”

			“Hélène, you have much to pray for. Make haste!”

			“Antoinette, stop talking to Pierrette and remake your bed. It’s slovenly!”

			The nuns of Aubazine gave us shelter. They fed our stomachs. They tried to save our souls, to civilize us by filling our days with order and routine. But they couldn’t fill the empty places in our hearts.

		

	
		
			Three

			Days, weeks, months, ordinary times, unordinary times. Routine, soothing at first, grew tiresome. Then one airless morning in July, the year 1898, our third at the convent of the Congrégation de Saint Coeur de Marie, everything changed.

			“Mesdemoiselles,” the Mother Superior said as Gabrielle, Julia-­Berthe, and I cleaned dishes in the kitchen. “You are wanted in the visiting room.”

			Us? We were never wanted in the visiting room. Unless—

			My heart shot up to my throat.

			Could our father have come to get us at last?

			We followed the Mother Superior down the hall. I smoothed my skirt, felt the plaits in my hair, hoping they were neat. I saw Gabrielle reach up to pat hers too. She was the one who’d said all these years he would come back, convincing herself that he’d gone to America to make a fortune and would return once he had.

			When at last we reached the visiting room and the nun opened the door, I held my breath, anticipating a man with the grin of a charmer, the hands of a peasant, our father. Instead all I saw was an elderly lady with a kindly expression on her face. She wore carved wooden shoes called sabots, a coarse gray skirt, hempen stockings, and a faded print shirtwaist.

			Grandmother Chanel?

			“Mémère,” Julia-Berthe said, rushing to embrace the old woman as if she might disappear as unexpectedly as she’d appeared.

			I stared at her, more surprised than if it had been Albert.

			“You don’t know the peace we’ve had all these years,” Mémère told the Mother Superior, “traveling from market to market knowing our dear granddaughters were in your care. It’s not an easy life out on the road, and now we’re too old for it.” She clucked her tongue as adults did and offered us lemon pastilles.

			She and Pépère had taken a small house in Clermont-Ferrand, a village just a short train ride away, and we were invited there for a few days to celebrate le quatorze juillet, the holiday commemorating the storming of the Bastille prison. At last we were getting out of the convent, for a little while, at least.

			I didn’t say out loud what I was thinking, what I was sure Gabrielle was thinking too. Maybe our father will be in Clermont-Ferrand. Maybe he’s waiting for us there.

			Somewhere deep in the empty places inside of me, where love was supposed to reside, I couldn’t quash that dash of hope, foolish as it was, that Albert would return. Not the old Albert but a new one, who wanted us.

			We left, and Mémère ushered us aboard a train. At Clermont-Ferrand, she led us to a crooked house with just one room cluttered with an array of objects to be sold at the local market—flat bicycle tires, moldy boxes, crusty pans. Rows of chipped, mismatched crockery lined the walls near the cookstove. A collection of old, broken dentures, yellowed and gruesome-looking, turned my stomach. It was as if nothing was ever thrown away.

			There was so much clutter that at first we didn’t see the girl near the bed. She was about fifteen, the same age as Gabrielle, or maybe sixteen like Julia-Berthe, and she moved toward us with an excitement and warmth we weren’t used to. “Gabrielle?” she said. “Julia-Berthe? Do you remember me? And little Ninette! It’s been so long. One of the fairs, I think, that’s where we met. Look how pretty all three of you are.”

			She had the same long neck as Gabrielle, the same fine features and thin, angular frame, but with kinder, gentler edges. She wore convent clothes, like us, but with an ease and poise so that they didn’t seem like convent clothes at all. I noticed Gabrielle tucking loose hair behind her ears. We must have been staring at her dumbly because finally Mémère spoke up.

			“You daft girls, this is Adrienne. My youngest daughter. Your father’s sister. Your aunt.”

			“Aunt?” Julia-Berthe said. “She’s too young to be our aunt.”

			“Indeed she is your aunt, and I should know,” Mémère said. “I’ve brought nineteen souls into this world. Your father was the first when I was sixteen. Adrienne, the last.”

			“The grande finale,” Adrienne said, performing a charming little curtsey.

			An aunt in convent girl clothes? An aunt who was our age? Gabrielle and I seemed to have swallowed our tongues.

			“Ah, girls, don’t look so confused,” Mémère said. “Adrienne is just like you. She goes to a convent school in Moulins. Before le quatorze juillet is over, you’ll all be more like sisters.”

			Maybe it was the confusion of being in a new place, but for a strange moment Adrienne appeared to me to have an aura, a cloud of golden light emanating around her like a saint on a prayer card. I glanced at Gabrielle. She didn’t usually take to new people right away, but she was smiling. Adrienne looked like a girl we could learn from, and I found myself smiling too.

		

	
		
			Four

			Blessed Adrienne. Her first saintly act was getting us out of that dark, cramped house. “Because, Maman, I’m their aunt,” she said with authority, convincing Mémère that it was appropriate for her to take us to see the town. “Which means I can be their chaperone.”

			Before Mémère could disagree, we followed Adrienne out the door. Julia-Berthe stayed behind, helping sort buttons.

			In town, as we walked the cobblestone streets, everything came alive. Tricolor flags and bunting swung cheerfully from the buildings and the lampposts. Horses clopped along, pulling carriages. Delivery men with rolled-up shirtsleeves shouted and unloaded sacks of flour or jars of mustard from wagons. Sidewalk cafés were crowded with old men stopping for a cup of coffee, and markets bustled with women inspecting apples and melons. Closer to the center square, workers assembled stages and booths for the next day’s celebration, hammers pounding.

			Adrienne led the way with confidence, and I tried to emulate her, half smile on my face, shoulders back. In the reflection of her light, the darkness inside me faded. I could feel it floating off in the breeze.

			At the sight of a train car propelling itself along the street, I stopped suddenly. There were no horses at the front. There was no steam engine. Passengers sat calmly inside as if it were nothing. Cords poked out of the roof like antennae on a bug, running straight up to more cords that ran parallel to the street. On top a giant sign said La Bergère Liqueur in fancy lettering.

			Adrienne noticed me staring. “Le tram électrique,” she said. “Don’t you have a tram in Aubazine? We do in Moulins.”

			Gabrielle scoffed. “In Aubazine all we have are goats. And cows. Many, many cows. And pig breeders and plowmen the nuns think Ninette should marry. Nothing électrique.”

			“Aubazine is so dull. What else do you have in Moulins?” I asked Adrienne.

			Her eyes lit up. “The cavalry. There’s a barracks with soldiers. Handsome ones. They wear tall leather boots and jackets with brass buttons. And bright scarlet breeches. You should see them. They strut about like roosters in the henhouse. We admire them, but only from afar.”

			I sighed. “I wish we had something to admire.”

			“But you do,” Adrienne said with a mischievous smile. “I’ll show you.”

			We followed her until we reached the end of the road. There Adrienne turned and waved us through a tall brick archway that opened up into a park.

			“Voilà,” she said.

			We paused inside the entrance to take in the sight. Curved gravel paths cut through lawns of emerald green. A pond glimmered, and two white swans glided idly near the shore. Trees rustled in the gentle wind. The busyness of the town dissolved, and men and women in fancy dress strolled along the paths. People who, unlike those outside the park, appeared to have nothing to do at all, as if they, like the swans, strove for nothing more than to be picturesque.

			“They’re all so…so…” I wasn’t sure of the right word. Grand? Decorative? Exotic?

			“Rich,” Adrienne said in a reverent tone. “They are all so rich.” She took a step forward, but Gabrielle and I hesitated. “Come on,” she said with a laugh, “they don’t bite. In fact, they won’t notice us at all.”

			She took us to a shaded bench near the pond, where we watched these people who were even more fascinating than le tram électrique. The gentlemen wore elaborate suits despite the heat, with fine coats and striped trousers and straw boaters to top them off. They carried canes in one hand though they had no limp, and they strode with noble assurance alongside delicate-­looking women swathed in layers of intricate white lace. Lace ruffles. Lace collars. Lace-trimmed skirts. Lace parasols. They wore wide-brimmed hats as large as the nuns’ headpieces, adorned with oversized flowers, enormous plumes and, in some cases, colorful stuffed birds. Despite the weight, they somehow managed to walk with a graceful sway, a careful sashaying from side to side.

			“Who are they?” I asked.

			“The élégantes,” Adrienne said with a flourish. “And their dashing gentilhommes.”

			I couldn’t stop gawking, but it didn’t matter. They didn’t ever glance our way. Adrienne was right. In our convent clothes, we were as noticeable to them as blades of grass.

			Only Gabrielle wasn’t watching them with wonder and admiration as Adrienne and I were. She had a look on her face that made my stomach drop.

			“Giant cream puffs,” Gabrielle said, shaking her head. “Life-sized dust balls.”

			“What?” Adrienne twisted around. “Where?”

			Gabrielle nodded toward the ladies on the path. “Volcanic eruptions of lace. The Puy de Dôme has nothing on them,” she said, referring to the largest of the old volcanoes that encircled Aubazine.

			“Gabrielle!” Adrienne said. She put a hand to her mouth, her eyes wide. I froze, worried Gabrielle had offended her, and she wouldn’t want any more to do with us. But beneath her hand, Adrienne was trying to contain laughter. She said in a put-on serious voice, “Archaeologists will find them someday preserved for posterity like the bodies in Pompeii. Buried not under ash but lace.”

			Now we all laughed together. It felt good, poking fun at those who wouldn’t acknowledge our existence.

			“They must get headaches, balancing all that on the tops of their heads,” Gabrielle said.

			“How nice it must be to have nothing to do but dress up like bonbons and stroll through the park with no cares at all,” I said.

			“But, Ninette,” Adrienne said, her expression turning solemn. “These are more than just strolls through the park. Don’t you see? Look at them, how they move and how they eye each other. See how the men push out their chests and the ladies bat their lashes at the men but glare at each other? This is business, the business of love and courtship.” She sighed and put a hand to her heart. “Isn’t it marvelous?”

			I peered closer, trying to make out the batting eyelashes and glares, but before I could, Adrienne stood up from the bench and smoothed her skirt. “And now, chéries, we should get back before Maman sends the gendarmes for us.”

			She linked her arms with ours, but instead of taking us directly to the brick archway and back to town, she headed toward one of the gravel paths, pulling us into the promenade, where we stifled laughs and swayed and sashayed as if someday we too would be in the business of love and courtship.

		

	
		
			Five

			The next day, the fourteenth of July, we wandered about the fair, past booths with wheels of fortune and other games of chance, stages with bands playing, people young and old moving about as far as the eye could observe. Everyone was there, except the élégantes.

			“Where are they?” I asked Adrienne. After yesterday’s walk in the park, the élégantes were what I most wanted to see. Not puppet shows and men trying to climb greased poles to get the ham at the top.

			“At their châteaux,” she said. “They don’t come to village fairs. Fairs are for the common people.”

			Of course. That was why we were there.

			But not for much longer. Adrienne, as usual, had a better idea. “There are other places to see élégantes…”

			We stopped in a tabac, and with the one-franc coins Pépère had given each of us to spend at the fair, we bought magazines with beautiful ladies on their covers for fifty centimes each: Femina, La Vie Heureuse. L’Illustration. At the house, we went up to the garret and nestled among sacks of grain and herbs hanging from the ceiling. The far-off sounds of the bands drifted in through the open window.

			“You see,” Adrienne said, holding out the magazines. “Here are our élégantes. Everything we need.”

			“Need?” Gabrielle said. “For what?”

			Adrienne smiled. “To become an élégante, of course.”

			Gabrielle and I exchanged a glance. We could become élégantes?

			Adrienne turned the pages, and there they were, men and women of high society, of what Adrienne called “la haute.” Page six—élégantes strolling arm in arm through the Bois de Boulogne, handsome gentilhommes eyeing them behind jaunty mustaches. Page eight—élégantes gathering in the most exclusive salons in Paris for charity events, buying flowers from little girls in frothy dresses. Pages eleven and fourteen and fifteen—élégantes posing in the great couturières’ latest fashions.

			“Look at this hairstyle,” Adrienne said, pointing at the glossy pages. “Isn’t it sophisticated? Later we’ll get out my pins, and see if we can copy it. Oh, and this hat—enchanting! My sister Julia buys plain straw boaters then trims them herself. I think she could make this.”

			We shared a pair of scissors. Adrienne and I cut out the wedding photos, the brides clutching trailing bouquets. Their grooms stood next to them, tall and proud in military uniforms covered over with ribbons, sashes, medals of stars or suns. What was it like to be so ordained, a golden burst upon your chest?

			Julia-Berthe chose a photograph of the Queen of Romania and her children, well-kept little girls with soft hair and the blasé gaze of the pampered. Clean, fluffy little dogs sat at their feet and on their laps, not the wild scruffs we were used to.

			There were articles about plays, images of actresses holding dramatic poses, their eyes large and full of emotion. Gabrielle collected these.

			It felt as if a shroud had lifted. Thanks to the magazines, the élégantes weren’t just a fleeting glimpse in a park, a vague blur of white lace and parasols never to be seen again. These élégantes we could keep, cut out, study, tuck inside the empty Vichy pastille tins Adrienne saved for us from one of Mémère’s piles because “it’s easier to sneak them into the convent that way.” Rather than mimicking the lives of the saints, as the nuns wanted, now we could mimic the lives of the élégantes, their style, their attitude, their expressions, everything about them.

			As evening crept in, I tried to put out of my mind that we were leaving the next day. Still, the heaviness slowly descended, as if it had been waiting, hovering behind me like a cloud of gnats. Only Julia-Berthe, who worried no one had fed the birds in the convent courtyard, was ready to go back.

			Adrienne promised we’d see her again. For every feast day, she said, we’d come to Clermont-Ferrand. She also gave us a souvenir to take with us: Monsieur Decourcelle.

			“But who is that?” I whispered, Julia-Berthe now fast asleep.

			“He’s a writer,” Adrienne said. “Surely you’ve heard of him.”

			“We only hear about saints and apostles,” Gabrielle said. “The nuns make sure of that.”

			“But you have to know of Monsieur Decourcelle,” Adrienne said. “Life is too sad without him. He wrote The Chamber of Love and The Woman Who Swallows Her Tears and Brunette and Blonde and so many others. He writes about convent girls who marry counts and peasant girls who become queens of Parisian society. The poor become rich, the rich become poor. Voilà. You can’t put it down.”

			We were startled by the crackling of fireworks in the distance. The feu d’artifice had started. From the garret’s tiny window, we watched the fluttering pieces sparkle, a snowfall électrique.

			“Convent girls who marry counts?” I said, not moving my eyes from the bursts of light.

			“They’re just stories, Ninette,” Gabrielle said.

			I ignored her, turning to Adrienne, my hand on her arm. “Where can we find these stories?”

			She reached into her bag and pulled out a small book. “They come in parts in the journals. They’re called mélos. Melodramas. My sister Julia waits every week for the next installment, then sews them all together and gives them to me. This one is The Dancing Girl of the Convent. A rich, beautiful ballerina at the Paris Opera gives up everything to become a nun and join a convent and—”

			Gabrielle snorted. “No one would ever do that—”

			“Shhhh,” I said, annoyed at the interruption.

			“—she bequeaths all of her worldly goods to a beautiful peasant girl. This peasant girl moves to Paris and steps into the ballerina’s life of wealth and handsome suitors, jewels, and silk dresses. She becomes the toast of the city and she saves her family from poverty. There’s passion and romance and they wear the most exquisite ensembles and live in the most luxurious villas.”

			I couldn’t help but sigh. Outside the window, silver and gold flashed again.

			“Do the nuns in Moulins allow you to read this?” I asked.

			Adrienne shook her head. “I have hiding places. There’s always a loose floorboard somewhere. And now you’ll have to find one too. Here. Take it back to Aubazine with you, Ninette. I’m done with it. And maybe between the three of us—you, me, and Monsieur Decourcelle—we can convince Gabrielle that a convent girl really can marry a count.”

			That night, my dreams weren’t haunted by ghosts, by my mother, cold and gray on a cot. Instead, I was back at the park, wrapped in layers of the finest lace as if I were something to be cared for, something to be treasured. A miniature garden sat regally on my head as I swayed and sashayed, handsome gentil­hommes carrying useless canes by my side. I was an élégante. I was a heroine in a Decourcelle mélo. I was Something Better.

			It was so much easier to dream when you knew what to dream of.

		

	
		
			Six

			“What are you doing?” I glared at Gabrielle in the dim light and swirling dust motes of the convent attic, my voice a screech. We’d hidden The Dancing Girl of the Convent under a floorboard like Adrienne suggested, and here Gabrielle was, pulling out the stitching, taking the book apart.

			“Shhhh,” she said, glancing back at the door. “All of the Massif Central can hear you. Relax. I’m doing this for us. This way we can read whenever we want.” She took a few pages and folded them into her pocket. “We’ll bring them with us to class, to the courtyard, wherever we go. We’ll hide them in our composition books and history books. The nuns will never know. Don’t you see, Ninette?” she said, a mischievous smile spreading across her face. “We can read Decourcelle all day long.”

			We. It hadn’t taken long for Gabrielle to fall under Decourcelle’s spell.

			Now we covered the tales of devotion and persecution in Lives of the Saints with Decourcelle’s more earthly passions, switching out the pages when we were finished. He was our teacher, not the saints or the nuns. We read during recreation. We read during rest time. We read whenever we could, so much so we were held out by the nuns as examples to the other girls.

			“Margueritte, stop staring into space,” the Mother Superior would say. “Look at Gabrielle, how intently she’s reading.”

			Or, “Pierrette, wake up! Your book has fallen over in your lap! Why can’t you be more like Antoinette?”

			We didn’t tell Julia-Berthe our secret. Julia-Berthe, the rule follower, wouldn’t have been able to keep it, confessing all in a burst of overwhelming guilt. But at night, before I fell asleep, I’d crawl into her bed and recount stories from The Dancing Girl of the Convent and pray that rather than those dreams of our mother, she was dreaming, like me, of ballerinas and handsome counts and love at first sight.

			[image: ]

			Just as Adrienne had promised, after le quatorze juillet, we were invited back to Clermont-Ferrand for Assumption Day in August, then All Saints’ Day in November, Noel in December and Candlemas in February. Each time, we bought more magazines, keeping up with the latest styles. We cut out more pictures and brought new mélos back to Aubazine. The Chamber of Love. The Woman Who Swallows Her Tears. Brunette and Blonde. As our secret library grew, possibilities broadened, our world expanded.

			When we were there for Easter the following April, it rained like les vaches qui pissent, as Pépère liked to say, keeping us indoors. He gave us each a coin, then headed to the café. Mémère was away, and we girls had the house to ourselves.

			“We’ll have a tea party,” Adrienne said. “All the élégantes take tea in the afternoons. We need to practice.”

			We ran out in the downpour to buy the tea. Adrienne and Gabrielle spent the rest of their money on ribbons and lemons, the juice of which was said to even the complexion. Julia-Berthe spent her remaining amount on tins of sardines for the feral cats that prowled around our grandparents’ house. I decided to save mine.

			“But there’s nothing to buy in Aubazine,” Gabrielle said.

			“It’s not for Aubazine,” I said. “It’s for after.”

			Gabrielle laughed. “After? That’s too far off. I want something sweet now, before we go back to the convent where the nuns say anything less bland than the Communion wafer is gluttony. Besides, what will a few centimes get you anyway?”

			I ignored her, enjoying the solid weightiness of the coins as if I were holding a piece of the future in my pocket.

		

	
		
			Seven

			On Sunday afternoons, we were made to follow Sister Xavier up and down the hills of the Massif Central to “fortify our constitutions,” which, according to the nuns, were weak from the poverty of our early days. During one of these winter treks, as I tried to imagine it was spring, that I was in the Bois de Boulogne like the élégantes in the magazines, strolling at a leisurely pace in the shade of a ruffled silk parasol, I heard Gabrielle say to Hélène, “Our father is in America. He made his fortune and is coming back soon to get us.”

			I nearly tripped over a jutted wedge of volcanic rock, catching myself just in time to avoid tumbling to the ground. Hélène snorted. “If he’s made his fortune, then why are you and your sisters here?”

			Gabrielle’s chin was high. “To be educated. I wrote him and asked him to bring me a white dress made of chiffon. He promised he would.”

			“You’re lying,” Hélène said.

			“You’re jealous,” Gabrielle said.

			Hélène crossed her arms in front of her. “You’re just like the rest of us. An orphan nobody wants. Stop claiming to be better.”

			“I am better. Anyone’s better than you.”

			“Actually, you’re worse. My parents died. But your father is still alive. And he doesn’t want you. He probably never did.”

			It was all I could do not to kick Hélène as hard as I could. I wanted to shove her off a cliff and listen to her scream the whole way down.

			I pushed myself between Gabrielle and Hélène and reached into my pocket. Sometimes I carried the coins I’d saved from Pépère with me. “He is coming back for us,” I said to Hélène. “And he sends us money too. Look.”

			I held out my hand, the coins reflecting in the sun for a split second before I put them back quickly. Hélène’s face was bright red.

			“You see,” Gabrielle said to her. “I told you so.”

			“Hmph,” Hélène said. She moved closer to Pierrette, the two of them veering sharply away.

			Gabrielle and I walked on in an uneasy silence, her words echoing in my head. Our father was coming back? She’d written to him?

			That couldn’t be true. It wasn’t. I knew it wasn’t, and a sick feeling came over me. After all our trips to Clermont-Ferrand, all the time we spent with Adrienne, all the stories in the mélos, I’d thought Gabrielle didn’t think as much of Albert, that she’d stopped hoping for him to return. I was glad Julia-Berthe was up ahead, closer to Sister Xavier, so she couldn’t hear. She would believe every word.

			I adjusted the scarf around my neck as dark thoughts swirled. I was dreaming of princes. Gabrielle was dreaming of Albert. To her, he was a prince.

			“Maybe he did go to America,” she said finally. “Maybe he did make his fortune. Maybe he’s on his way to get us right now.”

			I shook my head. My mouth and throat were dry. “You’ve heard the conversations at Mémère’s.” Sometimes when we were there, neighbors or other family members called Albert le grand séducteur. One said he’d heard Albert was in Quimper selling women’s shoes. Another said he was in Nantes selling women’s underthings. “He’s not so far away,” I said to Gabrielle, “and still he chooses to have nothing to do with us.”

			The look Gabrielle gave me then was that of someone far older than her years. It was hard, like a scab, protecting something raw beneath. “All the more reason to make him something he’s not,” she said.

			[image: ]

			Trees bowed, and leaves whirled up in clusters as if trying to take their rightful place back on the branches. Back at the convent, a strong gust had knocked the latch loose on an old iron gate, sending it swinging back and forth with loud, ringing clangs. I hated the wind, always pushing its way in, making everything creak and shudder.

			Later that day, I ended up in the infirmary, the Sunday walk in the cold worsening my constitution. One minute I was hot, as if my insides were on fire, then just as suddenly my teeth were chattering with cold. “Sickly, just like her mother,” I imagined the nuns whispering, crossing themselves as they did when they spoke of the dead.

			Sister Bernadette, the nun in charge of nursing, wrapped me in a wet sheet to lower the fever. She put a balm on my chest, gave me a draft of strong wine, and dabbed holy water on my forehead as an extra precaution. I would live, she declared, but better safe than sorry.

			Gabrielle offered to sit at my bedside. This way she could avoid catechisms and needlework and read instead. She held Lives of the Saints close, her voice low so that Sister Bernadette wouldn’t hear that it wasn’t the trials and tribulations of the sainted she was reading but the trials and tribulations of 
Decourcelle’s The Dancing Girl of the Convent.

			As the medicine of the wine sank in along with Gabrielle’s words, a drowsy feeling took over. I almost didn’t hear the Mother Superior and Sister Xavier come into the sick room just as Gabrielle was getting to the part where Yvette, the peasant girl who switches places with the ballerina, arrives in Paris.

			Gabrielle stopped reading, closing the book quickly. The nuns’ expressions were grave. Was I going to die after all? Was that why they were here? The Mother Superior stared at me, one eyebrow raised so that it almost touched the white band that ran just below her hairline.

			Gabrielle jumped to her feet. Her face was so colorless I could make out traces of blue veins on her forehead like the whorls of mold on the rind of a cheese. “What are you doing with that?” she said to the nuns. “It’s not yours.”

			I pushed myself up on an elbow to see that the Mother Superior was holding my blue-and-white tin, where I’d replaced the coins after our walk. The nerves in my stomach seized. I’d hidden the tin in a dark corner under my bed in the dormitory.

			The Mother Superior cited Matthew. “Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust doth corrupt, where—”

			“—thieves break through and steal!” Gabrielle said, cutting her off. She flew toward the nuns, her elbows jutted out, her jaw thrust forward. She was no longer The Dancing Girl of the Convent, whose posture we both tried to imitate. She was the peasant girl who grew up on the streets of Auvergne. “That’s Antoinette’s money,” she said. “You have no right to take it.”

			I shuddered, as much as for my coins as for Gabrielle’s daring.

			“What is to become of you, Gabrielle?” Sister Xavier said. “You know your verses well. Which means you and Antoinette should know that treasure, if there is any, will be in heaven, not here with earthly things.”

			I wanted to cry out, but I was too woozy, fever swelling my head. My coins. My precious coins. They were for the future. For Something Better.

			The Mother Superior opened the tin. “And what about these?” she said, pulling out my paper élégantes, my brides and grooms, my princes and princesses. “It’s prayer cards you should collect with images of the saints, not false idols.”

			Outside, the wind howled, rattling the windows. The broken gate clanged like an old, worn-out church bell. In my feverish state, the wind, the sounds, the scorn on the Mother Superior’s face echoed through me. I felt too ill to fight back.

			But Gabrielle wasn’t giving up. She turned to the Mother Superior, her voice more controlled this time. “Please, Ma Mère. Our grandfather gives us each a coin to spend when we visit. I’ve spent all of mine on selfish things. But Antoinette always saves hers. She could waste it on candy and ribbons and trinkets like me, but she doesn’t. She saves so that when she leaves here, she’ll have something to help give her a start.”

			I watched the Mother Superior’s firm expression, hoping it would change, but it didn’t. She took out the little bit of money, held it in her palm, and then closed her old crooked fingers around it.

			“We are to give alms to the poor and needy,” she said, “following the example of our Savior. The priests are taking a collection for la Mission Catholique in China, to feed the starving children of Shanghai. This shall go to them as an exercise in piety.”

			The two nuns turned and walked out, the underskirts beneath their holy habits swishing against the floor, the rosaries attached to their belts swinging at their sides. They motioned for Gabrielle to go with them.

			I started to cry, the kind of tears that fall silent at first. Somewhere in the back of my fevered head, I thought that at least the nuns hadn’t mentioned the lie about our father. But sobs quickly followed until my pillow was wet, my nose running. I wasn’t The Woman Who Swallows Her Tears.

			I cried for Gabrielle who still longed for Albert but covered it up with pride and lies, for Julia-Berthe, who saw ghosts in every corner, for the brothers I didn’t know. And I cried for the loss of my blue-and-white tin, that tin like an extra chamber of my heart, the most sacred one of all.

			[image: ]

			I stayed in the infirmary for a week, chills coming and going. Julia-Berthe brought me broth, warming me from the inside like a soft blanket. Eventually I got better, but if the nuns entered the room, I still coughed and groaned. I didn’t want to get out of bed. I just wanted to sleep.

			When Sister Xavier walked in at the end of the week, I winced, trying to sink back into the bedding and disappear. I waited for her to clap her hands, to shout and force me out of bed. Awake up, my glory! Awake, psaltery and harp!

			But for once, she wasn’t too loud. She didn’t call me weak or slovenly, didn’t chide me that I would end up like my mother. Instead, she told me she’d talked to the Mother Superior and convinced her not to give away my savings to the starving children in China.

			“It was wise of you to save your money,” she said. “To not be wasteful like Gabrielle. I’ll hold your savings for you, Antoinette, until it’s time for you to leave here, when you’ll really need it. Starving children in China? The poor and the needy, we have enough of that here in France. When you and your sisters first came to us four years ago, you were so thin and dirty. You only spoke in patois. You didn’t even know the Apostle’s Creed. And now, you recite it by memory.”

			She rested a hand on my head, and I swallowed hard. All the bad thoughts I’d had of Sister Xavier, and now she’d done this kindness for me.

			I’d always believed the nuns meant only to torment us. But the picture of what we’d been when we came to Aubazine and what we were now materialized before me. The nuns had shaped us like the streams carving the Massif Central. They’d given us the only home we’d known and prepared us for the world outside the convent walls, and we were better for it. Even in Decourcelle, a prince didn’t marry a girl who spoke only in patois.

		

	
		
			Eight

			We felt sure our time was coming to leave Aubazine and start lives of our own. Julia-Berthe was almost eighteen, Gabrielle almost seventeen, and I thirteen. Our forays in the outside world with Adrienne made us all the more eager.

			For the third year in a row, we celebrated le quatorze juillet in Clermont-Ferrand. But I no longer saved the money Pépère gave us. Despite Sister Xavier’s assurances, I worried that the Mother Superior would change her mind and send my savings to China. But also, I didn’t save it because I found another use for it. While Julia-Berthe helped Mémère at her market stall, Gabrielle, Adrienne, and I visited the gypsy who lurked around the fringes. Julia-Berthe, the rule follower, thought it was all blasphemy and sin. But I was guided by the verse from Jeremiah: “For I know the plans I have for you.” Maybe God etched these plans on our palms. It seemed like a good way for Him to keep track. Or maybe in the placement of a gypsy’s cards the divine let itself be shown.

			Superstition came from our father, who always carried wheat in his pocket. “For prosperity,” he’d say. When he’d come home after being away, he’d make a dramatic scene, putting a hand on each of our heads in turn, Julia-Berthe, Gabrielle, Alphonse, me, and Lucien, and then counting us. “One, two, three, four, five. Five. My lucky number.” I knew now it was all talk. He never believed anything about us was lucky. But Gabrielle had adopted the number five as her number too, drawing it in the dirt with a stick when we were little. At Aubazine, she etched five-pointed stars and crescent moons like the ones in the mysterious mosaics that we always thought were lucky, stepping on each one whenever we passed through the corridor as if it would give us some celestial power.

			The gypsy wore a purple-and-gold headscarf, her thick hair long and wild as she shuffled Lenormand cards with mysterious pictures, then spread them out. There was a ship card, cloud card, tree card, cross card, coffin card, and they meant different things in different combinations that only the gypsies could interpret. Clouds meant trouble. But clouds already sat on the hills of the Massif Central like sacks of flour. We were used to them. Money, love, that was what we wanted to know about.

			“You will have great riches one day,” the gypsy said, reading Gabrielle’s fortune.

			“She says that so I’ll spend my money now, on her,” Gabrielle whispered under her breath.

			“You will have a great love affair,” she said to Adrienne when it was her turn.

			Adrienne leaned forward. “But who will I marry?”

			To get more answers, she and Gabrielle went off to the palm reader while the gypsy read my fortune.

			The rings on her fingers clacked together as she shuffled the cards. She spread them out, revealing a coffin stacked on top of a cross. I waited for her to tell me what that meant, but she stared at me without speaking as if she could read my face, her eyes, dark and limitless, peering out from beneath the headscarf pulled low on her forehead.

			“I know the coffin can be good,” I said hopefully. “The end of something bad, for instance. Or the death of something unwanted…”

			She took the cards away without giving me a full reading.

			“What was it? What did it mean?”

			“Sometimes it’s better not to know,” she said with a warning look.

			It felt like everything inside me stopped. My heart, my lungs, even the blood in my veins. Was something terrible going to happen? “Please, tell me.”

			She studied me. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes.”

			Her voice was hushed. “An early death.”

			She wouldn’t say any more. Instead, she slipped a small ring off her pinky finger and held it out. “Take this.”

			It had a thick gold band with a round yellow stone, beautiful and opulent looking, something I imagined an élégante might wear. I’d never held anything so magnificent.

			“The stone holds the power of the sun,” the gypsy said. “It brings warmth and light to the darkest places.” She said some­thing else in a language I didn’t recognize, then her eyes went flat like curtains drawn over a window, and she turned away.

			An early death. Someone would die young. Someone would die before their time. Then, with relief, it dawned on me. Our mother. The cards were about Jeanne.

			When I showed the ring to Gabrielle and Adrienne, Gabrielle examined it as if she were an expert on gems. “It’s not real,” she said.

			“How do you know?” I asked.

			“Because it came from a gypsy.”

			Adrienne jumped in. “But that means it really could be real. Gypsies have a way of getting their hands on things. Oh, Ninette, just think, it might have once belonged to a queen!”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “Queens have fat fingers. The band is too small. It would never fit a queen.”

			“Well then,” I said, refusing to let her ruin this. “It’s just the right size for a princess.”

		

	
		
			Nine

			Gabrielle and I had our shared secret: the mélos beneath the floorboards, Decourcelle’s pages hidden in books. And I had my gypsy ring, tied to a piece of string around my neck, resting beneath my shirtwaist.

			But as summer turned to fall, Julia-Berthe surprised us with the biggest secret of all. Gabrielle and I, so caught up in the world of Decourcelle, had missed it. Everyone had. Until the day Sister Geneviève finally went in the garden shed for a rope to tie up the gate and keep it from clanging.

			Hélène, Pierrette, Gabrielle, and I were huddled around the warming stove in the sewing room, practicing our stitching for the ten thousandth time as Hélène went on and on about a boy who worked at a produce stand in the town she visited on holidays with her great aunt. His fingers had touched hers when handing her a plum, which Hélène claimed meant he was in love with her. As Hélène droned on, a loud wail from somewhere inside the convent rang out, startling all of us.

			My needle and thread slipped from my hand and dropped to the floor. It sounded like Julia-Berthe. In the past she’d been inconsolable when a hawk sailed down from the mountains, snatched up a baby rabbit, and soared off with the poor creature between its claws. And there was the time she found a bird’s nest on the ground, cracked eggs, pieces of shells, two unhatched babies, pink and wrinkled, never to grow feathers or fly.

			But this felt different.

			I jumped up in a panic, headed toward the source of what were now loud sobs, Gabrielle close behind. We hurried along the corridors and down the worn stone steps of the broad staircase to the hallway that led into the Mother Superior’s office, stopping outside the closed door. We could hear the low murmurings of the nuns. Julia-Berthe crying, repeating over and over again, “But he says he loves me.”

			He?

			Gabrielle and I exchanged glances, catching only bits and pieces of what Sister Bernadette was saying.

			“…it was the old blacksmith’s son…the one who was supposed to fix the gate…no wonder it hasn’t been fixed…if I hadn’t walked in the garden shed right then…on the verge of carnal knowledge.”

			Then, “Jesus, Mary and Joseph” and the sound of rosary beads clacking.

			For a moment I didn’t breathe. Julia-Berthe, the rule follower. Julia-Berthe, who saw the world in right and wrong, good and bad. Julia-Berthe had been sneaking off with a man?

			“But he told me he loves me,” she sobbed again to the nuns. “He loves me, and he wants to marry me.”

			The Mother Superior’s voice cut through the air. “Marry you? He already is married. His wife just had a child, baptized right here in the sanctuary.”

			Behind the door, there was a deep silence, heavy with Julia-Berthe’s misery.

			“No,” she said, her voice weak. “No. It can’t be true. He wants to marry me. Why would he say he wants to marry me if he’s already married?”

			I went stiff, the words echoing in my head. A married man. A man who lied to her. A man with a wife and child at home. A séducteur. Not unlike our father.
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