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PROLOGUE


‘PRESIDENT OF THE United States,’ she replied.


‘I can think of more rewarding ways of bankrupting myself,’ said her father as he removed the half-moon spectacles from the end of his nose and peered at his daughter over the top of his newspaper.


‘Don’t be frivolous, Papa. President Roosevelt proved to us that there can be no greater calling than public service.’


‘The only thing Roosevelt proved . . .’ began her father. Then he stopped and returned to his paper, realizing his daughter would consider the remark flippant.


The girl continued as if only too aware of what was going through her father’s mind. ‘I realize it would be pointless for me to pursue such an ambition without your support. My sex will be enough of a liability without adding the disadvantage of a Polish background.’


The newspaper barrier between father and daughter was abruptly removed. ‘Don’t ever speak disparagingly of the Poles,’ he said. ‘History has proved us to be an honourable race who never go back on our word. My father was a baron—’


‘Yes, I know. So was my grandfather, but he’s not around to help me become President.’


‘More’s the pity,’ her father replied, sighing, ‘as he would undoubtedly have made a great leader of our people.’


‘Then why shouldn’t his granddaughter?’


‘No reason at all,’ Abel said as he stared into the steel grey eyes of his only child.


‘Well then, Papa, will you back me? Because I can’t hope to succeed without your financial support.’


Her father hesitated before replying. He placed the glasses back on his nose and slowly folded his copy of the Chicago Tribune.


‘I’ll make a deal with you, my dear – after all, that’s what politics is all about. If the result of the New Hampshire primary turns out to be satisfactory, I’ll back you to the hilt. If not, you must drop the whole idea.’


‘What’s your definition of satisfactory?’ came back the immediate response.


Again the man hesitated, weighing his words. ‘If you win the primary or capture over thirty per cent of the vote, I’ll go all the way to the convention floor with you, even if it means I end up destitute.’


The girl relaxed for the first time during the conversation. ‘Thank you, Papa. I couldn’t have asked for more.’


‘No, you certainly couldn’t,’ he replied. ‘Now, can I get back to figuring out just how the Cubs could possibly have lost the seventh game of the series to the Tigers?’


‘They were unquestionably the weaker team, as the nine–three score indicates.’


‘Young lady, you may think you know a thing or two about politics, but I can assure you you know absolutely nothing about baseball,’ the man said as her mother entered the room. He turned his heavy frame to face his wife. ‘Our daughter wants to run for President of the United States. What do you think about that?’


The girl looked up at her, eagerly waiting for a reply.


‘I’ll tell you what I think,’ replied her mother. ‘I think it’s well past her bedtime and I blame you for keeping her up so late.’


Abel looked at his watch. ‘You’re quite right.’ He sighed. ‘Off you go to bed, little one.’


The girl came to her father’s side, kissed him on the cheek and whispered, ‘Thank you, Papa.’


The man’s eyes followed his eleven-year-old daughter as she left the room, and he noticed that the fingers of her right hand were clenched, making a small, tight fist, something she always did when she was angry or determined. He suspected she was both on this occasion, but he realized it would be pointless to try to explain to Zaphia that their only child was no ordinary mortal. Abel had long ago abandoned any attempt to involve his wife in his own ambitions, and was at least thankful that she was incapable of dampening their daughter’s.


He returned to the Chicago Cubs and their loss of the series and had to admit that his daughter’s judgement might even be right on that subject.


Florentyna Rosnovski did not refer to the conversation again for another twenty-two years, but when she did, she assumed her father would keep his end of the bargain. After all, as he constantly reminded her, the Polish are an honourable race who never go back on their word.
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IT HAD NOT been an easy birth, but then for Abel and Zaphia Rosnovski nothing had ever been easy, and in their own ways they had both become philosophical about having to struggle for everything they achieved. Abel had wanted a son, an heir who would one day be chairman of the Baron Group. By the time the boy would be ready to take over as chairman, Abel was confident, his own name would stand alongside those of Ritz and Statler, and by then ‘Baron’ would be the largest hotel group in the world. Abel had paced up and down the colourless corridor of St Luke’s General Hospital waiting for the first cry, his slight limp becoming more pronounced as each hour passed. Occasionally he twisted the silver band that encircled his wrist and stared at the name so neatly engraved on it. Abel had never doubted, even for a moment, that his firstborn would be a boy. He turned and retraced his steps once again, to see Dr Dodek heading towards him.


‘Congratulations, Mr Rosnovski,’ he called.


‘Thank you,’ said Abel assuming his wish had been granted.


‘You have a beautiful little girl,’ the doctor said as he reached him.


‘Thank you,’ repeated Abel quietly, trying not to show his disappointment. Without another word, he followed the obstetrician into a little room at the far end of the corridor. Through an observation window, Abel was faced with a row of wrinkled faces. The doctor pointed to the father’s firstborn. Unlike the others, her little fingers were curled into a tight fist. Abel had read somewhere that a child was not expected to manage that for at least three weeks. He smiled, proudly.


Mother and daughter remained at St Luke’s for another six days and Abel visited them every morning, leaving the Chicago Baron only when the last breakfast had been served, and every afternoon after the last lunch guest had left the dining room. Telegrams, flowers and the recent fashion of greeting cards surrounded Zaphia’s iron-framed bed, reassuring evidence that other people rejoiced in the birth. On the seventh day mother and unnamed child – Abel had chosen the boy’s name long before the birth – returned home.


A week later, they named her Florentyna, after Abel’s sister. Once the infant had been installed in the newly decorated nursery at the top of the house, Abel spent hours simply staring down at his daughter, watching her sleep and wake, knowing that he must work even harder if he was to ensure the child’s future. He was determined that Florentyna would be given a better start in life than he had had. Not for her the dirt and deprivation of his childhood or the humiliation of stepping onto Ellis Island an immigrant with little more than a few useless Russian roubles sewn into the jacket of his only suit.


He would make sure that Florentyna was given the proper education he had lacked – not that he could complain. Franklin D. Roosevelt lived in the White House, and Abel’s little group of hotels looked as if they were going to survive the Depression. America had been good to this immigrant.


Whenever he sat alone with his daughter in the little upstairs nursery he would reflect on his past and dream of her future.


When he had first arrived in the United States, Abel had found a job in a meat packers’ on the Lower East Side of New York, where he worked for two long years before applying for the position of junior waiter at the Plaza Hotel. From Abel’s first day, Sammy, the old maître d’, had treated him as though he were the lowest form of life. After four years, a slave trader would have been impressed by the hours of overtime that the lowest form of life did in order to reach the exalted position of Sammy’s assistant head waiter in the Oak Room. And while they weren’t looking, Abel spent five afternoons a week poring over books as part of his undergraduate course at Columbia University and, after dinner had been cleared away, continued to read on late into the night.


His rivals wondered when he slept.


Abel was not sure how his newly acquired degree could advance him while he was still only a waiter. The question was answered for him by a well-fed Texan named Davis Leroy, who had watched Abel serving guests in the Oak Room. It turned out that Mr Leroy owned eleven hotels, and he offered Abel the position of assistant manager at his flagship, the Richmond Continental in Chicago, with the overall responsibility of running the restaurants.


Abel was brought back to the present when Florentyna turned over and started to thump the side of her crib. He extended a finger, which his daughter grabbed like a lifeline thrown from a sinking ship. She started to bite his finger with what she imagined were teeth . . .


When Abel first arrived in Chicago he found the Richmond Continental was losing money rapidly. It didn’t take him long to discover why. The manager, Desmond Pacey, was skimming off the profits, and as far as Abel could tell probably had been for the past thirty years. The new assistant manager spent his first six months accumulating the proof he needed to nail Pacey before he presented his employer with a dossier containing the details of Pacey’s deceit. When Davis Leroy found out what had been going on behind his back he immediately sacked Pacey, replacing him with his new protégé. This spurred Abel on to work even harder, and he became so convinced he could turn the fortunes of the Richmond Group around that when Leroy’s aging sister put her 25 per cent of the company’s stock on the market, Abel cashed everything he owned to purchase the shares. Davis Leroy was touched by his young manager’s personal commitment to the company and backed it up by appointing him managing director of the group.


From that moment they became partners, a professional bond that developed into a close friendship. Abel would have been the first to acknowledge how difficult it must have been for a Texan to accept a Pole as his equal. For the first time since Abel had settled in America, he felt secure – until he discovered the Texans were just as proud a clan as the Poles.


Abel still couldn’t believe what had happened. If only Davis had confided in him, told him the truth about the extent of the group’s financial trouble – after all, who wasn’t having problems during the Depression? – between them they could have sorted something out. But it was too late, because Davis Leroy had already been warned by his bank that the value of his hotels no longer covered his overdraft of two million dollars and that he would have to put up further security before the bank would be willing to pay the next month’s wages. In response to the bank’s ultimatum, Davis Leroy had had a dinner with his daughter in the hotel’s dining room, before retiring to the Presidential Suite on the seventeenth floor with two bottles of bourbon. An hour later, he had opened the window, stepped out onto the parapet, and jumped. Abel would never forget standing on the corner of Michigan Avenue at one in the morning having to identify a body he could recognize only by the jacket Davis Leroy had worn the previous evening. The lieutenant investigating the death had commented that it had been the seventh suicide in Chicago that day. It didn’t help. How could the policeman possibly know how much Davis Leroy had meant to him, or how much more Abel Rosnovski had intended to do in return for that friendship? In a will written on the back of a menu, Davis had bequeathed the remaining 75 per cent of the Richmond Group stock to his managing director, warning Abel that although the stock was worthless, 100 per cent ownership of the group might give him a better chance to negotiate new terms with the bank.


Florentyna’s eyes blinked open and she started to howl. Abel picked her up lovingly, immediately regretting the decision as he felt her damp, clammy bottom. He changed her diaper quickly, drying the child carefully, before making a triangle of the cloth, not allowing the large pins anywhere near her body; any midwife would have approved of his deftness. Florentyna closed her eyes and nodded back to sleep on her father’s shoulder. ‘Ungrateful little brat,’ he murmured fondly as he kissed her on the forehead.


After Davis Leroy’s funeral, Abel had visited Kane and Cabot, the Richmond Group’s bankers in Boston, and pleaded with one of the junior directors not to put the eleven hotels up for sale on the open market. He tried to convince the man that if the bank would back him, he could – given time – turn the balance sheet from red into black. The smooth, cold man seated behind the large partner’s desk had proved intractable. ‘I have responsibilities to my own shareholders to consider,’ he had used as an excuse. Abel would never forget the humiliation of having to call a man of his own age ‘sir’ and still leave empty-handed. The man must have had the soul of a cash register not to realize how many people would lose their jobs because of his decision. Abel promised himself, for the hundredth time, that the day would come when he would get even with Mr William ‘Ivy League’ Kane.


Abel had travelled back to Chicago wondering what else could go wrong in his life, only to find that the Richmond Continental had been burned to the ground and the police were accusing him of arson. Arson it proved to be, but at the hands of the former manager, Desmond Pacey, bent on revenge. When arrested, he immediately admitted the crime; his only interest was Abel’s downfall. Pacey would have succeeded if the insurance company had not come to Abel’s rescue. Until that moment, Abel had even wondered if he would not have been better off in the Russian prisoner-of-war camp he had escaped from before fleeing to America. But then his luck changed when an anonymous backer, who, Abel concluded, had to be David Maxton of the Stevens Hotel, purchased the Richmond Group and offered Abel his old position as managing director, with a chance to prove he could run the company at a profit.


As he looked down at Florentyna, Abel recalled how he had been reunited with Zaphia, the self-assured girl he had first met on board the ship that had brought them both to America. How immature she had made him feel when they had first made love, but not when years later he discovered she was a waitress at the Stevens.


Three more years had passed since then, and although the newly named Baron Group had failed to make a profit in 1932, it lost only $23,000 the following year, greatly helped by Chicago’s celebration of its centenary, when over a million tourists had visited the city to enjoy the World’s Fair.


Once Pacey had been convicted of arson, Abel claimed the insurance money and immediately set about rebuilding the hotel in Chicago. He had used the interim period to visit the other ten hotels in the group, sacking staff who showed the same pecuniary tendencies as Desmond Pacey and replacing them from the long lines of unemployed that stretched across America.


Zaphia began to resent Abel’s prolonged journeys from Charleston to Mobile, from Houston to Memphis, from Dallas to Chicago, continually checking his hotels in the South. But Abel accepted that if he was to keep his side of the bargain with his anonymous backer, there would be little time to sit around at home, however much he adored his daughter. Abel had been given ten years to repay the bank loan; if he succeeded, a clause in the contract allowed him to purchase all the stock in the company for a further three million dollars. Zaphia thanked God each night for what they already had and pleaded with her husband to slow down, but nothing was going to stop Abel from fulfilling the contract to the letter.


‘Dinner’s on the table,’ shouted Zaphia at the top of her voice. Abel pretended he hadn’t heard as he continued to stare down at his sleeping daughter.


‘Didn’t you hear me?’ she shouted a second time. ‘Dinner is ready.’


‘No, sorry. On my way.’ Abel reluctantly left his daughter to join his wife for dinner. Florentyna’s thrown-out red eiderdown lay on the floor beside her cot. He picked up the fluffy quilt and placed it carefully on top of the blanket that covered his daughter. He never wanted her to feel the cold. Abel switched off the light.
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FLORENTYNA’S CHRISTENING WAS something everyone present was to remember – except Florentyna, who slept through the entire proceedings. After the ceremony at the Holy Trinity Polish Mission, the guests made their way back to the Stevens Hotel, where Abel had taken a private room. He had invited over a hundred guests to celebrate the occasion. His closest friend, George Novak, a fellow Pole who had occupied the bunk above him on the ship coming over from Constantinople, was to be one kum, while one of Zaphia’s cousins, Janina, was to be the other.


The guests devoured a traditional ten-course dinner including pierogi and bigos while Abel sat at the head of the table accepting gifts on behalf of his daughter. There was a silver rattle, US savings bonds, a copy of Huckleberry Finn and, the finest of all, a beautiful antique emerald ring from Abel’s unnamed benefactor. He only hoped that the man gained as much pleasure in the giving as his daughter showed in the receiving. To mark the occasion, Abel presented his daughter with a large brown teddy bear with red button eyes.


‘It looks like Franklin D. Roosevelt,’ said George, holding the bear up for all to see. ‘This calls for a second christening – FDR.’ Abel raised his glass. ‘Mr President,’ he toasted – or President Bear as Florentyna called him.


The party finally came to an end around 3 a.m., long after Zaphia had taken Florentyna home. Abel had to requisition a laundry cart from the hotel to transport all the gifts back to Rigg Street. George waved as Abel headed off down Lake Shore Drive, pushing the cart along the pavement.


The happy father whistled to himself as he went over every moment of the wonderful evening. Only when President Bear fell off the cart for a third time did Abel realize how swerving his path must have been down Lake Shore Drive. He picked up the bear and wedged it in the middle of the gifts and was about to attempt a straighter path when a hand touched his shoulder. Abel jumped around, ready to defend with his life anyone who wanted to steal Florentyna’s first possessions. He stared up into the face of a young policeman.


‘Maybe you have a simple explanation as to why you’re pushing a Stevens Hotel laundry cart down Lake Shore Drive at three in the morning?’


‘Yes, officer,’ replied Abel.


‘Well, let’s start with what’s in the packages.’


‘Other than Franklin D. Roosevelt, I haven’t a clue.’


The policeman wasn’t convinced, and arrested Abel on suspicion of larceny. While the recipient of the gifts slept soundly under her red eiderdown quilt in the little nursery at the top of the house on Rigg Street, her father spent a sleepless night on an old horsehair mattress in a cell at the local jail. George appeared at the courthouse early the following morning to verify Abel’s story.


[image: Scene Break Image]


Abel began to resent having to leave Chicago and his beloved Florentyna even for a few days, fearing he might miss her first step, her first word or her first anything. From the day of his daughter’s birth, he had supervised her daily upbringing, never allowing Polish to be spoken in the house; he was determined there be no trace of a Polish accent that would make her feel ill at ease among her contemporaries. Abel had intently waited for her first word, hoping it would be ‘Papa’, while Zaphia feared it might be some Polish word that would reveal she had not been speaking English to her firstborn whenever they were alone.


‘My daughter is an American,’ he explained to Zaphia, ‘and she must therefore speak English. Too many Poles continue to converse in their own language, only ensuring that their offspring spend their entire lives in the northwest corner of Chicago being described as “stupid Polacks” and ridiculed by everyone else they come across.’


‘Except their own countrymen who still feel some loyalty to the Polish empire,’ said Zaphia defensively.


‘The Polish empire?’ repeated Abel. ‘What century are you living in, Zaphia?’


‘The twentieth century,’ she said, her voice rising.


‘Along with Dick Tracy and Famous Funnies, no doubt?’


‘Hardly the attitude of someone whose ultimate ambition is to return to Warsaw as the first Polish ambassador.’


‘I’ve told you never to mention that, Zaphia. Never.’


Zaphia, whose English remained shaky, didn’t reply but later confided in her cousin that she felt they were drifting apart. Meanwhile, she continued to speak Polish whenever Abel was out of the house. Zaphia was not impressed by the fact – despite Abel continually reminding her – that General Motors’ turnover was greater than Poland’s national budget.
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By 1935, Abel was convinced that America had turned the corner and the Depression was a thing of the past, so he decided the time had come to build the new Chicago Baron on the site of the old Richmond Continental. He appointed an architect and began spending more time in the Windy City and less on the road, determined that the hotel would turn out to be the finest in the Midwest.


The Chicago Baron was topped out in May 1936, and opened by the Democratic mayor, Edward J. Kelly. Both Illinois senators were dancing attendance, only too aware of Abel’s burgeoning power.


‘Looks like a million dollars well spent,’ said Hamilton Lewis, the senior senator.


‘You wouldn’t be far wrong,’ said Abel, as the senator admired the thickly carpeted public rooms, the high stucco ceilings and the decorations in pastel shades of green. The final touch had been the dark green embossed ‘B’ that adorned everything from the towels in the bathrooms to the flag that fluttered on the top of the forty-two-storey building.


‘This hotel already bears the hallmark of success,’ said Hamilton Lewis, addressing the two thousand assembled guests, ‘because, my friends, it is the man, not the building, who will always be known as the Chicago Baron.’


Abel was delighted by the roar that went up and smiled to himself. His public relations advisor had suggested the line to the senator’s speech writer earlier in the week.


Abel was beginning to feel at ease among big businessmen and senior politicians. Zaphia, however, had not adapted to her husband’s change of lifestyle, and hovered uncertainly in the background, drinking a little too much champagne, before finally creeping away after dinner had been served, with the lame excuse about wanting to see that Florentyna was safely asleep. Abel accompanied his silent wife towards the revolving door in barely masked irritation. Zaphia neither cared for, nor understood, success on Abel’s scale and preferred not to be part of his new world. She was only too aware how much her attitude annoyed Abel and couldn’t resist saying, as he bundled her into a cab, ‘Don’t bother to hurry home.’


‘I won’t,’ he told the revolving door as he returned, pushing it so hard that it went around three more times after he had left it.


He returned to the hotel foyer to find Alderman Henry Osborne waiting for him.


‘This must be the high point in your life,’ the alderman remarked.


‘High point? I’ve just turned thirty,’ Abel reminded him.


A camera flashed as he placed an arm around the tall, darkly handsome politician. Abel smiled towards the camera, enjoying the treatment he was getting as a celebrity, and said, just loud enough for eavesdroppers to hear, ‘I’m going to put Baron hotels right across the globe. I intend to be to America what César Ritz was to Europe. Whenever an American has to travel, he must think of the Baron as his second home.’ The city alderman and Abel strolled into the dining room together, and once they were out of earshot Abel added, ‘Join me for lunch tomorrow, Henry. There’s something I need to discuss with you.’


‘Delighted, Abel. A mere city alderman is always available for the Chicago Baron.’


They both laughed heartily, although neither thought the remark particularly funny. It turned out to be another late night for Abel. When he returned home he went straight to the spare room, to be sure he didn’t wake Zaphia – or that’s what he told her the next morning.


When Abel walked into the kitchen to join Zaphia for breakfast, Florentyna was sitting in her high chair smearing a bowlful of cereal enthusiastically around her mouth and biting at most things that remained within arm’s reach – even when they weren’t food. When he had finished his waffles, dripping with maple syrup, Abel rose from his chair and told Zaphia he would be having lunch with Henry Osborne.


‘I don’t like that man,’ said Zaphia, with feeling.


‘I’m not crazy about him myself,’ admitted Abel. ‘But never forget he’s well placed in City Hall, so he’s able to do us a lot of favours.’


‘And a lot of harm.’


‘Don’t lose any sleep over him. You can leave the handling of Alderman Osborne to me,’ said Abel as he brushed his wife’s cheek and turned to leave.


‘Presidunk,’ said a voice, and both parents turned to stare at Florentyna, who was gesticulating at the floor where the two-and-a-half-year-old Franklin D. Roosevelt lay flat on his furry face.


Abel laughed, picked up the much-loved teddy bear and placed him in the space Florentyna had left for him on the high chair.


‘Pres-i-dent,’ said Abel slowly and firmly.


‘Presidunk,’ insisted Florentyna.


Abel laughed again and patted Franklin D. Roosevelt on the head. So FDR was responsible not only for the New Deal but also for Florentyna’s first political utterance.


Abel left the house, to find his chauffeur standing by the Cadillac, back door open. Abel’s driving had deteriorated as the cars he could afford improved. When he purchased the Cadillac, George had advised that he employ a driver to go with it. That morning he asked his chauffeur to slow down as they approached the Gold Coast. Abel stared up at the gleaming glass tower of the Chicago Baron and marvelled that there was no other place on earth where a man could achieve so much so quickly. What the Chinese would be happy to settle for in ten generations, he had achieved in less than fifteen years.


Abel leapt out of the car before his chauffeur could run around to open the door. He walked briskly into the hotel and took the private express elevator to the 42nd floor, where he spent the morning going over every teething problem the new hotel was experiencing: one of the passenger elevators wasn’t functioning properly, two waiters had been involved in a knife fight in the kitchen and had been sacked by George even before Abel had arrived, and the list of damages after the opening looked suspiciously high. Abel would have to look into the possibility that thefts by waiters were being recorded in the books as breakage. He left nothing to chance in any of his hotels, from who was staying in the Presidential Suite to the price of the eight thousand fresh rolls the hotel needed every week. He spent the morning dealing with queries, problems and decisions, stopping only when Alderman Osborne was ushered into Abel’s office.


‘Good morning, Baron,’ said Henry, flatteringly referring to the Rosnovski family title.


In Abel’s younger days as a junior waiter at the Plaza in New York the title had been referred to in jest. At the Richmond Continental when he was assistant manager it was whispered behind his back. Recently, everyone mouthed the prefix with respect.


‘Good morning, Alderman,’ said Abel, glancing at the clock on his desk. It was five past one. ‘Let’s have lunch.’


Abel guided Henry into an adjoining private dining room. To a casual observer, Henry Osborne would hardly have seemed a natural soulmate for Abel Rosnovski. Educated at Choate and then Harvard, as he continually reminded Abel, he had later served as a young lieutenant with the Marines in the Great War. At six feet, with a full head of black hair, with early signs of grey, he looked younger than his past history insisted he had to be.


The two men had first met as a result of the fire at the old Richmond Continental. Henry was then working for the Great Western Casualty Insurance Company, which had, for as long as anyone could remember, insured the Richmond Group. Abel had been taken aback when Henry had suggested that a small cash payment would ensure a swifter flow of the claim papers through the head office. Abel did not possess a ‘small cash payment’ in those days – athough the claim eventually found its way through because Henry also believed in Abel’s future.


Abel learned for the first time about men who could be bought.


By the time Henry Osborne was elected to the Chicago City Council as an alderman, Abel could afford a small cash payment, and the building permit for the new Baron proceeded through City Hall as though the application was on roller skates. When Henry later announced he would be running for the Ninth District of the House of Representatives in Illinois, Abel was among the first to send a sizable cheque for his campaign fund. While Abel remained wary of his new ally, he recognized that a compliant politician could be of great assistance to the Baron Group. Abel took care to ensure that none of the small cash payments – he did not think of them as bribes – was on the record and felt confident that he would be able to terminate their relationship as and when it suited him.


The dining room was decorated in the same delicate shades of green as the rest of the hotel, but there was no sign of the embossed B anywhere in the room. The furniture was nineteenth century, entirely in oak. Around the walls hung oil portraits from the same period, almost all imported. When the door was closed, it was possible to imagine that one was in another world far away from the hectic pace of a modern hotel.


Abel took his place at the head of an ornate table that could have comfortably seated eight guests, but was only laid for two.


‘It’s a bit like being in seventeenth-century England,’ said Henry, looking around the room.


‘Not to mention sixteenth-century Poland,’ replied Abel, as a uniformed waiter served smoked salmon while another poured them both a glass of Bouchard Chablis.


Henry stared down at the full plate in front of him. ‘Now I can see why you’re putting on so much weight, Baron.’


Abel frowned and quickly changed the subject. ‘Are you going to the Cubs’ game tomorrow?’


‘What’s the point? They have a worse home record than the Republicans. Not that my absence will discourage the Tribune from describing the match as a close-fought battle whatever the score, and that if a totally different set of circumstances had taken place, the Cubs would have pulled off a famous victory.’


Abel laughed.


‘One thing’s for sure,’ continued Henry, ‘you’ll never see a night game at Wrigley Field. Playing under floodlights won’t catch on in Chicago.’


‘That’s what you said about beer cans last year.’


It was Henry’s turn to frown. ‘You didn’t ask me to lunch to hear my views on baseball or beer cans, Abel, so what little plan can I assist you with this time?’


‘Simple. I want to ask your advice on what I should do about William Kane.’


Henry seemed to choke. I must speak to the chef: there shouldn’t be any bones in smoked salmon, thought Abel, before he continued.


‘You once told me, Henry, in graphic detail, what had happened when your paths crossed and how he ended up defrauding you of money. Well, Kane did far worse than that to me. During the Depression he put the squeeze on Davis Leroy, my partner and closest friend, and was the direct cause of Leroy’s suicide. To make matters worse, Kane refused to support me when I wanted to take over the management of the hotels and try to put the group back on a sound financial footing.’


‘Who did back you in the end?’ asked Henry.


‘A private investor who banks with the Continental Trust. The manager has never told me in so many words, but I’ve always assumed it was David Maxton.’


‘The owner of the Stevens Hotel?’


‘The same.’


‘What makes you think it was him?’


‘When I held the reception for my wedding and again for Florentyna’s christening at the Stevens, the bill was covered by my backer.’


‘That’s hardly conclusive.’


‘Agreed, but I’m certain it’s Maxton, because he once offered me the chance to run the Stevens. I told him I was more interested in finding a backer for the Richmond Group, and within a week his bank in Chicago came up with the money from someone who could not reveal their identity because it would clash with their other business interests.’


‘That’s a little more convincing. So tell me what you have in mind for William Kane,’ said Henry as he toyed with his wineglass and waited for Abel to continue.


‘Something that shouldn’t take up a lot of your time, Henry, but which could prove to be rewarding for you both financially and, as you hold Kane in the same high regard as I do, personally.’


‘I’m listening,’ said Henry, still not looking up from his glass.


‘I want to lay my hands on a substantial shareholding in Kane’s Boston bank.’


‘Not that easy,’ said Henry. ‘Most of the stock is held in a family trust and cannot be sold without his agreement.’


‘You seem very well informed,’ said Abel.


‘Common knowledge,’ said Henry.


Abel didn’t believe him. ‘Well, let’s start by finding out the name of every shareholder in Kane and Cabot and see if any of them are interested in parting with their stock at a price considerably above par.’


Abel watched Henry’s eyes light up as he began to consider how much might be in this transaction for him, if only he could make a deal with both sides.


‘If he ever found out what you were up to, he’d play very rough,’ said Henry.


‘He’s not going to find out,’ said Abel. ‘And even if he did, we’ll always be two moves ahead of him. Do you think you are capable of doing the job?’


‘I can only try. What do you have in mind?’


Abel realized that Henry was trying to find out what payment he could expect, but he hadn’t finished yet. ‘I want a written report the first day of every month showing Kane’s shareholdings in any company, his business commitments and any details you can obtain concerning his private life. I want everything you come up with, however trivial it may seem.’


‘I repeat, that won’t be easy,’ said Henry.


‘Will a thousand dollars a month make it a little easier?’


‘Fifteen hundred certainly would,’ replied Henry.


‘A thousand dollars a month for the first six months. If you come up with anything worthwhile, I’ll raise the figure to fifteen hundred.’


‘It’s a deal,’ said Henry.


‘Good,’ said Abel as he took his wallet from an inside pocket and extracted a cheque already made out to cash for one thousand dollars.


Henry studied the cheque. ‘You were pretty confident I would fall into line, weren’t you?’


‘No, not altogether,’ said Abel as he removed a second cheque from his wallet and held it up. It was made out for fifteen hundred dollars. Both men laughed.


‘Now let’s discuss a more pleasant subject,’ said Abel. ‘Are we going to win?’


‘The Cubs?’


‘No, the election.’


‘Sure, Landon is in for a whipping. The Kansas Sunflower can’t hope to beat FDR,’ said Henry. ‘As the President reminded us, that particular flower is yellow, has a black heart, is useful as parrot food and always dies before November.’


Abel laughed again. ‘And how about you personally?’


‘Nothing to worry about. The seat has always been a safe one for the Democrats. The challenge was winning the party nomination, not the election.’


‘I look forward to your being a congressman, Henry.’


‘I’m sure you do, Abel. And I look forward to serving you as well as my other constituents.’


Abel looked at him quizzically. ‘Considerably better, I should hope,’ he commented as a sirloin steak that almost covered the plate was placed in front of him, while a second glass was filled with a Côte de Beaune 1929. The rest of the lunch was spent discussing Gabby Hartnett’s injury problems, Jesse Owens’s four gold medals at the Berlin Olympics and the possibility that Hitler might invade Poland.


‘Never,’ said Henry, and started to reminisce about the courage of the Poles at Mons during the Great War.


Abel didn’t comment on the fact that no Polish regiment had seen action at Mons.


At two thirty-seven, Abel was back at his desk considering the problems of the Presidential Suite and the eight thousand fresh rolls.


He did not arrive home that night until nine o’clock, only to find Florentyna already asleep. But she woke as her father entered the nursery and smiled up at him.


‘President, President, President.’


Abel smiled. ‘Not me. You perhaps, but not me.’ He bent down and kissed her on the cheek while she repeated her one-word vocabulary over and over again.
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IN NOVEMBER 1936, Henry Osborne was elected to the United States House of Representatives for the Ninth District of Illinois. His majority was slightly down on his predecessor’s, a fact that could only be attributed to his lack of personal commitment, because Roosevelt had carried every state except Vermont and Maine, and in Congress the Republicans were down to 17 senators and 103 representatives. But all that Abel cared about was that his man had a seat in the House, and he immediately offered Henry the chairmanship of the Baron Group’s planning committee. Henry gratefully accepted.


Abel channelled all his energy into building more and more hotels – with the help of Congressman Osborne, who seemed able to fix building permits wherever the Baron’s eyes settled next. The cash Henry required for these favours was always paid in used bills. Abel had no idea what Henry did with the money, but it was evident that some of it had to be falling into the right hands, although he had no wish to know the details.


Despite his deteriorating relationship with Zaphia, Abel still wanted a son and began to despair when his wife failed to conceive. He initially blamed Zaphia, who also longed for a second child, and eventually she nagged him into seeing a doctor. Finally Abel agreed and was horrified to learn that he had a low sperm count: the doctor attributed this to early malnutrition and told him that it was most unlikely he would be a father again. The subject was never mentioned again, and Abel lavished all his affection and hopes on Florentyna, who grew like a weed. The only thing that grew faster was the Baron Group. Abel built a new hotel in the North, and another in the South, while modernizing and refurbishing the older hotels already in the Group.
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At the age of four, Florentyna attended her first nursery school. She insisted that Abel and Franklin D. Roosevelt accompany her on the opening day. Most of the other girls were chaperoned by women who Abel was surprised to discover were not always their mothers but often nannies and, in one case, as he was gently corrected, a governess. That night he told Zaphia that he wanted someone similarly qualified to take charge of Florentyna.


‘But why?’ asked Zaphia sharply.


‘So that no one in that school begins life with an advantage over our daughter.’


‘I think it’s a stupid waste of money. What would a governess be able to do for my daughter that I can’t?’


Abel didn’t reply, but the next morning he placed advertisements in the Chicago Tribune, the New York Times and the London Times, seeking applicants for the post of governess, clearly outlining the terms. Hundreds of replies came in from all over the country from highly qualified women who wanted to work for the chairman of the Baron Group. Letters arrived from Radcliffe, Vassar and Smith; there was even one from the Federal Reformatory for Women. But it was the reply from a lady in England who had obviously never heard of the Chicago Baron that intrigued him most.


The Old Rectory


Much Hadham


Hertfordshire


12 September 1938


Dear Sir,


In reply to your advertisement in the personal column on the front page of today’s issue of The Times, I should like to be considered for the post of governess to your daughter.


I am thirty-two years of age, being the sixth daughter of the Very Rev. L. H. Tredgold and a spinster of the parish of Much Hadham in Hertfordshire. I am at present teaching in the local girls’ school and assisting my father in his work as Rural Dean.


I was educated at Cheltenham Ladies College, where I read Latin, Greek, French and English for my higher matriculation, before taking up a closed scholarship to Newnham College, Cambridge. At the University, I sat my finals, gaining first-class awards in all three parts of the Modern Language tripos. I do not hold a Bachelor of Arts degree from the University, as their statutes preclude such awards for women.


I am available for interview at any time and I would welcome the opportunity to work in the New World.


I look forward to your reply, while remaining your obedient servant,


W. Tredgold


Abel found it hard to accept there was such an institution as Cheltenham Ladies College or indeed such a place as Much Hadham, and he was certainly suspicious of claims of first-class awards without degrees.


He asked his secretary to place a call through to Washington. When he was finally put through to the person he wished to speak to, he read the letter aloud. The voice from Washington confirmed that every claim in the letter could be accurate, and there was no reason to doubt its credibility.


‘Are you sure there really is an establishment called Cheltenham Ladies College?’ Abel insisted.


‘Most certainly I am, Mr Rosnovski – I was educated there myself,’ replied the British ambassador’s secretary.


That night Abel read the letter to Zaphia.


‘What do you think?’ he asked, although he had already made up his mind.


‘I don’t like the sound of her,’ said Zaphia, not looking up from the magazine she was reading. ‘If we must have someone, why can’t she be an American?’


‘Think of the advantages Florentyna would have if she were tutored by an English governess.’ Abel paused. ‘She’d even be company for you.’


This time Zaphia did look up. ‘Why? Are you hoping she’ll educate me as well?’


Abel didn’t comment.


The following morning he sent a cable to Much Hadham offering Miss Tredgold the position of governess.


Three weeks later Abel went to pick up the lady off the Twentieth Century Limited at the La Salle Street Station. He knew immediately he had made the right decision. As she stood alone on the platform, three suitcases of differing size and vintage by her side, she could not have been anyone but Miss Tredgold. She was tall, thin and slightly imperious, and the bun that crowned her head made her appear fully two inches taller than her employer.


Zaphia, however, treated Miss Tredgold as an intruder who had come to undermine her maternal position, and when she accompanied the new governess to her daughter’s room, Florentyna was nowhere to be seen. Two eyes peered suspiciously up from under the bed. Miss Tredgold spotted the girl first and fell on her knees.


‘I am afraid I won’t be able to help you very much if you remain there, child. I’m far too big to live under a bed.’


Florentyna burst out laughing and crawled out.


‘What a funny voice you have,’ she said. ‘Where do you come from?’


‘England,’ said Miss Tredgold, taking a seat beside her on the bed.


‘Where’s that?’


‘About a week away.’


‘Yes, but how far?’


‘That would depend on how you travelled during the week. How many ways could I have travelled such a long distance? Can you think of three?’


Florentyna concentrated. ‘From my house I’d take a bicycle, and when I’d reached the end of America, I’d take a . . .’


‘The coast of America,’ said Miss Tredgold.


Neither of them noticed that Zaphia had left the room.


It was only a few days before Florentyna turned Miss Tredgold into the brother and sister she could never have.


Florentyna would spend hours just listening to her new companion, and Abel watched with pride as the middle-aged spinster – he could never think of her as thirty-two, his own age – taught his four-year-old daughter subjects that ranged over areas he would have liked to know more about himself.


Abel asked George one morning if he could name Henry VIII’s six wives – if he couldn’t, it might be wise for them to acquire another governess from Cheltenham Ladies College before Florentyna ended up knowing more than they did. Zaphia did not want to know about Henry VIII or his wives, and she still felt that Florentyna should be brought up according to the simple Polish traditions that she felt had served her well, but she had long since given up trying to convince Abel on that subject. Zaphia carried out a routine that made it possible for her to avoid the new governess for most of the day.


Miss Tredgold’s daily routine, on the other hand, owed as much to the discipline of a Grenadier Guard officer as to the teachings of Maria Montessori. Florentyna rose at seven o’clock and with a straight spine that never touched the back of her chair received instruction in table manners and posture until she had left the breakfast room. Between seven-thirty and seven forty-five Miss Tredgold would pick out two or three news items from the Chicago Tribune, read and discuss them with her and then question her charge on them an hour later. Florentyna took an immediate interest in what the President was up to, perhaps because he seemed to be named after her bear. Miss Tredgold found she had to use a considerable amount of her spare time diligently learning the strange American system of government to be certain no question her ward might ask would go unanswered.


From nine to twelve, Florentyna and FDR attended nursery school, where they indulged in the more normal pursuits of her contemporaries. When Miss Tredgold came to pick her up each afternoon it was easy to discern whether Florentyna had selected the clay, the scissors and paste or the finger painting that particular day. At the end of every play school session she was taken straight home for a bath and change of clothes with a ‘Tut, tut’ and an occasional ‘I just don’t know.’


In the afternoon, Miss Tredgold and Florentyna would set off on some expedition her governess had carefully planned that morning without Florentyna’s knowledge – although this didn’t stop Florentyna from always trying to find out beforehand what Miss Tredgold had organized.


‘What are we going to do today?’ or ‘Where are we going?’ Florentyna would demand.


‘Be patient, child.’


‘Can we still do it if it rains?’


‘Only time will tell. But if we can’t, be assured I shall have a contingency plan.’


‘What’s a ’tingency plan?’ asked Florentyna, puzzled.


‘Something you can fall back on when everything else you have planned is no longer possible,’ Miss Tredgold explained.


Among such afternoon expeditions were walks around the park, visits to the zoo, even an occasional ride on the top of a trolley car, which Florentyna considered a great treat. Miss Tredgold also used the time to give her charge an introduction to a few words of French, and she was pleasantly surprised to find that her ward showed a natural aptitude for languages. Once they had returned home, there would be half an hour with Mama before dinner, followed by another bath before Florentyna was tucked into bed by seven o’clock. Miss Tredgold would read a few lines from the Bible or Mark Twain – not that many Americans seemed to know the difference, Miss Tredgold said in a moment of what she imagined was frivolity – and having turned the nursery light out, she sat with her charge and FDR until they had both fallen asleep.


This routine was slavishly adhered to and broken only on rare occasions such as birthdays or national holidays, when Miss Tredgold allowed Florentyna to accompany her to the United Artists Theater to see films such as Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs but not before Miss Tredgold had attended the show the previous week in order to ascertain that it was suitable for her ward. Walt Disney met with Miss Tredgold’s approval, as did Laurence Olivier, playing Heathcliff pursued by Merle Oberon, whom she went to watch three Thursdays running on her afternoon off at a cost of twenty cents a showing. She was able to convince herself it was worth sixty cents; after all, Wuthering Heights was a classic.


Miss Tredgold never stopped Florentyna from asking questions about the Nazis, the New Deal and even a home run, although sometimes she clearly didn’t understand the answers. The young girl soon discovered that her mother was not always able to satisfy her curiosity, and on several occasions even Miss Tredgold, in order not to render an inaccurate answer, had to disappear into her room and consult the Encyclopaedia Britannica.


At the age of five Florentyna attended kindergarten at the Girls’ Latin School of Chicago, where within a week she was moved up a grade because she was so far ahead of her contemporaries. In her world everything looked wonderful. She had Mama and Papa, Miss Tredgold and Franklin D. Roosevelt, and as far as her horizon could stretch, nothing seemed to be unattainable.


Florentyna sailed through the first grade, more than holding her own academically with the rest of the class, and only her size reminded everyone that she was a year younger.


Only the ‘best families’, as Abel described them, sent their children to the Latin School. But it came as something of a shock to Miss Tredgold that when she asked some of Florentyna’s friends back for tea, the invitations were politely declined. Florentyna’s best friends, Mary Gill and Susie Jacobson, came regularly, but some of the other girls’ parents made feeble excuses for not accepting, and Miss Tredgold soon became aware that although the Chicago Baron might well have broken the chains of poverty, he was still unable to break into some of the better drawing rooms in Chicago. Zaphia did not help matters, making little or no effort to get to know the other parents, let alone join any of their charity committees, hospital boards or the fashionable clubs to which so many of them seemed to belong.


Miss Tredgold did the best she could to help, but she was only a servant in the eyes of most of the parents. She prayed that Florentyna would never become aware of such prejudices – but it was not to be.
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ABEL WAS FAR too busy building his empire to give much thought to his social standing or any problems Miss Tredgold might be facing. The Group was showing steady progress, and Abel felt confident he would be able to repay the loan to his backer by 1939. In fact, Abel was predicting profits of $250,000 for the year, despite a massive building programme.


Abel’s real concerns were not in the nursery or with his hotels, but over four thousand miles away in his beloved homeland. His worst fears were realized on September 1, 1939, when Hitler marched into Poland, and two days later Britain declared war on Germany. With the outbreak of another world war he seriously considered handing control of the Baron Group over to George – who was turning out to be a trusty lieutenant – while he sailed to London to join the Polish regiment in exile. George and Zaphia managed to talk him out of the idea. Instead, Abel concentrated on raising cash and sending the money to the British Red Cross, while lobbying Democratic politicians to join the war alongside the British. FDR needs all the friends he can get, Florentyna heard her father declare one morning.


Why would her bear need friends, Florentyna wondered.


By the last quarter of 1939, Abel, with the help of a small loan from the First National Bank of Chicago, became the 100 per cent owner of the Baron Group. He predicted in the Group’s annual report that profits for 1940 would be over half a million dollars.


Franklin D. Roosevelt – the one with the red eyes and the fluffy brown fur – rarely left Florentyna’s side even when she progressed to second grade. Miss Tredgold considered that perhaps the time had come for FDR to remain at home. In normal circumstances she would have insisted – there might have been a few tears but the matter would have been resolved – but against her better judgement she let the child have her own way. It was a decision that turned out to be one of Miss Tredgold’s rare mistakes.


Every Monday, the Boys’ Latin School joined the Girls’ to be tutored in French by Mme Mettinet, the modern language teacher. For everyone except Florentyna, this was a first introduction to the language, not to mention boys. As the class chanted boucher, boulanger and épicier along with Madame, Florentyna, more out of boredom than bravado, began holding a conversation with FDR in French. Her next-door neighbour, a tall, rather lazy boy named Edward Winchester, who seemed unable to grasp the difference between le and la, leaned across and told Florentyna to stop showing off. Florentyna reddened.


‘I was only trying to explain to FDR the difference between the masculine and the feminine.’


‘Were you?’ said Edward. ‘Well, I’ll show you le difference, Mademoiselle Know-All.’ The boy grabbed FDR and with all the strength he could muster tore off one of the bear’s arms. Florentyna remained rooted to her seat in shock as Edward then took the inkwell out of his desk and poured the contents over the bear’s head.


Mme Mettinet, who had never approved of having boys in the same class as girls, rushed to the back of the room, but it was too late. FDR was already royal blue from head to toe and lay on the floor in the middle of a circle of stuffing from his severed arm. Florentyna grabbed her favourite friend, tears joining the puddled ink. Mme Mettinet marched Edward to the headmaster’s office and instructed the other children to sit in silence until she returned.


While she was away, Florentyna crawled around the floor, trying hopelessly to put the stuffing back into FDR, when a fair-haired girl Florentyna had never spoken to before leaned over and hissed, ‘Serves you right, stupid Polack.’ The class giggled at the girl’s remark and some of them started to chant, ‘Stupid Polack, stupid Polack, stupid Polack.’ Florentyna clung to FDR and prayed for Mme Mettinet’s return.


It seemed like hours, although it was only a few minutes, before the French mistress reappeared, with Edward following in her wake and looking suitably chastened. The chanting stopped the moment Mme Mettinet entered the room, but Florentyna couldn’t even make herself look up. In the unnatural silence that followed, Edward walked up to Florentyna and apologized in a voice that was as loud as it was unconvincing. He returned to his seat and grinned at his classmates.


When Miss Tredgold picked up her charge from school that afternoon she could hardly miss noticing that the child’s face was red from crying and that she walked with a bowed head, clinging onto a blue-faced FDR by his remaining arm. Miss Tredgold had coaxed the whole story out of Florentyna long before they reached home. She then gave the child her favourite supper of hamburger and ice cream, two dishes of which she normally disapproved, and put her to bed early, hoping she would quickly fall asleep. After a futile hour with a nail brush and soap spent trying to clean the indelibly stained bear, Miss Tredgold was forced to concede defeat. As she laid the damp animal by Florentyna’s side, a small voice from under the bedcovers said, ‘Thank you, Miss Tredgold. FDR needs all the friends he can get.’


When Abel returned a few minutes after 10 p.m. – he had taken to arriving home late almost every night – Miss Tredgold sought a private meeting with him. Abel was surprised by the request and immediately led her to his study. During the eighteen months she had been in his employ, Miss Tredgold had always reported the week’s progress to Mr Rosnovski on Sunday mornings between 10 and 10:30 a.m. when Zaphia accompanied Florentyna to Sunday Mass at Holy Trinity Polish Mission. Miss Tredgold’s reports were always fair and accurate; if anything, she had a tendency to underestimate the child’s achievements.


‘What’s the problem, Miss Tredgold?’ asked Abel, trying not to sound anxious. With such a break in routine, his first thought was that she was going to give her notice.


Miss Tredgold remained standing. She would never have considered sitting while in her employer’s presence. She repeated in detail what had taken place at school that day.


Abel became redder and redder in the face as the story progressed and was scarlet before Miss Tredgold came to the end.


‘Intolerable’ was his first word. ‘Florentyna must be removed immediately. I’ll personally see Miss Allen tomorrow and tell her exactly what I think of her school. I feel sure you will agree with my decision, Miss Tredgold.’


‘No, sir, I do not,’ came back an unusually firm response.


‘I beg your pardon?’ said Abel in disbelief.


‘I believe you are as much to blame as the parents of Edward Winchester.’


‘Me?’ said Abel. ‘What have I done?’


‘It’s what you haven’t done,’ replied Miss Tredgold. ‘You should have told your daughter some time ago of the reality of being Polish and how to deal with any problems that might arise because of her background. You should also have explained the Americans’ deep-seated mistrust of the Poles, a prejudice that in my own opinion is every bit as reprehensible as the English attitude towards the Irish, and only a few steps away from the Nazi’s barbaric behaviour towards the Jews.’


Abel remained silent. It was a long time since anyone had told him he was wrong about anything.


‘Do you have anything else to say?’ when he thought she’d finished.


‘Yes, Mr Rosnovski. If you remove Florentyna from Girls’ Latin, I shall have to give my notice immediately. If on the first occasion the child encounters some problem you choose to run away from it, how can I hope to teach her to cope with the real world? Having watched my own country be dragged into a war because we wanted to go on believing Hitler was a reasonable man, if slightly misguided, I can hardly be expected to pass on the same misconstruction of events to Florentyna. It will be heartbreaking for me to have to leave her, because I could not love the girl more if she were my own child, but I cannot approve of shielding her from reality because you have enough money to keep the truth conveniently hidden for a few more years. I must apologize for my frankness, Mr Rosnovski, as I have perhaps gone too far, but I cannot condemn other people’s prejudices while at the same time condoning yours.’


Abel sank back into his seat and remained silent for some time. ‘Miss Tredgold, you should have been an ambassador, not a governess. Of course you’re right. What would you advise me to do?’


Miss Tredgold didn’t hesitate. ‘The child should rise thirty minutes earlier each day for the next month and be taught Polish history. She must learn why Poland is a great nation and why the Poles were willing to challenge the might of Germany when they could never have hoped for victory. Then she will be able to face those who goad her about her ancestry with knowledge, not ignorance, and there is no one better to teach her than yourself.’


Abel looked her squarely in the eyes. ‘I see now what George Bernard Shaw meant when he said that you must first meet the English governess if you wish to discover why Britain is great.’


They both laughed.


‘I’m surprised you don’t want to make more of your life, Miss Tredgold,’ said Abel.


‘My father had six daughters. He had hoped for a boy, but it was not to be.’


‘And what of the other five?’


‘They are all married,’ she replied without bitterness.


‘And you?’


‘He once said to me that I was born to be a teacher and that the Lord’s plan took us all in its compass, so perhaps I might end up teaching someone who does have a destiny.’


‘Let us hope so, Miss Tredgold.’ Abel would have called her by her first name, but he did not know what it was. All he knew was that she signed her letters ‘W. Tredgold’ in a way that did not invite enquiries. He smiled up at her.


‘Will you join me in a drink, Miss Tredgold?’


‘Thank you, Mr Rosnovski. A glass of sherry would be most pleasant.’


Abel poured her a dry sherry and himself a large whiskey.


‘How bad is FDR?’


‘Maimed for life, I fear, which will only make the child love the battered animal the more. In the future I have decided FDR must reside at home and will only travel when accompanied by me.’


‘You’re beginning to sound like Eleanor Roosevelt talking about the President.’


Miss Tredgold laughed once more and sipped her sherry. ‘May I offer one more suggestion concerning Florentyna?’


‘Certainly,’ said Abel, who proceeded to listen intently to Miss Tredgold’s recommendation. By the time they had finished their second drink, Abel had nodded his approval.


‘Good,’ said Miss Tredgold. ‘Then, with your permission, I will deal with that problem at the first possible opportunity.’


‘Certainly,’ repeated Abel. ‘Of course, when it comes to these morning sessions, it may not be practical for me to do a whole month without a break.’ Miss Tredgold was about to speak when Abel added, ‘There may be appointments I cannot reschedule at such short notice. As I am sure you will understand.’


‘You must, Mr Rosnovski, do what you think best, and if you find there is something more important than your daughter’s future, I am sure she will understand.’


Abel knew when he was beaten. He cancelled all appointments outside Chicago for a full month and rose each morning at six. For once, even Zaphia approved of Miss Tredgold’s suggestion.
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The first day Abel began by telling Florentyna how he had been born in a forest in Poland and adopted by a trapper’s family and then later he had been befriended by a great Baron who took him into his castle in Slonim, on the Polish–Russian border. ‘He treated me like his own son,’ Abel told her.


As the days went by, Abel revealed to his daughter how his sister Florentyna, after whom she had been named, joined him in the castle and how he discovered the Baron was his real father.


‘I know, I know how you found out,’ cried Florentyna.


‘How can you know, little one?’


‘He only had one nipple,’ said Florentyna. ‘It must be, it must be. I’ve seen you in the bath. You only have one nipple, so you had to be his son. All the boys at school have two . . .’ Abel and Miss Tredgold stared at the child in disbelief as she continued, ‘. . . but if I’m your daughter, why have I got two?’


‘Because it’s only passed from father to son and is almost unknown in daughters.’


‘It’s not fair. I also want one.’


Abel began laughing. ‘Well, perhaps if you have a son, he’ll have only one.’


‘Time for you to braid your hair and get ready for school,’ said Miss Tredgold.


‘But it’s just getting exciting.’


‘Do as you are told, child.’


Florentyna reluctantly left her father and went to the bathroom.


‘What do you think is going to happen tomorrow, Miss Tredgold?’ Florentyna asked on the way to school.


‘I have no idea, child, but as Mr Asquith once advised, wait and see.’


‘Was Mr Asquith also in the castle with Papa, Miss Tredgold?’


In the days that followed, Abel explained what life had been like in a Russian prison camp and what had caused him to limp. He went on to teach his daughter the tales the Baron had taught him in the dungeons over twenty years before. Florentyna followed the history of the legendary Polish hero Tadeusz Kosciuszko, and all the other great figures who followed him through to the present day, while Miss Tredgold pointed to a map she had pinned on the bedroom wall.


Abel finally explained to his daughter how he had come into possession of the silver band he wore on his wrist.


‘What does it say?’ demanded Florentyna, staring at the tiny engraved letters.


‘Try to read the words, little one,’ said Abel.


‘Bar – on Ab – el Ros – nov – ski,’ she stuttered out. ‘But that’s your name,’ she insisted.


‘As it was my father’s.’


After a few more days, Florentyna could answer all her father’s questions, even if Abel couldn’t always answer all of hers.


At school, Florentyna waited for Edward Winchester to pick on her again, but he seemed to have forgotten the incident, and on one occasion even offered to share an apple with her.


Not everyone in the class, however, had forgotten, and one girl in particular, a fat, rather dull classmate, took special pleasure in whispering the words ‘stupid Polack’ whenever Florentyna came within her hearing.


Florentyna did not retaliate, but waited for some weeks until the girl came bottom of the class in a history test while Florentyna was top. The girl whispered loud enough for all to hear, ‘At least I’m not a Polack.’


Edward Winchester frowned, but some of the class giggled.


Florentyna waited for total silence before she responded. ‘True. You’re not a Polack; you’re a third-generation American, with a history that goes back less than a hundred years. Mine can be traced for a thousand, which is why you are bottom in history and I am at the top.’


No one in the class ever called her a stupid Polack again. When Miss Tredgold heard the story on the way home, she smiled to herself.


‘Shall we tell Papa this evening?’


‘No, my dear. Pride has never been a virtue. There are some occasions on which it is wise simply to remain silent.’


The six-year-old girl nodded thoughtfully before asking: ‘Do you think a Pole could ever be President of the United States?’


‘Certainly, as long as the American people can overcome their own prejudice.’


‘And how about a Catholic?’


‘That will become irrelevant, even in my lifetime.’


‘And a woman?’ added Florentyna.


‘That might take a little longer, child.’


That night Miss Tredgold reported to Mr Rosnovski that his lessons were proving worthwhile.


‘And when will you carry out the second part of your plan, Miss Tredgold?’ Abel asked.


‘Tomorrow,’ she replied without explanation.


[image: Scene Break Image]


At three-thirty the following afternoon Miss Tredgold was standing on the corner of the street waiting for her ward to come out of school. Florentyna was chattering to her friends when she came through the gates and they had walked for several blocks before she noticed they were not taking their usual route home.


‘Where are we going, Miss Tredgold?’


‘Patience, child, and all will be revealed.’


Miss Tredgold smiled while Florentyna seemed more concerned with telling her how well she had done in an English test that morning, a monologue she kept up all the way to Menomonee Street, where Miss Tredgold began to take more interest in the numbers on the doors than in Florentyna’s real or imagined achievements.


At last they came to a halt outside a red door that displayed the number 218. Miss Tredgold rapped on the door twice with her gloved knuckle. Florentyna stood by her side, silent for the first time since leaving school. A few moments passed before the door opened to reveal a man dressed in a grey sweater and blue jeans.


‘I’ve come in response to your advertisement in the Sun,’ Miss Tredgold said before the man had a chance to speak.


‘Ah, yes,’ he replied. ‘Won’t you come in?’


Miss Tredgold entered the house followed by a puzzled Florentyna. They were conducted through a narrow hall covered in photographs and multicoloured rosettes before reaching the back door, which led out onto a yard.


Florentyna saw them immediately. They were in a basket on the far side of the yard and she ran towards them. Six yellow Labrador puppies snuggled up close to their mother. One of them left the warmth of the clan and limped out of the basket towards Florentyna.


‘This one’s lame,’ said Florentyna, immediately picking up the puppy and studying the animal’s leg.


‘Yes, I’m afraid so,’ admitted the breeder. ‘But there are still five others in perfect condition for you to choose from.’


‘What will happen if nobody takes her?’


‘I suppose . . .’ The breeder hesitated. ‘. . . She will have to be put to sleep.’


Florentyna stared desperately at Miss Tredgold as she clung to the dog who was busily licking her face.


‘I want this one,’ said Florentyna, fearful of Miss Tredgold’s reaction.


‘How much will that be?’ asked Miss Tredgold as she opened her purse.


‘No charge, ma’am. I’m happy to see that one go to a good home.’


‘Thank you,’ said Florentyna. ‘Thank you.’


The puppy’s tail never stopped wagging all the way to its new home while to Miss Tredgold’s surprise Florentyna’s tongue never wagged once. In fact, she didn’t let go of her new pet until she was safely back inside the family kitchen. Zaphia and Miss Tredgold watched as the young Labrador limped across the kitchen floor towards a bowl of warm milk.


‘She reminds me of Papa,’ said Florentyna.


‘Don’t be impertinent, child,’ said Miss Tredgold.


Zaphia stifled a smile. ‘Well, Florentyna, what are you going to call her?’


‘Eleanor.’



   






5


THE FIRST TIME Florentyna ran for President was in 1940 at the age of six. Miss Evans, her teacher in second grade, decided to hold a mock election. The boys from the Latin School were invited to join the contest, and Edward Winchester, whom Florentyna had never quite forgiven for pouring blue ink over her bear, was chosen to run as the surrogate Mr Wendell L. Willkie. Florentyna naturally ran as FDR.


It was agreed that each candidate would give a five-minute talk to the remaining twenty-seven members of the two classes. Miss Tredgold, without wishing to influence Florentyna, listened to her deliver her speech thirty-one times – or was it thirty-two? – as she remarked to Mr Rosnovski the Sunday morning before the great election.


Florentyna read the political columns of the Chicago Tribune out loud each day to Miss Tredgold, searching for any scrap of information she could add to her speech. Kate Smith seemed to be singing ‘God Bless America’ everywhere and the Dow Jones Index had passed 150 for the first time: whatever that was, it seemed to favour the incumbent. Florentyna also read about the progress of the war in Europe and the launching of a 36,600-ton US battleship Washington, the first fighting vessel America had built in nineteen years.


‘Why are we building a battleship if the President has promised that the American people will never have to go to war?’


‘I presume it’s in the best interests of our own defence,’ suggested Miss Tredgold, who was furiously knitting socks for the boys back home, ‘just in case the Germans decide to attack America.’


‘They wouldn’t dare,’ said Florentyna.


The day that Trotsky was slain with a pickaxe in Mexico, Miss Tredgold hid the paper from her charge, while on another morning she was quite unable to explain what nylons were and why the first 72,000 pairs had been sold out in eight hours, the shops having to limit the sale to two pairs per customer.


Miss Tredgold, whose legs were habitually clad in beige lisle stockings of a shade optimistically entitled ‘Allure’, frowned as she studied the item. ‘I’m sure I shall never wear nylons,’ she declared, and indeed she never did.


When Election Day came, Florentyna’s head was crammed with facts and figures, some of which she did not fully understand, but they gave her enough confidence to believe she would win. The only problem that still concerned her was that Edward was bigger than she was. Florentyna imagined that this was a definite advantage, as she had read somewhere that twenty-seven of the thirty-two Presidents of the United States had been taller than their rivals.


The two contestants tossed a newly minted Jefferson nickel to decide the order of speaking. Florentyna won and chose to speak first, a mistake she never made again in her life. She walked to the front of the class, a frail figure, and mindful of Miss Tredgold’s last words of advice – ‘Stand up straight, child. Remember you’re not a question mark’ – she stood bolt upright in the centre of the raised wooden platform in front of Miss Evans’s desk and waited to be told she could begin. Her first few sentences came choking out. She explained her policies for ensuring the nation’s finances remained stable while at the same time promising to keep the United States out of the war. ‘There is no need for one American to sacrifice his life because the nations of Europe cannot remain at peace,’ she declared – a sentence from one of Mr Roosevelt’s speeches that she had learned by heart. Mary Gill started to applaud, but Florentyna took no notice and went on talking while, at the same time, pushing her dress down nervously with damp hands. Her last few sentences came out in a great rush, and she sat down to a lot of clapping and smiles.


Edward Winchester rose to follow her, and a few of the boys from his class cheered him as he walked up to the blackboard. It was the first time Florentyna realized that some of the votes had been decided even before the speeches began. She only hoped that was true for her side as well. Edward told his classmates that winning at kickball was the same as winning for your country, and in any case Willkie stood for all the things their parents believed in. Did they want to vote against the wishes of their fathers and mothers? Because if they supported FDR they would lose everything. This line was greeted with a splutter of applause, so he repeated it. At the end of his speech, Edward was also rewarded with claps and smiles, but Florentyna convinced herself they were no louder or wider than hers had been.


After Edward had sat down, Miss Evans congratulated both candidates and asked the twenty-seven voters to take a blank page from their notebooks and write down the name of Edward or Florentyna, according to who they felt should be President. Pens dipped furiously into inkwells and scratched across paper. Voting slips were blotted, folded and then passed forward to Miss Evans. When the teacher had received the last one, she began to unfold the little rectangles and place them in front of her in separate piles, a process that, to Florentyna, seemed to take hours. The whole classroom remained silent throughout the count, which in itself was an unusual occurrence. Once Miss Evans had unfolded every sheet of paper, she counted the twenty-seven votes slowly and carefully, and then double-checked them.


‘The result of the mock election’ – Florentyna held her breath – ‘for President of the United States is thirteen votes for Edward Winchester’ – Florentyna nearly cheered: she had won – ‘and twelve votes for Florentyna Rosnovski. Two people left their papers blank, which is called abstaining.’ Florentyna couldn’t believe it. ‘I therefore declare Edward Winchester, representing Wendell Willkie, to be the new President.’


It was the only election FDR lost that year, but Florentyna was unable to disguise her disappointment and ran to hide in the girls’ locker room to be sure no one could see her crying. When she came out she found Mary Gill and Susie Jacobson waiting for her.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Florentyna, trying to put a brave face on the result. ‘At least I know both of you supported me.’


‘We didn’t.’


‘You didn’t?’ asked Florentyna in disbelief.


‘We didn’t want Miss Evans to find out that we weren’t sure how to spell your name,’ said Mary.


On the way home, after Miss Tredgold had heard the story seven times, she made so bold as to ask if the child had learned anything from the exercise.


‘Oh, yes,’ replied Florentyna emphatically. ‘I’m going to marry a man with a very simple name.’


Abel laughed when he heard the story that night and repeated it to Henry Osborne over dinner. ‘Better keep your eye on her, Henry, because it won’t be long before she’s after your seat.’


‘I’ve still got fifteen years before she can vote, and by then I’ll be ready to hand the constituency over to her.’


‘What are you doing about convincing the International Relations Committee that we ought to be in this war, and not watching it from a safe distance?’


‘FDR will do nothing until the result of the election is declared. Everybody knows that, including Hitler.’


‘If that’s so, I only pray that Britain won’t be defeated before we join in because America will still have to wait until November to confirm FDR as President.’
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During the year Abel broke ground on two more hotels, in Philadelphia and San Francisco, and had opened negotiations for his first hotel in Canada, the Montreal Baron. Although his thoughts were rarely far from the success of the Group, something else still remained on his mind.


He wanted to be in Europe, and it wasn’t to build hotels.
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At the end of the fall term, Florentyna got her first spanking. In later life she always associated this with snow. Her classmates decided to build a massive snowman, and each member of the class had to bring something to decorate him with. The snowman ended up with raisin eyes, a carrot nose, potato ears, an old pair of garden gloves, a cigar and a hat supplied by Florentyna. On the last day of the term all the parents were invited to view the snowman, and many of them remarked on its magnificent hat. Florentyna beamed with pride until her father and mother arrived. Zaphia burst out laughing, but Abel was not amused at the sight of his fine silk topper on the head of a grinning snowman. Once they had arrived home, Florentyna was taken to her father’s study and given a long lecture on the irresponsibility of taking things that did not belong to her. Abel bent her over his knee and gave her three hard slaps with a hairbrush.


That Saturday night was one she would never forget.


That Sunday morning was one America would always remember.


The Rising Sun appeared over Pearl Harbor on the wings of hostile aircraft and crippled the US battle fleet, virtually wiping out the base and killing 2,403 Americans. The United States declared war on Japan the following day and on Germany three days later.


Abel immediately summoned George to inform him he was going to join the American forces before they sailed for Europe. George protested, Zaphia pleaded and Florentyna cried. Miss Tredgold did not venture an opinion.
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Abel knew he had to settle one more thing before leaving America. He called for Henry.


‘Did you spot the announcement in the Wall Street Journal, Henry? I nearly missed it because of all the news about Pearl Harbor.’


‘You mean the merger of Lester’s with Kane and Cabot, which I predicted in last month’s report? Yes, I already have the full details.’ Henry took a file from his briefcase and passed it to Abel. ‘I guessed that was what you wanted to see me about.’


Abel flipped through the file until he came across the relevant article, which Henry had underlined in red. He read the paragraph twice and then started to tap his fingers on the table. ‘The first mistake Kane has made.’


‘I think you may be right,’ said Henry.


‘You’re earning your fifteen hundred dollars a month, Henry.’


‘Perhaps it’s time to make it two thousand.’


‘Why?’


‘Because of Article Seven in the new bank’s rules.’


Abel studied the bank’s articles for some time before he spoke. ‘Why do you think he allowed the new clause to be inserted in the first place?’ he asked.


‘To protect himself. It hasn’t occurred to Mr Kane that someone might take advantage of the clause to destroy him, because by exchanging all his shares in Kane and Cabot for the equivalent Lester shares he’s lost control of the smaller bank but not gained control of the larger one. While he holds only eight per cent of the shares in the new venture, he has insisted on that clause being inserted to stop any transaction being passed by the board for at least twelve months, including the appointment of a new chairman.’


‘So all we have to do is get hold of eight per cent of Lester’s stock and turn his own carefully inserted clause against him as and when it suits us.’ Abel paused. ‘I don’t imagine that will be easy.’


‘That’s why I’ve asked you for a raise.’
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Abel found the task of being accepted to serve in the armed forces considerably more difficult than he had at first imagined. The army was not polite about his sight, his weight, his heart or his general physical condition. Only after some string pulling did he manage to secure a job as a quartermaster with the Fifth Army Corps under General Mark Clark, who was waiting to sail for Africa. Abel jumped at the one chance to be involved in the war and disappeared to officer candidate school. Miss Tredgold did not realize until he had left Rigg Street how much Florentyna was going to miss her father. She tried to convince the child the war would soon be over, but she did not believe her own words. Miss Tredgold had read too much history.


Abel returned from training school as a major, slimmer and fitter, but Florentyna hated seeing her father in uniform, because everyone else she knew in uniform was leaving Chicago and they never seemed to come back.


On April 17, 1942, Abel waved goodbye to his wife and daughter and left New York on the SS Bonnguen. Florentyna, who was still only eight, was convinced goodbye meant forever. Mother assured her daughter that Papa would return home very soon.


Like Miss Tredgold, Zaphia did not believe that – and this time neither did Florentyna.
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When Florentyna progressed to the fourth grade she was appointed secretary of her class, which meant she kept the weekly minutes of class meetings. When she read her report aloud to the rest of the class each week, no one in the fourth grade showed much interest, but in the heat and dust of Algiers, Abel, torn between laughter and tears, read each line of his daughter’s earnest work as if it were the latest best-seller. Florentyna’s most recent fad, much approved of by Miss Tredgold, was the Brownie scouts, which allowed her to wear a uniform like her father. Not only did she enjoy dressing up in the smart brown outfit, but she soon discovered she could cover the sleeves with different coloured badges for such enterprises as varied as helping in the kitchen and collecting used stamps. Florentyna was awarded so many badges, so quickly, that Miss Tredgold had to keep sewing them on while trying to find a new space for each one; knots, cooking, gymnastics, animal care, handicrafts, stamps, hiking, followed quickly one after another. ‘It would have been easier if you had been an octopus,’ commented Miss Tredgold. But final victory was to be hers when her charge won a badge for needlework and had to sew the little yellow triangle on for herself.


When Florentyna progressed to the fifth grade, where the two schools joined together for most classes, Edward Winchester was appointed president of his class, mainly because of his feats on the soccer field, while Florentyna retained the post of secretary despite having better grades than anyone else including Edward. Her only disasters were in geometry, where she came in second, and in the art room. Miss Tredgold always enjoyed re-reading Florentyna’s reports and positively relished the remarks of her art teacher. ‘Perhaps if Florentyna managed to get more paint on the paper rather than on everything that surrounded it, she might hope to become an artist, rather than a house painter.’


But the line Miss Tredgold would never forget was written by Florentyna’s homeroom teacher, ‘This pupil mustn’t cry when she is second.’
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As the months passed, Florentyna became aware that many of the children in her class had fathers taking part in the war. She soon discovered that her home was not the only one that had to deal with an absent father. Miss Tredgold enrolled Florentyna in ballet and piano lessons to keep every moment of her spare time occupied. She even allowed her to accompany Eleanor to the K-9 Corps as a useful pet, but the Labrador was sent home because she limped. Florentyna wished they would do the same to her father. When the summer holidays came, Miss Tredgold, with the approval of Florentyna’s mother, extended their horizons to New York and Washington, despite the travel restrictions imposed by the war. Zaphia took advantage of her daughter’s absence to attend fundraising meetings in aid of Polish soldiers returning from the front.


Florentyna was thrilled by her first trip to New York, even though she had to leave Eleanor behind. There were skyscrapers, large department stores, Central Park and more people running up and down the pavements than she had ever seen before; but despite all the excitement, it was Washington she most wanted to visit. The journey was Florentyna’s first in an aeroplane, and Miss Tredgold’s as well. As the plane followed the line of the Potomac River into Washington’s National Airport, Florentyna stared down in awe at the White House, the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial and the as yet unfinished Jefferson building. She wondered if it would be a memorial or a monument and asked Miss Tredgold to explain the difference. Miss Tredgold hesitated and said they would have to look up the two words in Webster’s dictionary when they returned to Chicago, as she wasn’t certain if there was a difference. It was the first time Florentyna realized that Miss Tredgold didn’t know everything.


‘It’s just like in the pictures,’ she said as she stared down out of the tiny aeroplane window at the Capitol.


‘What did you expect?’ said Miss Tredgold.


Henry Osborne had organized a special visit to the White House and a chance to watch the Senate and House in session. Once Florentyna entered the gallery of the Senate Chamber, she was mesmerized, and listened carefully as each senator rose from his desk to address the house. Miss Tredgold had to drag her away like a boy from a football pitch, but it didn’t stop her asking Henry Osborne more and more questions. He was surprised by the knowledge the nine-year-old girl already possessed, even if she was the daughter of the Chicago Baron.


Florentyna and Miss Tredgold spent the night at the Willard Hotel. Her father had not yet built a Baron in Washington, although Congressman Osborne assured them that one was in the pipeline; in fact, he added, the site had already been fixed.


‘What does “fixed” mean, Mr Osborne?’


Florentyna received no satisfactory reply either from Henry Osborne or from Miss Tredgold, and decided to also look that word up in Webster’s dictionary.


That night Miss Tredgold tucked the child into a large hotel bed and left the room assuming that after such a long day her charge would quickly fall asleep. Florentyna waited for the door to close before switching the light back on. She then retrieved her guide to the White House from under the pillow. FDR in a black cloak stared up at her. ‘There can be no greater calling than serving one’s country’ was printed boldly on the line underneath his name. She read the booklet through twice, but it was the final page that fascinated her most. She started to memorize it and fell asleep a few minutes after one, the light still on.


During the return flight home Florentyna again carefully studied the last page of the White House guide, while Miss Tredgold followed the progress of the war in the Washington Times-Herald. Italy had virtually surrendered, although it was clear the Germans still believed they could win. Florentyna didn’t interrupt Miss Tredgold once between Washington and Chicago, and the governess wondered if she was simply exhausted from so much travelling. On arriving home she allowed Florentyna to go to bed early, but not before she had written a thank-you letter to Congressman Osborne. When Miss Tredgold came to put the light out, Florentyna was still studying the guide to the White House.


It was just after ten-thirty when Miss Tredgold went down to the kitchen to make her nightly cup of cocoa before retiring. On climbing the stairs, she heard what sounded like a chant. She tiptoed slowly to Florentyna’s bedroom door and remained still as she listened to the firmly whispered words: ‘One, Washington; two, Adams; three, Jefferson; four, Madison.’ She went through every President without a mistake. ‘Thirty-one, Hoover; thirty-two, FDR; thirty-three, Unknown; thirty-four, Unknown; thirty-five, thirty-six, thirty-seven, thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty, forty-one, Unknown; forty-two . . .’ There was a moment’s silence, then: ‘One, Washington; two, Adams; three, Jefferson . . .’ Miss Tredgold tiptoed back to her room and lay awake for some time staring at the ceiling, her untouched cocoa going cold beside her as she recalled her father’s words: ‘You were born to be a teacher and the Lord’s plan takes us all in its compass; perhaps you will teach someone of destiny.’ The President of the United States, Florentyna Rosnovski? No, thought Miss Tredgold, Florentyna was right: she would have to marry someone with a simple name.
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Florentyna rose the next morning, bade Miss Tredgold bonjour and disappeared into the bathroom. After feeding Eleanor, who now seemed to eat more than she did, Florentyna read in the Chicago Tribune that FDR and Churchill had conferred on the unconditional surrender of Italy, and told her mother joyfully that surely that meant Papa would be home soon.


Zaphia hoped she was right and commented to Miss Tredgold how well Florentyna looked. ‘And how did you enjoy Washington, my dear?’


‘Very much, Mama. I think I’ll live there one day.’


‘Why, Florentyna, what would you possibly do in Washington?’


Florentyna looked up and met Miss Tredgold’s eyes. She hesitated for a few seconds and then turned back to her mother. ‘I don’t know. Would you please pass the marmalade, Miss Tredgold?’
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