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For my family






prologue

I leaned into the fog that surrounded the ferry. The sky was gray and close to dawn, which meant close to docking in Calais and close to the Blue Train to Paris. My knuckles were white from gripping the railing. The air was freezing but my cheeks were burning. I felt fuzzy, high from lack of sleep, lack of food, from too much sex and fear and not enough love.

The still, damp air ran its fingers over my face. My head filled with the growl of the engine, the slap of the English Channel against the hull, with the long, low call of gulls. Their caws echoed through the fog so that each bird seemed a multitude, each call seemed to come from another world. I imagined these gulls were my mother wailing from the underworld, that she was trapped and needed me to release her. If I could find her final diary, if I could find the reason she left for Australia, then perhaps I could finally understand her and release her memory.

I was still dressed in the thin clothing of an Australian spring, but here I shivered constantly and almost uncontrollably. It wasn’t just that the wool of my red coat failed to do its job, or that my scarf invited in every whisper of wind, or that my red gloves should have been leather lined in cashmere; it wasn’t just that I had recently returned from a year away in Sydney and I was no longer used to Europe’s many-mannered chills.

I shivered because I was finally free of my old life. With every minute on the water, more terribly and irrevocably free.

The ferry’s horn sounded, long and low, scattering all my morbid visions. The horn meant France was imminent, yes, the shore was in sight, the sailors had started their fast work of unwinding ropes and aligning gangplanks. I had only the smallest bag with me and I clung to the handle of my slender suitcase. I was first onto the jetty, a jaunty red parrot among the sleepy pigeons. I was first on the Blue Train to Paris, first in the dining car, and certainly the only person to order champagne in the trembling morning.

The fields rolled by, weeds sprouting and children clambering over the abandoned war machinery as if it were ancient ruins. I couldn’t stand to see my reflection in the debris of the recent past; I couldn’t look away from the craters and unnatural hills of burial mounds and collapsed trenches. I smoked the last of my cigarettes and drank more than was sensible on an empty stomach.

But I wasn’t here to be sensible or any of those other words that imprison a woman—respectable, obedient, compliant, normal, good. I was here to smear blood-red lipstick on glasses and collars and skin. I was here to slip off my shoes and my hat and let my neck be caressed by the morning air. I was here to dance wildly, eat ravenously, and laugh at the dark.

I was here to live.
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I could only get to Paris via Calais, via Dover, via London, and I was in London this October with a mixture of relief and dread—relief that I was finally in Europe, dread that I would be discovered by my relatives and forced to stay in London. I was so intent on leaving as soon as possible that I hadn’t even bothered to book a hotel. But as soon as possible could not be immediately. I had to see my patron saints before I could embark on my pilgrimage, patron saints in the form of young veterans and my best friends, Saint Tom of My Heart and Saint Bertie of the Bedroom.

London was charcoal and electric. I always had this feeling when I arrived in the Empire’s epicenter. The air crackled and possibility hid in every tiny lane, and I never knew, when I entered a room, whether glory or ignominy awaited me. The dull exteriors of the buildings, in sooty stone and pale brick, the drab clothes of the Londoners, all gray and brown and black, were a ruse. With so many people coming and going, living and dying, in this city, I was always guaranteed to find exactly what, or who, I needed.

I couldn’t help but think of who I needed as I rode the Underground to Blackfriars. The crush of bodies made the air stink of warm human trapped in damp wool, a smell so peculiar to London that I almost liked it. It had been like this during the war when I had traveled here on leave, supposedly to visit my aunt Petunia and my English mother’s other relatives, but in reality, I had slept through most of the days to creep out each night, with the help of her indulgent butler, to carouse with friends. Then the stink of wool had been from wet uniforms, combined with Woodbine smoke and mud and the odd whiff of cordite. I couldn’t help but remember what I had needed then—a warm embrace, so unexpectedly yet expertly supplied by Bertie—and how that mirrored what I needed now.

I wriggled out of the carriage, my coat almost catching in the doors, and feelings from 1917 caught up with me. Then, my edges had been ragged, my emotions overused and oppressed, I needed release yet feared that release would overwhelm and overpower me and I’d never be able to climb back into my uniform. I breathed in deeply, to remind myself that it was 1922, not 1917, and I no longer had a uniform or needed permission to travel. I looked around. The stairs up to the river were full of clerks, not soldiers. My black nursing boots had been replaced by high-heeled brogues in the same scarlet red as my coat. Like me, London had donned a fancy tie and put a sweet flower in its buttonhole, it drank cocktails and it played croquet… but it couldn’t forget. Memories of the war lurked in every look, in every wracking cough and quick purchase of the newspaper. I was far from immune.

The only cure for these memories was a hug from a patron saint. I had to stop myself from running all the way to Tom’s office and in doing so breaking a heel, or my ankle, on the cobblestones. I could hear pigeons trill over the honk and bray of the traffic, I could feel the city tremble through the footpath. The sky was a slate roof too close to the double-decker buses. But Tom, my Tom-Tom, my boy from home, was hopefully just around the corner, just up the stairs, just behind the front desk—

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but Mr. Arthur isn’t in London at present. He’s on assignment in…”

“Turkey!” boomed an Australian voice from inside the office, “Or Greece—it depends who you ask, ha! Anyway, he’s filing copy from Smyrna.” The booming voice came out to reception in the form of a pre-war three-piece suit, gray hair, gray moustache, round red face and round eyes; all he was missing was the top hat and the can-can dancer on his knee. This must be Tom’s boss, the man he only ever called Old Buffer.

“Miss…?”

“Button.” I put out my hand to shake his, to his surprise. “Kiki Button. I grew up with Tom in Australia. When is he due back in London?”

“How long is a war?” His grin was more of a leer. “When the fires have gone out, Miss Kiki Button. His copy is too good to pull him out of danger yet. Not that I expect you to know what’s happening there—”

“From what I read, it has been happening, with equal ferocity from both the Greeks and Turks, since the end of the war. ‘It’ being, of course, the siege of Smyrna.”

“You’re well-informed, for a woman.”

“No, I’m just well-informed.” I ignored his snort of laughter. “Where’s he staying?”

“If he sleeps at all it’ll be a miracle,” said Old Buffer. “But Shereen here knows where to contact him. Say, you’re not one of the girls who keeps him in Paris, are you?”

“Girls? Not in the plural.”

I was saved from further leers by Shereen, letting me know that Tom had a bed at the Empire Hotel in the port of Smyrna and could be contacted there. Old Buffer just looked me up and down before heading back into the office with its endlessly ringing telephone and drone of the wireless.

I should have known that Tom wouldn’t be in London. Hadn’t I been reading the papers all the way from Sydney about the endless fighting on Europe’s fringes? Hadn’t I read our hometown paper, the one he worked for, every day since I had arrived in Sydney last December? His byline was everywhere, reporting on a skirmish here and mob violence there, as he traveled through the vanquished and victorious nations from Aachen to Archangel to Odessa to Constantinople. Reading that newspaper and following his frenetic journey was, for months, the only link I had to a world outside my grief.

I clipped down the worn marble stairs and inhaled my cigarette with too much ferocity. It was absurd for me to be so disappointed. Yet who else would I want first, after a year away, but my darling Tombola? London traffic whizzed by, always changing and always the same: rushed, crushed, and vibrant. I would have to settle for sending Tom an invitation to Paris via telegram.

I had already sent a telegram to Bertie. If I had tried to surprise him, I could have ended up in a boys-only cabaret in Soho, or drinking gin with lush luvvies in a back alley in Covent Garden, or simply sitting for hours in the reception of the Star waiting for Bertie to return from one of his famously long lunches. I needed my job back as the Star’s Paris correspondent, I needed to know that the editor had forgiven my long absence and would let me be a gossip columnist once again. I needed to see Bertie, quickly and completely, before I left London. Once I got to Paris, I doubted I would leave.

I walked down Fleet Street to where it met the Strand and Soho. I was now regretting being too impatient to leave my suitcase at Victoria Station, as my right arm had started to ache and I leaned to the left with the heft of it. I would arrive at the Star sweaty and puffed with dark circles at my armpits—hardly the best look to convince the editor that I could party with haute Paris with aplomb, pizzazz, insouciance. I removed my scarf, gloves, and coat and relished the sharp breeze that teased my scarlet silk dress, its fluttery fluted skirt and huge sleeves moving in conversation with the traffic sounds and air that threatened rain. I took the wooden stairs to the office, the walls covered with playbills, and announced myself to Mavis at reception.

“Kiki?” Bertie called over the office noise, with its clatter of typewriters, telephones, and high heels on a parquet floor. I was about to call back but the call stuck in my throat; I had the sensation of my chest tightening, a lump in my throat that I wanted to cough out, my mouth open but nothing on my tongue but stale smoke. Bertie poked his head around the door and for a moment all I could see was his smile and all I could feel were his long limbs as he wrapped his arms around me.

“Caramel check,” I said as I stroked his lapel.

“Caramel cashmere with a chocolate check, actually.”

“And your lozenges?”

“Caramels, of course.”

He always had a packet of lollies in his pocket, bought new each day to match his outfit. I was so glad that habit hadn’t changed; I was so glad he understood what I was saying when I spoke about his clothes. I stroked back the stray strand of sandy hair that had escaped his pomade. He had a couple more wrinkles than last year and the shadows beneath his eyes were darker, he no longer smelled of Woodbines, but some strong tobacco that I didn’t recognise, he had a few gray hairs at his temples; subtle changes that told me that age was coming as quickly to him as it was to all of us war veterans.

“Have one.” He shook the packet of caramels at me. “You need one.”

“I need a cigarette.”

“Like you need a bullet in the brain. You do know that, despite the fact you put them in your mouth, cigarettes are not actually food?”

“Are you here to lecture me or to buy me a drink?”

“Mavis,” he called over his shoulder as he took my suitcase and my arm, “I’m off to lunch.”

“Again, Mr. Browne?”

Bertie only raised his eyebrow in reply.
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“So, Kiki, the Ritz or the river?” Bertie flipped up the collar of his caramel overcoat and raised his voice over the traffic.

“The river.”

“Perfect answer.” He waved away the cab that had pulled up beside us and took my hand as we scurried across the road.

“What’s on the river?”

“My boat. Well, barge, to be precise. My landlady was beyond the pale, always asking me why young men came over and didn’t leave until dawn, why I didn’t come home each night, reading me Bible passages—”

“Acting like Nanny?”

“Nanny introduced me to her dishy godson last Christmas, all pillowy lips and creamy skin, so no, nothing like Nanny.”

He tucked my hand into his arm as he led me down little lanes, cobbled and dark, with shops touting second-hand books, maps, shoe repairs, and pawned watches.

“So anyway, thoroughly sick of my surroundings—Chelsea is full of posers, Fitzrovia full of socialists, Belgravia full of snobs—I used to walk down to the river and sit in the freezing wind, watching the boats bob up and down. One day an old waterman, like someone out of Dickens, tipped his cap and offered me his ‘nevvy’s vessel,’ as his ‘nevvy’ wasn’t in a fit state to use it anymore. It was red with black roses, equipped with a bed and sink and table, and I forgot to go back to the office.”

“Office? What office?”

“Exactly. All summer I pootled up to Oxford and beyond, to picnic on the riverbank, to let the sun set over my bobbing body.”

The Thames rippled gray-blue at the bottom of the lane.

“Alone?”

“Only sometimes.” He smiled. “A jug of Pimm’s can be shared just as easily with a good book as a handsome lad. I devoured both over the summer, trying desperately not to miss you.”

“I think you succeeded.”

“No,” he kissed my hand, “I only distracted myself, as always. Too many boys…”

“And too many ghosts.”

His heavy exhale seemed to say everything: the pain that still lingered from the war in the form of stray aches; memories that ambushed ordinary moments; the preciousness of friends, and their absence filled with wine, sex, and cigarettes; life held too lightly, like one of the brittle red leaves that fluttered to the footpath along the riverbank.



“Bertie, it’s perfect.” I sat on the roof of his barge, a large whisky beside me, my red scarf wrapped tightly against the weather, watching the trucks and buses rumble over the bridges. “What luck the waterman found you.”

“It’s the only time I’ll let myself believe in fate.” He gave me a look that was easy to interpret: As opposed to the war when, if you believed in fate, you’d go mad with the injustice of it. You could only believe in luck. Seeing Bertie with the wind in his hair, pushing our floating party to a more secluded spot where we could kiss and gossip, I felt very lucky indeed.

We had to keep close to the bank in order for him to use his punt. We could see all the urchins and amputees as they combed the shore. The smells of London were different here too—river mud, salt, rotting vegetation, diesel, and old fish. Here was a London that my mother could never have known, that I only encountered when I nursed East End privates for the first time in 1915.

“Bertie, you can’t expect me to believe that you have spent months punting all the way to Oxford and back.”

“Of course not, Kiki. I hired a tug to drag me out of London and punted from there. I don’t mind a sailor…”

“Who does?”

“But I don’t want to be one. As it is, I’ve had to let out quite a few jackets to accommodate the increased muscle in my shoulders.”

“Oh stop.”

“Any more and I’d have to get a whole new wardrobe.”

“Would that be so bad?” It was too windy for a hat and my hair kept flicking in my face.

“Not if you were here to help me choose it.”

“Here I am.”

“Until when?”

“Paris tomorrow and then forever.”

“Sydney was that awful, was it?”

I raised my whisky glass to him and took a big gulp. I couldn’t say more in a shout across the London afternoon. Talk of my extended absence would have to wait for the privacy provided by the moon, stars, and liquid night.

We let the tide carry us along for a while, Bertie using the punt to guide the barge. We were headed to Raven’s Ait, a river island that held only a rowing club, various blue wooden buildings, and some bedraggled gardens. Bertie docked quietly at a jetty that hid beneath some overgrown trees. Dead leaves spilled on the river’s surface. The city was just on the bank but it seemed barely there, the traffic noise hushed by the swish of water against wood. Dusk appeared over the river, the slate sky darkening, and a chill rose from the water. I pulled my coat closer and tucked my feet beneath me. Bertie handed me more whisky from a box on deck.

“My brother sent me a whole crate from Scotland, it’s his new business venture.” He settled in beside me. “I don’t have any food.”

“Do you usually eat?”

“No, not usually. But you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” He picked up my hand and ran his thumb over the too-prominent wrist bone.

“I thought I might try it again in Paris. Eclairs, you know… and cheese…”

“There wasn’t any cheese in Australia?”

He kept hold of my hand, a lifeline to the world, an anchor in joy so that I couldn’t float away into sorrow. I lit a cigarette with my other hand and added my smoke to the hazy sky.

“The funeral was the easy part. They’d waited so long, my ancient aunt had insisted on waiting for my return, that my mother was already boxed up and ready to go. I got off the boat in the morning, threw dirt in her grave at lunchtime, and was on the train to my father’s property that afternoon. I was back on the train to Sydney a fortnight after that. It was the long goodbye in the form of packing up her life that was…”

“Awful? Dreadful? Woeful?”

“Sorting out her clothes was fine, they all went to local charities. Her books were sold, her furniture went under the hammer…”

“Is that what took you so long?”

“A year to sell some books? That took a few weeks at most. No, it was…” The crickets chirruped their encouragement. I took a slug of whisky. “I read her diaries.”

“Were there many?”

“She wrote almost every day since she left England more than twenty-seven years ago.”

“That’s what kept you in Sydney.”

“I sat in her terrace by the harbor, the lorikeets screeching during the day and the bats squeaking in the fruit trees at night. I read every page, I couldn’t stop myself. They were boring and repetitive in the way all diaries are, even her constant trips to Europe, and yet… I sat in her house with no furniture but a bed and an armchair, building a picture of a woman it was too late to know.”

The terrace had been cool through the summer, shaded and sandstone, while the rest of the city had boiled. The harbor had glittered and shimmied, dotted with yachts that bobbed through the endless syrupy sunshine.

“My aunt came over one day and almost had a fit. I hadn’t been out in weeks except to the corner shop for biscuits and sherry and tea that I drank black so I didn’t have to bother with milk. I was in my grimy slip, with stains on the embroidered peonies of my mother’s favorite dressing gown, using her extensive teacup collection as ashtrays, sherry goblets, tea cups, soap dishes… I think my aunt actually screeched, galah that she is.”

“What’s a galah?”

“An Australian parrot. It’s also a nickname for an idiot. She shoved me into my coat and took me to her house to be cleaned, washed, dried, aired, fed, and watered. I had to stay until my hair was brushed shiny, my laundry dried and pressed, and I’d eaten three solid meals—although she scaled down ‘eaten’ to ‘attempted’ when I threw up mashed potato and chicken pie all over her carpet.”

“What a galah.”

“Precisely. The maids looked askance at the ragged adult niece. All except Martha, who just brushed my hair over my morning coffee, and said, ‘You’ve always been a scamp, Katherine. I don’t know why the Mistress thinks you’ll change.’ ”

“My mother’s maid is also an ally from childhood.”

“She used to darn the holes in my stockings I got from climbing trees. She would smile then too. Anyway, after two days of my aunt’s shrill harangue I was dragged into recovery. I threw out the black mourning clothes I’d been wearing and bought this red ensemble. I cut my hair short, I ordered a meal I could actually eat…”

“Which was?”

“Raspberry tart and cream.” I shrugged. “I didn’t have the heart for hearty. I sold the house and the teacups—do you know, the teacups fetched almost as much as the house? Apparently, they were rare antiques! Of course, the one I’ve kept for myself is chipped and cheap, patterned with nasturtiums and as big as a soup bowl. It was always my favorite. I packed up the few things I could take with me and booked my ticket for London.”

“And your father?”

“I haven’t seen him since the funeral.”

“Kiki!” Bertie sounded shocked.

“After the diaries… I just couldn’t.”

“He was a brute to her?”

“Worse. He adored her.” A slight breeze stirred the leaves on the water’s surface, flashing golden in the streaks of light from the shore. “I couldn’t face my father once I knew why he couldn’t face me.”

“You look like your mother? Mrs. Button never had bobbed hair.”

“She kept her long luscious locks to the end. But there was a studio photograph in one of the diaries, from the year before she married. We don’t look obviously alike, but there is an expression on her face, her expectant look into the camera… I’ve caught myself looking like that in the mirror more than once.” Her hair in a pompadour, shawl slipping off one shoulder to reveal flawless skin, her face full of hope, she seemed to lean forward into the camera with desire.

“But I never knew her to look anything other than disappointed.”

“Will he be disappointed that you left without a wave?”

“He will always be disappointed with me, for not… well, for not being a ‘nice girl,’ as he likes to say. But I would’ve leapt into the waves, shoes and coat and all, if I’d stayed any longer.”

In the enveloping dark, the river lapped at the barge, the cricket calls buzzed in the blood.

“… so, Kiki?”

“So, Bertie?”

“So, who was your mother, then? How did she move from hope to disappointment?” He stroked back my hair. “That’s what kept you mired in misery, isn’t it? Reading the slow disintegration of a woman?”

I couldn’t speak. How did he know, this darling friend? His face was all shadows in the almost-night.

“I felt the same way about Teddy… you know.”

His true love, KIA in 1916; in this moment I doubted Bertie would ever recover from Edward Greene’s death.

“His mother let me read his letters when I visited her. She was relieved that there was someone to cry with, someone who also wanted to go over and over all of her beloved boy’s quirks. I think she chose to ignore the true nature of our love. She just needed someone who adored him like she did.” I heard Bertie exhale too loudly in the darkness.

“Teddy’s letters… over the year and a half he was in the trenches he became more and more disillusioned, until he was in despair. He used the worst kind of black humor—you know, the gory jokes of dismemberment that are so funny when you have your foot in a corpse, but truly horrifying when back on solid ground. He wrote these things to his mother. I never noticed.”

“How could you have noticed?”

“How could any of us have noticed until it was all over? But Teddy’s trench was a grave that he garlanded with flowers. If it hadn’t been that mortar, it would have been a bullet or gas or shellshock. He would never have survived the war.”

It was too dark to see Bertie now, but I could clearly hear his gulps as he swallowed his sobs. I felt for his hand and he clutched it.

“That knowledge, Kiki… it makes the sadness indelible.”

“The absence larger but easier to carry. It’s wrapped around every limb.”

I tipped the final drop of whisky onto my tongue as he pulled me closer to him. Bertie lit a cigarette with trembling fingers and much swearing. The night wrapped around us, now warm and now chill as gusts blew over the water. The banks glinted and fizzed but their light barely reached us under the sheltering branches. Bertie smelled of printer ink and pomade, the air smelt of tobacco, river mud, coal smoke. I needed human warmth, I needed a breathing body with all its sweet and sour smells. Without even really thinking, I started undoing Bertie’s waistcoat buttons with one hand, my stockinged leg slipping over his suit pants.

“Do you need some comfort, Kiki?”

And he kissed me.



The cold air pricked my skin as we lay naked in the darkness, the only light from our cigarettes and the flickering moon. Bertie absentmindedly ran his hand up and down the length of my torso, stopping occasionally to run his thumb over my nipples, a trick he had played only a little while before, but now I was too spent to do anything more than move my cigarette to my mouth to inhale. We lay there for a long time, wrapped in each other but isolated in our separate loss. Bertie kept turning to me to stroke my hair and look into my face, as though by staring he could drag himself into the present and its hope of happiness. I gazed back in the intermittent moonlight—his messy hair, his big brown eyes, the stains on his fingers from ink and tobacco and lack of care—I let myself be his anchor, as he was mine.

“You know it wasn’t just your mother you were grieving, don’t you, Kiki?”

A flash of moon showed just how sharp his cheekbones had become.

“I do, sweet Bertie. Though I didn’t at the time.”

“Never at the time.”

“I was just floating in the underworld—”

“All the ghosts caressing and claiming you in half-waking dreams—”

“When I resurfaced and I realized whole days had disappeared—”

“Whole seasons—”

“It was suddenly late autumn and my hair had grown past my shoulders—”

“You’d missed a birthday and were a whole year older—”

“Then I realized, Bertie.”

He leant over and kissed my shoulder.

“It felt pagan, Bertie, almost elemental. All the ghosts wore khaki uniform, they had the King’s shilling in their mouth to cross the Channel instead of the Styx. Mother’s grave was a door and the war marched back through it.”

“As it will, every time.” He lit us each another cigarette. The flare from the lighter scratched shadows into his stubble. “So, who was your mother? Did you find out?”

I could feel his breath, the smoke he exhaled over my body.

“I’ve only just returned from my year in death, Bertie. Ask me in a few months’ time. Right now, I’m here for life.”
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“Do you live on this boat permanently now?”

“Yes.” He smiled; a slash of morning sun in a sky pale with the night’s exertions.

“But your suits, your shoes…”

“Mavis at reception sends them to be pressed and polished before I stow them away. Look.”

He showed me all the ingenious compartments in his barge. We spent what should have been our breakfast hour exploring cupboards and boxes and hidden drawers. I was particularly impressed by the shaving kit that folded out of the bathroom cupboard.

“This is just about the coziest trench I’ve ever seen,” I said. Bertie clenched his jaw.

“Isn’t it though.” He said it quietly. All I could do was kiss him.

We had to rush all the chores we had ignored yesterday. Bertie hailed a passing tugboat to pull us back to central London, giving us time for a quick wash at his little sink. As he placed the key around my neck, Bertie gave me detailed instructions of how he had maintained my studio apartment in Montparnasse while I was away. Last year, Bertie had secured me the gossip columnist job at his magazine. This year, he brought out all the sales figures, he got Mavis at reception to organize biscuits, I was armed and ready to ask our editor for my job back—all unnecessary as our editor agreed without hesitation while on the telephone. I didn’t even get to see him as he closed the door on Bertie as soon as he’d grumbled, “Yes.” But it meant I could leave London today, I could catch the Blue Train to Paris this minute. Bertie fed me biscuit pieces as I exchanged Australian pounds for British pounds and French francs. I was going to miss Bertie but felt not a single pang as I left him for the Underground.

But when I got to Victoria Station the train had been delayed. Sheep on the tracks, gulls in the smoke stack, a passenger from Calais had expired en route; no one could tell me anything except that the train wasn’t leaving until later this afternoon. I was advised by a guard who was more moustache than man to “go and ‘ave some elevenses, miss, it’ll be a good while yet.”

I had intended to go into the station restaurant for a proper breakfast. I had intended to go to a tea house, a bun shop, a pie cart so that my entire diet wasn’t cigarettes, whisky, and the occasional biscuit. But each shop had something wrong with it—this one was muggy with steam, that one smelt of cabbage and soap, another was full of middle-aged women who frowned at my short hair—and I couldn’t bring myself to take a seat. I wandered down to the river and stared at the water, last night so magical and this morning so ordinary. I wandered east along the bank until the sign for Westminster Station jerked me out of my reverie. The palaces of Westminster were just ahead. All around me were the government offices of civil servants and ministers and men like Dr. Fox.

I’d had absolutely no intention of seeing Fox, in fact the opposite, I’d had every intention of ignoring and avoiding him. Yet the merest slip of unmarked time and here I was, standing minutes away from his office. Bertie had told me the address last year and, try as I might, I hadn’t forgotten it. I had looked up the street, once, and now I walked there even while I argued with myself that I mustn’t, I shouldn’t, I didn’t want to, not even a look, as not even a spare glancing thought should be given to Fox… and yet here I was, in front of his building, staring like a tourist at the rows and rows of windows in the gray stone façade.

The seconds passed with treacle slowness. Every window showed a memory of Fox. Here he was when I first met him, in his bloody gown at a field hospital outside Rouen, looking at me with his cold gray eyes as I shivered in my uniform. There he was over the operating table, quoting Wordsworth, his hand out for scissors to snip off the stitching thread. A flash of a person in the window was a flash of Fox as he left my tent, where he’d been watching me sleep; I was told he did this often but I had only caught him once. The clouds’ reflection in another window was his steel gray hair as we drove back from Amiens, just the two of us. Full bellies had made us lax and happy, the sun bright in the apple orchard, I had run in to pick up apples that had fallen on the ground. I sang as I gathered fruit in my skirt, flashing my petticoat, and he had smiled, his first real smile.

I couldn’t move as more memories crowded the windows. The first intelligence mission he gave me that had me bicycling back from the front line with a notebook in my pannier, sweating despite the freezing temperature. The nights he spent quizzing me on Shelley, Byron, Wordsworth, Coleridge, but especially Keats, growling at me when I couldn’t instantly supply the next line from “Ode to a Nightingale.” Window after window of the times he made me gather intelligence inside brothels and estaminets, dressed like I was there to work and, sometimes, living up to my costume. The smell of all those men, the creep of their breath down my neck, the stink of mud in their uniforms. The telegram he sent me last April that called me back to him, my spymaster, to resume spying for him. A black window, as dark as the office at the Café de la Rotonde, where he called me last year to give me my new mission, to discuss clues, to make me remember how he had almost tricked me into marrying him. How it took all my willpower to resist his quicksilver voice. I couldn’t move as memories from the past eight years flitted by, the war and my return to Paris, bringing with them the discordant smells of disinfectant and coffee, cordite and champagne, the sounds of bombs and moans of the dying, the clink of glasses in the Rotonde, his voice, toxic and beautiful down the telephone line: Darkling I listen.

Was that him? I held my breath as a figure looked down at me from an upper window. Gray-white hair, charcoal suit, chiselled jaw; from underneath I couldn’t get a proper look. I moved backward and almost tripped into the traffic. I grabbed a pause in the flow to hurry across the road for a better look. When I turned back, the figure turned and walked away. Had that been him? I hadn’t seen him since November 1918, when I had left his country house in Kent by stealing his car and driving myself back to London. How had he aged in the last four years? Was his hair now more white than gray? Was he thicker in the waist and thinner in the shoulders? I couldn’t remember how old he was; in fact, I might have never known, he always seemed both old and young simultaneously, his gray hair pointing one direction but his good teeth and relentless energy pointing another. Had that been Dr. Fox? I wanted to run inside and demand to see him, when I knew I should calmly walk away. In the end I stood by the side of the road until the growl in my belly made my legs wobble and I knew I had to find food or else fall over. The figure never reappeared, but even the possibility that I had seen him, finally, made me both frightened and elated. I chewed food I didn’t taste and stayed tense and floating, until the train stopped at Dover.

Then grief and love and hope called me from the water and beyond. Fox was forgotten. Only Paris mattered.
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French chatter in the streets, the fickle air now damp, now crisp, diesel and cat piss and fried garlic and wine and the occasional waft of a Parisienne’s perfume. Is freedom not in leaving your home, but in choosing it? When you can’t choose, either to leave or to stay, you aren’t truly free—but when you can choose, then the city is yours, it opens up like a new lover, completely and with abandon—is that it? Because that’s how I felt when I stepped out at Gare du Nord, crumpled and fuzzy-tongued after a breakfast of champagne and cigarettes. That’s how I felt as I waved away taxis and buses and started my walk through the boulevards and alleys toward Montparnasse.

It wasn’t a short walk to my apartment, nor a comfortable one in heels with a suitcase. But every step rejoiced, every click of my heels said I was free, I was here, I was home. Cafés were scented with strong black coffee and stronger cigarettes. Corner boulangeries gave the hungering smell of fresh bread. Flower sellers wove between the pedestrians, professional sellers offering hothouse irises, beggars crooning over their wilting wild-bloom posies. Fashionable women, with hats down to their eyebrows, walked their dogs on short leashes. Shopkeepers in pinstripes and waiters in aprons darted back and forth to the footpath to meet, greet, cajole, and farewell. Across the Seine, men leaving the factories for lunch pulled on their flatcaps as they looked me up and down. Butchers whistled while shouldering carcasses. Soon the artists and assorted bohemians began to show up amongst the laundresses and off-duty cab drivers, the women hatless in impractical shoes, men in golden satin and burgundy velvet, all distracted by the cloud they found themselves living on. I moved onto Boulevard Montparnasse to see my favorite cafés, Café de la Rotonde and Café du Dȏme, my street just a few more steps away.

The key was warm where it hung on a ribbon against my skin. My heart was beating so fast as I walked into rue Delambre that I had to stop to let it settle. The sky was pearly, the sun flirting with the footpath through the curtains of clouds. Wrought-iron balconies punctuated endless pale stone, shops displayed their salami and cheese, their corsets and stockings, their books and books and books, in windows that shone with golden script and scrubbing. People called in English to friends in the upper window of the Hȏtel des Ecoles, people passed by speaking French and Spanish, in the café to my left I heard people arguing in fierce Eastern languages I didn’t recognize. Was this really my home? This place with its aperitifs on check tablecloths set on the street, this place where a woman could wear trousers and revolutionaries fall in love and no one would raise an eyebrow? I bought a packet of Gitanes and a newspaper from the kiosk on the corner and walked to number 21 so fast I was almost running. I took the stairs in a little jig of impatience, my suitcase banging against my legs, the smells of soap and whitewash and poor drains that always lingered, to the roof with my little studio apartment—someone had oiled the lock recently, kept the floor clean, the air sweet, and the water fresh, as if I had only just left, as if the apartment itself had been waiting for me. I flopped on the bed and the sheets smelt of rosemary. I splashed my face and gulped crisp water from the jug. I ran my hands over my rack of dresses, so neatly hung, I kicked off my hat and coat and shoes and opened the window even wider. The geraniums were wildly blooming and the eave sparrows greeted me as the life of the party. I hung my legs over the window sill and lit up. Now I was properly home: here, this view over the four corners, over the streets and the gardens, all the way to the Eiffel Tower, here it was and so was I. The sky slid up its skirt to reveal hot blues and pinks but I was already seduced, I had been in love for years.

I smoked half a packet sitting on that windowsill, watching as the breakfast menus were put away and the lunch ones put out, watching hungry crowds emerge from nowhere to drink and talk, watching as the day swelled, as the wind teased the reddening leaves from the trees before dropping them on the road. I even managed to read some of the newspaper I’d bought, catching up on the gossip and politics, until an elated faintness forced me down into the street for food.

A taxi honked at me from across the street as I walked to the Café de la Rotonde. I ignored it; I was distracted by being here, by the meal I would order now that I was finally relaxed enough to eat. I’d even chosen a loose-fitting dress in anticipation of a feast, emerald green cut into a wide-skirted style with a loose sash at the waist, embroidered with black roses at the neckline, with my favorite black velvet opera cape to complete the feast-feasible ensemble. My star-patterned shoes had been waiting in my cupboard and their heels tapped on the cobbles as I tried to decide if I wanted my first meal here to be moules frittes or scallops still in their shells or—the taxi honked again as it parked.

“Kiki!” the driver called before his long legs climbed out of the car. I knew those legs, that voice, that face with its flop of dark hair.

“Theo!” I ran across the street and straight into his arms. “Oh goody, you still taste like licorice drops.”

“Kiki, you still take my breath away. What a greeting! I didn’t realize how much I missed you until this moment.”

“Theo, don’t you know that ardent desire is not at all elegant?”

“I’m Russian. If I don’t have desire, I have nothing.”

“You’re a prince and a Romanov. You’ll always have that.”

“What good is being a prince if I have to work half the night for a handful of francs?”

“Only half the night? Then you’re doing better than most. Besides, if you didn’t have a taxi we might never have met.”

“I’d forgotten how much you liked my taxi.” His hold around my waist tightened.

“It’s my first night back in Paris. We need dinner and drinks to celebrate. You’re taking the night off work.”

“Yes, ma’am!” He gave a mock salute, then tucked my hand in his arm and walked me to the café.

Amid the glitter and chatter of the Rotonde, Theo made small talk as only a prince can, polite yet gossipy with a perfect memory for all the details of family and fate. In the soft, smoky light he looked exactly the down-at-heel aristocrat, with his expertly cut suit shiny with wear, his shirt-cuffs almost frayed, and his tall, slender elegance a little hollow with hunger. Theo was Feodor Alexandrovich Romanov, nephew to the murdered tsar of Russia, born in the Winter Palace in what was now Petrograd. He was a prince in a family of princes, princesses, grand dukes and duchesses, and emperors just a whisker less powerful than gods. Their fall in the Bolshevik Revolution had been swift and spectacular. Those who had escaped the revolution with their lives rarely escaped with any money. They had washed up in all corners of Europe, abandoning their careers as nobility to become champagne salesmen or fashion designers or, in Theo’s case, a taxi driver. Last year I’d hailed his taxi, not knowing we were headed to the same party. Once I found out, naturally I had to know more about this high-class cabbie. That night had turned into a summer spent exploring anywhere his taxi might take us.

“I searched for you last autumn, Kiki, but I was told you had gone home to Australia for your mother’s funeral. Please tell me that’s not true.”

Several answers crowded my tongue but none took flight, leaving me just blowing smoke at the sparkling reflections in the café mirrors.

“Oh, my golden one.” He looked at me with proper sorrow in his face. “I’m so sorry. You don’t deserve any more suffering.”

“Neither of us does. At least I had a funeral to go to.”

There had been no funerals for his family, he’d told me, no ceremonies to mourn his entire way of life that had been killed off by the Revolution. As a consequence, much of his family was in perpetual mourning. This information had been revealed in little flashes through the summer, smoking at my windowsill, under the stars on the beach, wandering a riverbank near the former front line. The long summer afternoons had seemed timeless, or out of time, as though we had somehow survived past the end of the world and it was just the two of us, wandering the earth. Then a car would splutter or a train rumble past, his stomach would grumble and I would need a cigarette and we would return to the present and its subterranean sadness.

I took the cigarette he lit for me and handed him a refilled champagne glass in return, the wine glowing in the reflected, refracted light. Our starter of pâté had been taken away, our ashtray swapped for a clean one, as we swapped sympathetic looks for the suffering we had each endured.

“But I have all my immediate family here.” He sipped his champagne; the warm lights of the café made his eyes seem especially dark. “Though sometimes I wish I didn’t.”

“Quite. Why do you think I came to Paris in the first place?”

“Because it’s Paris?”

“Well, there is that… are you still living with your sister?”

“It’s not Irène I’m talking about. It’s Felix.”

“I’ve never met your brother-in-law.”

“That was deliberate.”

Our moules frittes had arrived, spicy with garlicky tomato, messy and sensual. I broke open one of the shells and slid the mussel into my mouth, licking my lips to clean up the sauce that clung to them. I was so glad to be here, with him, the happy patter of the other diners over the accordion playing in the corner, cigarette smoke mixing with the smells of sweet alcohol, fresh tomato, cooked cream. Theo watched me with an expression that wavered between wanting and wistful.

“Oh, Kiki…”

“Have a chip.” I dipped one in the sauce and fed it to him. “And tell me about Felix.”

“Felix,” he said as soon as he’d swallowed, “Felix is up to it again.”

“Up to what?”

“His obsessions, his political meddling, just like last time.”

“What happened last time?”

Theo gave me an incredulous look.

“Of course, Theo, how could I be so dense? Rasputin.”

“Rasputin.” Theo nodded. His brother-in-law, Felix Yusupov, was one of the men who had murdered Rasputin six years ago. Rasputin was the shaman, seer, holy man that Theo’s aunt, the tsarina, had kept at court to help heal her sick son. All Rasputin had really achieved was to make the German tsarina even more unpopular.

“But how is this the same?”

Theo frowned. “Felix had never been passionate about anything except clothing, parties, and Irène. Then he heard Puriskevich’s speech in parliament denouncing Rasputin as the Antichrist. Overnight he became inflamed with desire to rid Russia of ‘this devil,’ as he put it. Felix was extreme in his views and in his actions. It was harrowing to see him change from an urbane prince to a brick-throwing protestor, albeit one in a Savile Row suit. Since then, his extreme views seem to come and go… though what I suspect is that he hides his views from Irène, and indulges them with his increasingly extremist friends. Dima—my cousin, Dmitri Pavlovich—was one of his political coterie, and may still be, for all I know. They were always extremely close. Can one say suspiciously close?”

“It depends what you suspect them of.”

“Of being lovers.” Theo shrugged. “I’m not fussed about that. In any case, I think they left that particular peccadillo behind in London with their youth. But I don’t want to see Irène hurt, and she will be, if Felix continues with this obsession.”

“Why don’t you talk to Dima, your cousin?” Theo shook his head. “I haven’t spoken to him since he was exiled. Not since the Revolution. We… don’t, though I know he’s in Paris.” Theo dipped a chip in the sauce but put it down with a sigh.

“So, come on—what does Felix want?”

“He wants to reverse the Revolution.”

I laughed and Theo looked startled.

“I’m not joking.”

“But that’s preposterous! The entire White Army couldn’t do that.”

Theo played with a fork, his head bent so that the lights shone in his dark hair.

“Theo, Russia has just spent two years in a horrible civil war. There were rumors that all their war allies helped.”

“I know, I heard that too…”

“So, if Denikin and Wrangal and Kolchak, with the help of London and Paris and Rome, couldn’t unseat Lenin, how does your brother-in-law think he can manage it?”

“With the Fascists, he says. Have you heard of them?”

I had heard of the Fascists, but not since last year, not since my last mission for Fox. I nodded.

“Well, you’re one of the few, Kiki. Where did you—”

“Journalist friends.” I waved my hand dismissively; I didn’t want to tell him about Fox or Tom or my other life. “Where did Felix meet a fascist? Was it the German or Italian type?”

“Russian, actually, among others.” Theo surveyed me with a colder look than I had seen from him before, calculating and regal. “You know your groups, I’m impressed. Actually, I’m glad. The last few weeks have been so…” He shook his head and shook off his princely stare, his eyes wandering over the red and gold décor of the café. Some society women tried to catch his eye, they looked like American tourists, but if he saw them he didn’t show it. I called the waiter for two whiskies and another packet of Gauloises.

“Explain everything to me, Theo. Unburden yourself.”

“Most beautiful Mademoiselle Bouton. I don’t know how I survived without you.”

His eyes had lost their aristocratic courtesy and became windows into the abyss of his loss, a loss that spanned a continent and a three-hundred-year reign. They held me in place as surely as his hand held mine. I might have stayed like that, if a waiter with the whiskies hadn’t interrupted my thoughts.

“Felix the fascist. Who does he meet with?”

Theo sent a plume of smoke to the ceiling and leaned back in his seat as he considered the question. “Well, he used to meet with another émigré, some kind of art dealer, called Arkady Nikolaievich. The English we meet refer to him as Lazarev with somewhat of a sneer, and I’m not surprised. Nadya, our maid who’s been with Irène forever, called him an absolute peasant, which is her worst insult. I think Arkady Nikolaievich is the son of a school teacher or provincial clerk or some such. Anyway, Lazarev might be a nobody but the men he introduced to Felix appear to be somebodies. ‘People like us,’ Felix calls them, by which he means princes and dukes and such.

“But Felix hasn’t met Lazarev for a while, as far as I know. Mostly Felix meets another man called Edouard. They discuss secrets, it seems, as their undertones stop as soon as anyone else walks into the room, when they either stare at the intruder or pretend they were talking about shooting or riding or the cigars that neither of them smoke. I don’t know how Felix can stand to spend time with that Edouard, with his high-pitched voice and soft, insinuating touch. Yes, touch—he seems to be always sliding his hand over his trousers or the chair or Felix’s arm. I can’t help but think of him as a snake, pale and vicious and obviously lethal.”

Lazarev—Fascists—this had too much to do with my previous mission. For a minute, I forgot the past year. All that existed was this city and this moment, as I was plunged again into the excitement of possible spy work. Last year, my spy mission from Fox had been tied up with my gossip columnist work, a mission tailor-made for a society Parisienne. I had a feeling that my next mission would be along similar lines… not that I was admitting to myself that there would be another mission, that I not only expected it but welcomed it, that I wanted, even needed, that kind of sweet danger. I could admit none of that. I could not even countenance the idea that I was mining Theo for information. No, I was simply being a good friend, an excellent listener.

Theo had even less idea of what I might be doing, judging by the way he kissed my hand which he then laid on his thigh. I sipped my whisky to stop myself from jumping in with revealing questions, my tension confined to my jiggling foot.

“Anyway, Edouard,” Theo picked bits of tobacco off his tongue with too much distaste for such an ardent smoker, “ ‘Edouard’—he wants me to call him Eddy, in the English style, but I refuse—wants us to join him in ridding the world of Bolshevism and establishing a new hierarchy based on, oh something outrageous, ‘European purity’ or ‘blood and honor,’ something like that. I can’t listen, it makes me sick.”

“Why?”

“Why? Kiki, really… well, because it advocates more violence, more… because I’ve seen what this type of fervor does, this… fanaticism. In Petersburg—Petrograd—whatever they want to call the city, servants we trusted were suddenly roaring outside the doors, they let filthy robbers into the bedrooms via the kitchen, they even ripped the tiles off the boiler and smashed them as examples of bourgeois privilege. Of course, we’re far above the bourgeoisie, and they’ll just have to replace the tiles eventually as the boiler needs some sort of insulation…” Theo rubbed his brow, his eyes wide and staring at a place far away from a sweet Parisian autumn, a place where the snow was bloody and the air filled with screams.

“But I’d seen it before, this rage, this derangement, with Felix over Rasputin. Felix really should have been one of Peter the Great’s generals, he has the right kind of ferocity. He thought of nothing else but Rasputin for weeks. He put the plan into deadly effect and didn’t recoil from, from…” Theo pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows. “This is hardly the talk of reunited lovers.”

“My apartment can be our sanctuary.”

“It always was.” But his slender suited body stayed hunched over his glass. “Well… Rasputin’s body was fished out of the river with a bullet hole or two as decoration. If Felix didn’t actually pull the trigger, he certainly cheered on the man who did. He was banished to his country estate and now he’s in Paris with the same preoccupations: ridding Russia of its undesirables through fire and blood.”

“Who will light the fire with him? This Eddy character?”

“Yes. Felix can’t help boasting about it. Edouard is some kind of minor English peer, but he knows German princes, English princes, all manner of nobility. They all went to the same school, I think, as Edouard never mentions anywhere else, no parties, no country weekends, no marriages, none of the ways I know the sons of other Russian families… it seems an odd system, to all go to the same school, but then I have always thought our English cousins were slightly odd.”

“Your English cousins?”

“Yes, the current princes, David—sorry, you know him as Edward—and Albert, Henry, and George. Admittedly they’re distant cousins, but we tend to keep an eye on each other.”

The heirs to the British throne; I lit another cigarette to stop myself laughing or scoffing or in some way betraying my middle-class outpost-of-Empire origins.

“Edouard comes to our flat once a week and Irène does what she always does when she’s furious: she hides in the kitchen to eat biscuits, getting under cook’s feet and generally making all the staff nervous. She can’t stand this Edouard any more than I can, not for his views, but for the way he makes her redundant. Edouard’s world is a man’s world and women are a nuisance at best.”

“And at worst?”

“A hindrance to be disposed of. He brushes her off with breathtaking rudeness. As Felix supports him, Irène feels she can do nothing; she won’t be the nagging wife, she told me. I come home from a day in my taxi and Irène is in the kitchen alcove laying waste cook’s best macarons, the maids keep dropping things and sniping at each other, Felix and Edouard are in the front room whispering over vodka, and I can hardly stop myself from getting into a fight. I couldn’t stop myself, a few weeks ago. It wasn’t that Irène was in tears, or that I was exhausted and stank of cigarettes, or that Edouard sneered at me. It was Felix’s manner. He’s started to treat me like a servant, as though by working I have demeaned myself. This is a man who got himself excused from serving in the war!”

“So what would he know?”

“Exactly. He ordered me to fetch him and Edouard drinks, and then caviar, then he actually dismissed me! I couldn’t help myself, I sat down and pretended to be interested in all their nonsense. Felix was furious, he considers me an embarrassment, but the snake indulged me and tried to pander to what he assumed were my notions of lost prestige, hatred of commoners, and desire to restore the old order. His eyes slithered over my dirty work suit and nicotine-stained fingers as he talked. All I could get from him was that he was finding ‘like-minded men’ to ‘restore the world to its rightful order.’ ”

“A recruitment drive.”

“Yes! I hadn’t thought of that, I was thinking more of a seduction. But he was recruiting Felix to his cause. God knows what he’ll make Felix do. I can hardly bear to watch.”

A waiter came and left without an order for dessert. Theo smoked silently, his legs crossed, once again lost in his thousand-yard stare. The society women were, in fact, American tourists and came up to ask Theo whether he was really a Romanov prince. He pulled himself together to address them and I had a moment to think. This really did sound like my last mission. A certain Edward Houseman, or Hausmann, had tried to recruit disgruntled British soldiers to the cause of his German Brownshirts. The Brownshirts were the nickname for the German variety of fascist, a group I still did not fully understand, but it seemed to be composed of bitter old soldiers who felt betrayed by the end of the war. Had Hausmann moved from soldiers to aristocrats now? If so, was he only targeting Russians, or were other nationalities on his list? Why was he still in Paris and not in London, Berlin, Munich… but I was getting ahead of myself. I had no mission, I was just here with the lover I’d abandoned last year. The society women fluttered away. Theo finished his whisky and licked his lips.

“That was delicious.”

“Another?”

“Somewhere else, perhaps?” He picked up my hand and kissed it, holding my gaze. I was at such a pitch, being in Paris, seeing Theo, the possibility of danger he carried, what else could I do but say yes?
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As soon as we left the café it started to rain in huge bucketing gusts. We ran to my building but by the time we reached it Theo was already soaked. He slipped off the hood of my opera cloak and kissed my neck. Not a small peck, or a cheeky bite, but with one arm circling my waist and pulling me toward him, he caressed the entire length of my neck from my ear to my collar bone. With each kiss he pulled me closer to him, so my feet rose off the ground and I had to cling to him in order not to fall. He said nothing, each breath became deeper as he kissed the other side of my neck. He knew this made me quiver and I would quickly say yes to whatever he asked. I lifted his face from my collarbone to read his expression. Desire had wiped out all other emotions.

“Please,” he said. I kissed him and he made a little moan from the back of his throat. “Please.”

We almost ran up the four flights of stairs to my garret, tripping over my wet opera cloak, my shoes scuffed as he half-carried me over the landing spaces in order to kiss me. I didn’t need to worry whether we’d locked the door, as Theo held me against it with both hands under my bum. I just about managed to kick off my shoes and unpin my cloak before I felt my stockings clips snap undone, before I felt him caressing me. He kissed my ears, neck, mouth, his breathing so deep it was as if he was trying to drink me in, as if he wanted to dissolve into me. That depth of desire, so rarely found, is irresistible. It made me respond in kind, it woke me up, I was alive to every sensation of touch and smell and sound in a way I hadn’t been since I had received that black-edged telegram informing me of my mother’s death. I was alive and I wanted him as completely as he wanted me. I wanted him instantly, I didn’t want to wait the two steps it would’ve taken to get to the bed. I said his name and a shudder ran through his body. I could feel the way he had to hold himself back to make the moment last, how difficult and how necessary that was for him. He was so tall that he could hold me up easily. I wrapped my legs tightly around him and let myself go. He said my name, over and over as he calmed down, his lips on my neck still hot with hunger.

He hoisted me up and shuffled to the bed. We lay tangled together as the autumn night cooled our sweat. All I could hear was the patter of rain on the metal roof above us, its harmony on the window panes, the undertone of whistling where the wind tried to join in our kisses.

I thought Theo was asleep and moved to light the bedside candle and grab my cigarettes, but he propped himself up and took a cigarette for himself.

“Our last ones.”

“Not ever, Kiki.” He looked stricken. I shook the empty packet at him.

“That wasn’t a metaphor, Theo.”

“Good.” He flopped back on the pillow. “Is it my imagination or do you smoke more than you used to?”

“Much more.”

“As do I. Why, though? Is it this city?”

“And all the love and heartache it holds. I never want to leave. If I have my way, I never will.”

The candlelight flickered in the draft from the window.

“You don’t want to be an Australienne?”

“Do you want to be Russian?”

“It’s unavoidable.”

“Precisely. I’m the Australienne de Paris.”

“A true émigré, always two people at once.”

“Always myself, Theo, and that is true freedom.”

I was still wearing my slip, its black silk and lace now sticky and askew over my breasts. Theo flicked his cigarette out the window and, leaning over me, pulled the slip over my head, dropping it on the floor as he gazed at me. I kept smoking, watching his emotions boiling beneath the surface—longing, lust, laughter, a sort of hopefulness. I slid my feet up his chest, moving his singlet up with them, until he took his cue and took it off. He was only slightly muscled, hours in the driver’s seat balanced by the occasional repair job and night on the dancefloor. Another cold draught made all the tiny hairs on his body stand to attention, among other things. He leant forward.

“Welcome home,” he said and he kissed me.



Theo left early the next morning, and the next, with a promise to introduce me to his brother-in-law, Felix Yusupov. I had told Theo that, if he wanted my help with Felix, I had to hear about his fascist fascination for myself. I had to meet Felix regardless; I could not pass up the opportunity to write about Russian princes for my column.

I spent a blissful couple of days wandering around Montparnasse. I wanted to touch everything and often returned to my studio with fingertips filthy from running them along walls and fences and signs. I sat at three different terrasse tables at each café, ordering a new coffee at each one; I touched posters and sandwich boards for shoe repairs, sausages, stationers; I walked along the Seine with one arm out, brushing the weeds and wood and stone wall as I strolled. I wasn’t interested in haute Paris, in the museums and galleries, in the Angelica tearooms or Galeries Lafayette. I wanted to sit under the falling golden leaves and sip cheap aperitifs, I wanted to hear the rough voices of fishermen as they waited out their old age, I wanted to see shopgirls and street sweepers and seamstresses hurrying to and from work or stretching on their lunchbreak. I wanted the Paris that wasn’t just for the perpetual tourist. I wanted the Paris that really was my home.

The telegram boy found me at Café Petit. Petit’s was the opposite of the Rotonde. Here, no one wanted to be recognized, to establish their reputation among the avant-garde, or to spot the celebrities of the art world. Here, furriers and cobblers wanted a good cheap breakfast, old men wanted to see their friends for a spot of chess, and expats wanted to read their letters in caffeinated peace. Madame Petit had been so delighted to see me again that she insisted I call her Madeleine. I adored short, round Madeleine, who always swept her hair into a Gibson-girl bun and had fresh hot coffee ready when I walked in. I felt at home in her café, its dark green walls with their photos of pre-war Paris, its wooden furniture worn smooth with use. I had ordered my usual light breakfast when the telegram boy poked his head in.

“Mademoiselle Button?” He gave a grin and a little bow at the door; I clearly had a reputation at the post office. “Telegrams from London.”

I propped the little yellow cards against my empty coffee cup. I wanted to rip them open and devour the contents, I wanted to throw them in the bin with the rest of my obligations. There were only a few people who would bother to send me a telegram—Bertie, Tom, Fox, and my father—and all of them had the ability to turn my Paris life upside-down and inside-out. I waited for the pastry, and the extra coffee Madeleine brought with it, before I lit a cigarette and opened the first.


UNBUTTON THAT BUTTON IN PARIS FRIDAY GARE L’EST 1600



I exhaled with a smile. No one called me Button but Tom. These saucy instructions meant Tom was coming to Paris to monopolize my company and my bedroom floor. My delicious boy from home, with his black hair that wouldn’t stay in its pomade, stormy blue eyes, and dingo grin… I felt a physical pain in my chest and I had to fold up the telegram to stop my tears. I knew I had missed his company, but with my mother’s diaries in front of me, I hadn’t thought much about it. I could hear his deep Australian voice in these few words. I could almost smell him, soap and sweaty wool and tobacco and something else, his natural scent, a smell complicated by memories of far away and long ago.

The coffee was just the right sort of bitter to offset the sweetness of this first telegram, just the right sort of milky to give me strength to open the next.


DARKLING I LISTEN



Just three words and no sending address. I didn’t need one, I didn’t need any other markers to know who sent this and why. This was from Fox, quoting Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale” to let me know that a mission was impending, my spy work would resume soon, and he was listening somewhere, somehow. It must have been Fox I had seen in the window in Westminster; that he knew I was in Paris by any other means was too chilling to contemplate.

I watched the leaves fighting with the wind. So, the game was on. This was the summons. Next, he would let me know how to contact him, and then my days would be shaped by secret meetings with shady men. When I had received my summons last year, I almost cried. Bertie had delivered it along with the first payment: Tom’s handkerchief, rescued from the battlefield.

My boy from home was in serious trouble. He had abandoned his real name, as Thomas Thompson was wanted by the Australian Imperial Force for desertion and the British Army for treason. Tom hid in plain sight as the reporter Thomas Arthur, but he remained in danger until he cleared his name. The handkerchief told me that Fox knew of Tom’s plight; I only worked for Fox to get the evidence I needed to help Tom. What would be my payment this time? Would one more mission deliver the proof Tom needed? Fox didn’t work like that, he liked to hold on to power and strengthen his hold over his agents until they dressed like him, spoke like him, smoked the same gold-tipped Sobranie cigarettes with the same sneer as him. But I hoped. I had to hope, I had only hope, otherwise I was working for a man who wished to imprison me.

I shredded my pain au chocolat, dipping each piece into my coffee before eating it. The pastry was light and buttery, the chocolate both sweet and bitter, the coffee softening the whole. Each mouthful was a sensation and kept me anchored in my body, when my mind threatened to drift off into memories of Fox in the war, of Tom in Paris, spy missions almost failing and what I’d had to sacrifice to make them succeed. I concentrated on each mouthful until my swirling memories had settled, until I felt safe in Paris, and not threatened by a sudden return of the past.
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