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PRELUDE


Paris, 1963







SCRAPE…SCRAPE…SCRAPE… The cold, hard metal dug deep into the child’s body. She forced her knuckles into her mouth and bit against the bone as hard as she could to fight pain with pain. She didn’t dare scream. She just mumbled, “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus,” as she bit her hand.

Tears ran down her cheeks and onto the paper pillow. Her body was trembling and clammy with cold sweat. Outside she could hear the cheerful noise of a busy Paris street, but in this small brown room there was no sound except the scraping and her mumbling and the occasional clink of steel against steel. She would count to ten and then she’d scream! Surely it couldn’t go any higher, whatever he was pushing up inside her? It felt like a dagger, persistent, cold, merciless. She wanted to vomit, to faint, she wanted to die. She couldn’t bear it to go on and on and on….

The man was intent on what he was doing as she lay on the hard table, her knees forced high and apart by the steel surgical stirrups. It had been horrifying from the moment she entered this place, the dark brown room with the hard, high table in the middle. A line of silvery instruments and a few odd-shaped bowls lay on another table; there was a camp bed and a cloth screen in one corner of the room. A white-aproned woman had pointed to the screen and said, “You can take off your clothes behind that.” Naked, she had shivered behind the screen, not wanting to leave its protection, but the woman had taken her briskly by the wrist and tugged her to the table in the center of the room. She had been positioned on her back so that her narrow hips rested on the edge of the table, while her legs were pulled apart by the woman and lifted into the cold surgical stirrups. The shivering child felt unbearably humiliated as she gazed into the powerful overhead light.

There had been no anesthetic. The man wore a crumpled green surgeon’s gown. He had muttered some instruction to the woman and then he had inserted two fingers into the child’s vaginal canal; he held the cervix with his fingers as he placed his other hand on her abdomen to feel the size and position of her uterus. Then she was swabbed with antiseptic, and he pushed in a chill speculum shaped like a duck’s bill, which kept the walls of the vagina apart and enabled him to see the opening of her uterus. The speculum didn’t hurt, but it felt cold and menacing inside her small body. Other instruments were also inserted and then the pain started as the cervix was opened slowly with the stainless steel dilators until it was wide enough for the operation to start. The man picked up the curette—a metal loop on the end of a long thin handle—and the excavation began. The curette moved in and around the uterus, scraping the life out of her; it took only two minutes, but the time seemed endless to the suffering child.

The man worked quickly; occasionally he muttered to the woman who was helping him. Hardened though he was, he carefully avoided looking at the child’s face; her little feet in the stirrups were reproach enough as he swiftly finished the job and removed each bloodied steel instrument.

As the uterus was emptied it gradually contracted back to its original size, but the child’s body was jerked with agonizing cramps until the contractions stopped.

Now she was wailing like an animal, gasping as each new pain clawed her. The man abruptly left the room; the woman swabbed her; the cloying smell of antiseptic filled the air. “Stop making such a noise,” hissed the woman. “You’ll feel fine in half an hour. Other girls don’t make such a fuss. You should be grateful that he was trained as a real doctor. You haven’t been messed up inside; he knows what he’s doing, and he’s fast. You don’t know how lucky you are.” She helped the thin, thirteen-year-old girl off the table and onto the camp bed in the corner. The child’s face was gray, and she shook uncontrollably as she lay under a blanket.

The woman gave her pills to swallow, then she sat and read a paperback romance. For half an hour there was no sound in the room except for the child’s occasional stifled sob. Then the woman said, “You can go now.” She helped the girl to dress, gave her two large sanitary towels to put in her pants, handed her a bottle of antibiotic tablets and said, “Whatever happens, don’t come back here. You’re not likely to hemorrhage, but if you start bleeding, call a doctor immediately. Now get home and stay in bed for twenty-four hours.” For one moment the woman’s carefully controlled, impersonal toughness weakened. “Pauvre petite! Don’t let him touch you for at least a couple of months.” Awkwardly she patted the child’s shoulder and led her through the passage to the heavy front door.

The child paused outside on the stone steps, wincing in the sharp sunlight. Slowly, painfully, Lili walked along the boulevard until she came to a small café where she ordered a hot drink. She sat and sipped it, feeling the sun and the warm steam on her face as a jukebox pumped out the new Beatles hit, “She Loves You”.
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IT WAS A warm October evening in 1978 with the distant skyscrapers sparkling in the dusk as Maxine glanced through the limousine window at the familiar New York skyline. She had chosen this route for that view. Now, in the discreet, hushed comfort of the Lincoln Continental, they stood stuck in traffic on the Triboro Bridge. Never mind, she told herself, there was plenty of time before the meeting. And the view was worth it—like diamonds sprinkled across the sky.

Her neatly folded sable coat lay beside the maroon crocodile jewel case. The nine maroon-leather suitcases—all stamped in gold with a tiny coronet and the initials M de C—were stacked beside the chauffeur or stowed in the trunk. Maxine traveled with very little fuss and at enormous expense, usually someone else’s. She took absolutely no notice of luggage allowances; she would say, with a shrug of the shoulders, that she liked comfort; so one suitcase contained her pink silk sheets, her special down-filled pillow, and the baby’s shawl, delicate as a cream lace cobweb, that she used instead of a bed jacket.

Although most of the suitcases held clothes (beautifully packed between crisp sheets of tissue paper), one case was fitted as a small maroon-leather office; another carried a large medicine box packed with pills, creams, douches, ampoules, disposable syringes for her vitamin injections and the various suppositories that are considered normal treatment in France but frowned on by Anglo-Saxons. Maxine had once tried to buy syringes in Detroit—mon Dieu, could they not tell the difference between a drug addict and a French countess? One had to look after one’s body, it was the only one you were going to get and you had to be careful what you put on it and in it. Maxine saw no reason to force terrible food on the stomach merely because it was suspended thirty-five thousand feet above sea level; all the other first-class passengers from Paris had munched their way through six overcooked courses, but Maxine had merely accepted a little caviar (no toast) and only one glass of champagne (nonvintage, but Moët, she observed with approval before accepting it). From a burgundy suede tote bag she had then produced a small white plastic box that contained a small silver spoon, a pot of homemade yogurt and a large, juicy peach from her own hothouse.

Afterward, while other passengers had read or dozed, Maxine had taken out her miniature tape recorder, her tiny gold pencil, and a large, cheap office duplicate book. The tape recorder was for instructions to her secretary, the office duplicate book was for notes, drafts and memos of telephone conversations; Maxine tore them off and sent them on their way, always retaining a copy of what she had written; then when she returned to France, her secretary filed the duplicates. Maxine was well organized in an unobtrusive way; she didn’t believe in being too well organized and she couldn’t stand bustle or hustle, but she could only operate when things were orderly; she liked order even more than she liked comfort.

When Madame la Comtesse booked a reservation for a business trip, the Plaza automatically booked a bilingual secretary for her. She sometimes traveled with her own secretary, but it was not always convenient to have the girl hanging round one’s neck like a pair of skates. Also, as the girl had now been with Maxine for almost twenty-five years, she was able to keep an eye on things at home in Maxine’s absence; from the condition of her sons and her grapes to the times when Monsieur le Comte returned home and with whom.

Mademoiselle Janine reported everything with devoted zeal. Since 1956, Mademoiselle Janine had worked hard for the Château de Chazalle and she shone in the reflected glory of Maxine’s success. She had first worked for the de Chazalles twenty-two years ago, when Maxine was twenty-five and had opened the château as a historical hotel, museum and amusement park, before anybody (except the locals) had heard of de Chazalle champagne. Mademoiselle Janine had fussed around Maxine from the time her three sons were babies, and she would have found life intolerably dull without the family. Indeed, she had been with the de Chazalles for so long that she almost felt like one of the family. But not quite. They were—and always would be—separated by the invisible, unbreakable barriers of class.

Like New York, Maxine was glamorous and efficient, which was why she liked the quick pace of the city, liked the way that New Yorkers worked with neat, brisk speed whether they were serving hamburgers, heaving garbage off the sidewalk or squeezing fifty cents’ worth of fresh orange juice for you on a sunny street corner. She appreciated these fast-thinking people, their tough humor, their crisp jokes, and privately thought that New Yorkers had all the joie de vivre of the French, without being nearly so rude. She also felt at home with New York women. She enjoyed observing, as if they were another species, those cool, polite, impeccable women executives as they operated under the merciless pressure of the grab for power, the lunge for money, the lusting after someone else’s job. Like theirs, Maxine’s self-discipline was colossal, but—at the age of forty-seven—her grasp of people-politics was even better. Had it not been so, she would not have been traveling to meet Lili.

That gold-digging slut!

But Maxine was undoubtedly intrigued by Lili’s offer and it was partly her curiosity that had brought her all the way across the Atlantic. Again she wondered whether she would accept the job. She would have thought that Lili—who must be about twenty-eight years old by now—would never have wanted to see Maxine again. Maxine remembered that long-ago expression of startled pain in the flashing chestnut eyes of the troublemaker whom the press had nicknamed “Tiger-Lili.”

She had been amazed to receive the telephone call, to hear that low, sensual voice sound so astonishingly humble, as Lili had asked Maxine to meet her in New York to decorate Lili’s new duplex on Central Park South. Lili wanted her new home to be a showpiece, a conversation-stopper, and she knew that Maxine could supply the correct blend of erudite elegance and spirited style. The budget would be as large as was necessary, and of course all expenses for Maxine’s trip to New York would be paid whether or not she decided to accept the commission.

There had been a pause, then Lili had added in a penitent voice, “I would also like to feel that something no longer has such painful memories for you. For so many years I have lived unhappily with my conscience, and now I dearly wish to do whatever is necessary to be at peace with you.”

After this apology there had been a thoughtful pause, then the conversation had turned to Maxine’s work. “I understand you’ve just finished Shawborough Castle,” Lili had said, “and I also heard about the stunning job you did for Dominique Fresanges—it must be wonderful to have a talent such as yours, to rescue historic houses from decay, to make so many homes beautiful and comfortable while they still remain a heritage for the world….”

It had been a long time since Maxine had enjoyed a holiday in New York by herself, so eventually she had agreed to make the journey. Lili had asked Maxine to tell nobody of the meeting until after it had taken place. “You know the press won’t leave me alone,” she had explained. And it was true. Not since Greta Garbo had there been an international movie star who so intrigued the public.

As the limousine started to crawl forward, Maxine glanced at her diamond wristwatch—there was plenty of time before the six-thirty meeting at the Pierre. Maxine was rarely impatient; she disliked being late, but assumed that everyone else would be. That was life today—undependable. If a situation could be improved, Maxine would generally do it with a slight, one-sided smile, a look that combined conspiratorial charm with a hint of menace. If a situation could not be improved, then she folded her hands in her lap and imperturbably accepted la loi de Murphy.

She happened to catch sight of herself in the back mirror of the limousine and leaned toward it, lifting her jaw above the cream lace jabot and poking it sideways at her reflection. It was only five weeks since the operation, but the tiny scars in front of her ears had already disappeared. Mr. Wilson had done an excellent job and it had only cost a thousand pounds, including the anesthetist and the London clinic bill. There was no tautness, no pulling at the mouth or eyes; she simply looked healthy, glowing and fifteen years younger—certainly not forty-seven. It was sensible to have it done when you were still young, so that nobody noticed, or, if they did, they couldn’t pin you down; today you never saw an eyebag on an actress over thirty, or on an actor, come to think of it. Nobody had noticed her absence; she had been out of the clinic in four days and had then spent ten days in Tunisia where she had lost seven pounds, a satisfying bonus. She simply could not understand why some people went all the way to Brazil and paid heaven knows what for their lifts.

Maxine was a firm believer in self-improvement, especially surgical. One owes it to oneself, was her justification; her teeth, eyes, nose, chin, breasts, all had been lifted or braced until Maxine was a mass of almost invisible stitches. Even so, she was no great beauty, but when she thought back to her girlhood and remembered the prominent nose, the horselike teeth and her painful self-consciousness, she was grateful that years ago she had been persistently urged to do something about it.

It had not been necessary to do anything about her legs. They were exquisite; she stuck out one long pale limb, rotated an elegant ankle, smoothed the blue silk skirt of her suit, then opened the window and sniffed the air of Manhattan, oblivious to the strong carbon monoxide content at street level. She reacted to New York as she did to the champagne of her estate—with happy delight. Her eyes sparkled, she felt high and ebullient. It was good to be back, despite the traffic jam, in the city that made you feel as if every day was your birthday.


Judy Jordan looked like a tiny, blond, exhausted Orphan Annie, although she was forty-five years old. In her Chloë brown velvet suit, and a fragile, cream silk blouse, she sat in the crowded bus as it crawled up Madison Avenue. Impatient by nature, Judy always took what came first, a bus or a cab. She had in fact recently been photographed by People in the amazing act of getting on a bus. This had given Judy a great deal of satisfaction, because there had been a long period in her life when she couldn’t afford anything but a bus.

Suddenly she felt sad. As if she were touching a talisman, she fiddled with one of the matching rings she wore on her middle fingers, each one an exquisitely carved coral rosebud on a thick gold band. Apart from these she didn’t much care for jewelry—her passion was for shoes. Her walk-in shoe closet contained row upon row of exquisitely handmade boots and shoes. Judy decided she might just celebrate tomorrow by going mad in Maud Frizon. Why not? Her partner had told her only this morning that they were worth nearly two million dollars more this year!

It was increasingly hard to remember life in her old studio on East 11th Street, from which she’d been evicted because she couldn’t pay the rent. But Judy forced herself to remember those days. They made the present all the more pleasant by contrast.

There was another reason why Judy never wanted to forget what it felt like to be short of money in a big city. That was how a lot of her readers felt. They bought VERVE! for its optimism, its encouragement, its sensuality, and they looked on the magazine as a friend. The truth was that Judy traveled to work by bus because she wanted to stay in touch with her readers.

Reconciling the opposite sides of her public image was sometimes difficult. On the one hand, she liked to be seen as a warmhearted, straightforward, hard-working woman who’d been known to lunch off a street corner hot dog, a working girl much like her readers. On the other hand, those same readers expected her to lead a glamorous social life, dress the way they dreamed of dressing, and be a celebrity herself. So, when Judy was not eating hot dogs she lunched at Lutèce, dieted at the Golden Door when necessary, and traveled constantly. Like New York, she set a brisk, optimistic pace. On those occasions when—suddenly—she plummeted into black loneliness, she gritted her teeth and bore it. Loneliness from time to time was the price of freedom, and freedom wasn’t a stars and stripes, Boy Scout idea, it was doing what you damn well wanted to do—all the time.

The doors of the bus hissed open, sucked in more passengers and hissed shut again. A sallow, middle-aged woman collapsed into the seat opposite Judy, settled her shopping bag on her knees, then suddenly groaned. “I wish the buildings would go up in flames, then there’d be no more problems.” She said it again, then yelled it. No one in the bus took the slightest notice until the woman got off; then there was a general rustle of relief, a few smiles and shrugs—just another New York crazy who didn’t care what anyone thought of her.

But that was also a sign of maturity, mused Judy. You became an adult when you stopped caring what other people thought about you and started to care what you thought about them.…Was it a feature? she wondered professionally. She thought about a possible author, celebrities to interview, a quiz, and made a quick mental note to get one of the editors working on it. “Are You Grown-Up Yet?” Not a bad title. Not a bad question, either, she thought to herself, unable to answer it. She still felt as childlike inside as she looked on the outside, although she would never allow anyone to know it. Vulnerability was bad for business. Judy preferred her reputation as an enfant terrible, a baby tycoon, the lethal little lady publisher who had already come a long way and intended to go much further. The image that Judy projected was that of a woman to be reckoned with—a woman who made you think ten percent faster when you were with her, but also a woman with a weakness for pretty shoes.

She was making up for lost time. Until she was fifteen, Judy had worn only sensible black shoes.

Behind the lace curtains her family had been painfully poor. Her parents were devout Southern Baptists, greatly interested in sin and its avoidance. In order to avoid sin, Judy and her young brother Peter were never allowed to do anything on Sundays. They could sing in church but they weren’t allowed to do so at home, they were not allowed to listen to the radio, because radio on Sunday was sinful: the big, elaborate, walnut radio, with the wooden sunray pattern over the speaker, was the focal point of the living room, but on Sundays, apart from cooking noises, the only sound in the house was the clatter of the old icebox that stood by the door to the back porch.

Naturally, smoking and drinking were sinful. Nevertheless, her Grandad, who lived with them, would disappear from time to time into the cellar for a drink from the bottle that he kept hidden behind the boiler; perhaps he justified it to himself as medicine. After his Sunday drink, Grandad always went to the back porch to his rocking chair, which creaked under his weight as he beamed at the apple tree at the end of the yard and waited for the hereafter. Judy’s parents must have known about the whiskey because you could smell the stuff on his breath; her mother’s mouth would tighten, and she would give a tiny, delicate, disapproving sniff, but she never said anything. Grandad was supposedly a teetotaler.

The man in the plaid shirt seated across from Judy looked uneasy and lowered his eyes furtively to check his zipper. She looked away quickly—she must have been staring again. When she was lost in thought, her dark blue eyes glared through the big tortoiseshell frames with a ferocity that was as alarming as it was unintentional.

She wondered again what the purpose of this meeting with Lili was, and why the mystery?

First there had been the contrite telephone call—and God knows, Lili had every reason to sound contrite. Ultimately, of course, the bust-up with Lili had been good for Judy’s public relations business, but that hadn’t been Lili’s intention that night in Chicago…. “If you could find it in your heart to forgive me for the very bad way in which I behaved….” Lili had pleaded, in that deep voice with the slight continental accent…. “I was so ungrateful…. So very unprofessional…. I am ashamed when I think about it….” In spite of herself, Judy had started to mellow; it wasn’t just because of Lili’s stardom or her magnetism, it was simply because Judy had enjoyed working with her. They really had been a terrific team until that night in Chicago.

Lili had said there was a special matter that she wished to discuss with Judy, “something of a very confidential nature I should like to speak to you about personally.”

Judy didn’t waste her time on anybody. Dozens of strange proposals were put to her each week, and most of them didn’t get past her secretaries. But this was Lili, whose name had been linked to more celebrities than that of any other woman, Lili, whose waiflike beauty was a twentieth-century legend, Lili, who never gave interviews.

The last fact counted most with Judy. Lili was worth at least a thousand words for VERVE!, whatever happened at the meeting, so Judy agreed to it. Eager and charming as a child, Lili thanked her and asked her to keep their rendezvous a secret. Judy hadn’t intended to tell anyone anyway. But she was intrigued; like herself, Lili had also succeeded in life fast, mysteriously and against the odds. She must be about twenty-eight or twenty-nine now, although she didn’t look it.

Last month’s telephone call had been followed by a confirming letter on thick, cream paper with the single word LILI centrally engraved in navy Bodoni typeface; for some reason Lili had no last name.

What could she have in mind? Judy wondered. Backing? Surely not. Publishing? Not likely. Publicity? No longer necessary.

It was six-twenty and the traffic was still motionless, so Judy jumped off the bus and walked the last few blocks. She always liked to arrive on time.


The cab smelled of stale cigarette smoke, the backseat had been slashed and the guts were spilling out; it was also stuck in traffic on Madison Avenue, but the driver, a surly Puerto Rican, was mercifully silent until suddenly he barked, “Where you from?”

“Cornwall,” said Pagan, who never thought of herself as English. She added, “The warmest part of Britain,” and thought that wasn’t saying much. Pagan’s pallor was due to poor circulation; she had always suffered from cold weather, which was eleven months of the year at home. As a child she had hated to put her naked feet out of bed on winter mornings and hurriedly plunged her chilblains into sheepskin slippers. Her first frenzied love-hate relationship was with her warm but uncomfortable winter underclothes; the scratchy, cream wool combination suit that covered her from neck to ankle, with sagging sanitary trapdoor that unbuttoned at the back; the prickly, flannel Liberty bodice, a vestlike garment that ended at the stomach with long, dangling suspenders to hold up her thick woolen stockings.

When Pagan was a child, at seven every morning a little housemaid had scurried around Trelawney to light the stoves and the fires, which were banked down or turned off every freezing winter night at eleven p.m. no matter what time everyone went to bed. Smelly cylindrical oil stoves stood before the lace curtains of the bathrooms and minor bedrooms, open coal fires smoldered in the principal bedrooms and great, glowing logs were piled in the hall and drawing room, but the long hallway and bathrooms were always freezing, and the food from the home farm was lukewarm when it finally arrived on the manor table. The uneven flagstones in the dining room always felt cold, even in summer, even through Pagan’s shoes; when she thought no one was looking, Pagan used to tuck up her feet under her bottom and away from the icy floor—but it was always noticed and she would be told sharply to “sit up like a lady.”

However, the worst part of winter had been getting into bed under the cold heaviness of the linen sheets. Once beyond the heat range of the oil stove, Pagan’s bones would ache and her body become gradually numb until sleep mercifully anesthetized the dull pain.

At this memory, although it was hot for October, the forty-six-year-old Pagan shivered in her pink wool Jean Muir coat.

As usual, Pagan was staying at the Algonquin, where she felt oddly at home. The lobby had the slightly seedy, unwarrantedly superior air of a London club with its high-backed, shabby leather wing chairs and dim, parchment-shaded lights. Her room was small but surprisingly pretty after the calculated gloom of the lobby. A comfortable, pink velvet armchair stood on the grass-green carpet; artful lace scatter pillows, cunningly placed brass lamps, a few bird pictures in golden frames spoke of the skillful decorator’s touch. The old-fashioned, newly smart brass bedstead reminded Pagan of the nursery at Trelawney and the dark-green-on-white trellis wallpaper swept her mind back to the conservatory where her grandfather used to read the Times every morning, surrounded by slumbering dogs, palms, ferns and tropical plants. The conservatory was heated by long, hot, brown tubes that writhed around the walls at floor level and burned your fingers if you touched them. It was easily the warmest, if not the only warm spot in that drafty mansion, especially when the wind was blowing straight off the sea, sweeping harshly over granite-grim cliffs to the rhododendron-encircled lawns. The conservatory was also a terrific place to hide from her mother; with a book and an apple, Pagan would slither like a lizard under jade fronds and jagged malachite spikes, concealed by yellow froth and spumescent greens.

Pagan could hardly remember her father, who had been killed in a car crash when only twenty-six. Pagan, then three years old, had been left with a vague memory of a scratchy cheek and a scratchy, tweed-kneed lap. The only traces of her father were the row of silver trophy cups, which stood on the oak shelves in the study, for school swimming matches and county golf, faded sepia photographs of cricket teams, and a group of laughing people at a beach picnic.

After his death, until she was ten and had to go to school in London, Pagan and her mother made their home with Grandfather at Trelawney, where Pagan had been both spoiled and toughened. When she was three years old, she had been taken out into the bay and lowered over the side of the dinghy in Grandfather’s arms to learn to swim. When she was thirteen months old she had been put on her first pony; the reins were placed in her baby hands and her grandfather walked her around the paddock every morning so that she would learn to ride before she was old enough to be frightened; she first hunted with Grandfather Trelawney when she was eight.

It was her grandfather who had taught Pagan courtesy. He listened politely and with genuine interest to everybody, whether it was one of his tenants, the village postman or his neighbor, Lord Tregerick; the people Grandfather couldn’t stand were what he called “the money chaps”—lawyers, bankers, accountants. Grandfather never looked at bills, he simply passed them on to his agent to be paid.

Pagan had always been surrounded by servants, many of whom were there because her grandfather hated to dismiss anyone. Somebody put Pagan’s gloves on, somebody pulled her boots off, somebody brushed her hair at night, and somebody put her clothes away, so the little girl grew up to be compulsively untidy. Pagan always remembered the soft rustle of the housemaid’s skirt as she carried brass cans of hot water to the bedroom in the early morning and stood them by the rose-patterned washbasin; the blissful warmth of the butler’s pantry, where Briggs cleaned the silver and kept the flower-decorated Minton dinner service on shelves behind glass doors; the cozy warmth and fragrance of the big kitchen; the resigned, sour face of her grandfather’s valet as he scratched the mud from Pagan’s riding clothes in the brushing room.

Pagan seldom saw her mother, and when she did put in an appearance she was obviously bored. She hated the country; there was nowhere to go and nothing to do. Cornwall in the 1930s was hardly sophisticated and Pagan’s mother certainly was. Short hair sleeked beetle-neat against heavy, dead-white makeup; the daily masterpiece, a scarlet glistening mouth, was painted over her real mouth, which was much thinner; red traces of Pagan’s mother could be found on glasses, cups, towels and innumerable cigarette butts. Mrs. Trelawney often went up to London, and when she came back, she brought her London friends down for the weekend. Pagan disliked them, but nevertheless, she picked up much of their Mayfair slang, and for the rest of her life her conversation was dotted with their dated, breathless exaggerations.

Now in 1978 Pagan still missed her grandfather and regretted that her husband had never met him—or stayed at Trelawney before it had been transformed. Not that her grandfather would have had anything in common with her husband, who was interested only in books and his work. He took no interest in Pagan’s fundraising—although without the money she raised, he would have been unable to continue his research. Exasperated, she sometimes scolded him. When she did, he would hug her and say, “Darling, I’m sorry white mice are so expensive.”

Pagan knew that he was proud of her work, though at first her forthright business methods had alarmed him. Sometimes she suspected they still did.

She always hated to leave her husband, but after his heart attack it was unwise for him to travel; he was better off at home with help close at hand, a semi-invalid, but still one of the wittiest, cleverest and most distinguished men in the world. Although neither of them spoke about it, the past sixteen years had been a very special bonus—but sixteen years of constant care to keep him alive and working would be triumphantly worth that effort if now, as seemed likely, he might at last succeed within the next ten years. The question that they never asked each other was whether he could last until then. That was why Pagan hated to leave her husband, even to discuss the possibility of a major donation to the Institute.

And from such an unexpected source.

In the scarf-scattered, gumboot-glutted, coat-choked, stone-paved passage of her cottage on the Trelawney estate, Pagan had answered the telephone and heard the low, husky voice of Lili herself. As casually as if she were suggesting meeting in the next village, Lili had asked Pagan to travel to America to meet her on a matter that was both urgent and confidential. Pagan had been astonished by the telephone call. International film stars weren’t in the habit of phoning her out of the blue and she had never met Lili, though of course she’d heard about her. One could hardly avoid hearing about that romantic, talented, sad creature.

On the telephone, the film star had spoken in a quiet, serious voice. “I’ve heard so much about your projects,” she said. “I’m fascinated by the wonderful work your husband is doing and I’d like to discuss a way in which I might be of help.”

When Pagan had politely pressed Lili for further details, Lili had explained that her American accountant had suggested several possible ways in which Lili might contribute, some extending over several years, and he had suggested a preliminary meeting in New York with Lili’s tax advisers. It sounded as if a really big contribution was going to be made and a very generous check had then been sent to Pagan to cover her first-class travel expenses.

Sitting in the stationary cab and listening to the driver swear in Spanish, Pagan wished that she didn’t feel so utterly awful. The waving mahogany hair that fell to her shoulders always looked fine, but today her face was puffy, her blue eyes dull, her eyelids swollen, and she looked all of her forty-six years.

New York time is five hours earlier than London. Pagan had arrived the previous evening, and after only a few hours’ sleep, she woke at two in the morning, which was breakfast time in Britain. She wasn’t able to concentrate on her book and she hadn’t been able to get to sleep again. She never took sleeping pills or any other medicine, not even aspirin.

She was terrified of getting hooked again.


Sleek black skyscrapers loomed slightly darker than the sky. You don’t know how many shades of black there are until you’ve been in fashion or the printing business, Kate thought, as she hurried along West 58th Street, slightly late as usual. When she left the office at six-ten the sky had been pale blue and cream, but now, at six-thirty, it was dark. For a moment Kate thought nostalgically of the long English autumn twilights, then she paused at Van Cleef & Arpels. The Empress Josephine’s diamond coronation tiara sat in state in one window; Kate preferred it to the tiara in the other window, the more magnificent Russian Imperial diadem that had candy-sized emeralds set in a three-inch-thick blaze of diamonds. Again Kate wondered why she hadn’t let Tom pull her through the revolving doors last Monday. Most men hadn’t even heard of Van Cleef, let alone know where it was, let alone offer to do a little shopping there. “Let’s go get Josephine’s tiara,” Tom had said, tugging at her hand, and when she shook her head he had still tried to pull her in, pointing out that emeralds went with anything. Why hadn’t she wanted to accept an expensive present from him? After all, her birthday was next week: she would be forty-six years old and she didn’t care a bit. She didn’t need expensive reassurance; she had got what she had always wanted—a wonderful man and a wonderful job.

Now that she was a successful magazine editor, nobody would ever guess that for years Kate hadn’t known what she wanted or where she was going, that she had felt as little in control of her life as a rag doll being tossed around in a washing machine. She felt she was being pushed around, all right, but she didn’t know in which direction. “Now, girl,” her father always said, “remember you’re as good as anyone, Kathreen, remember that your dad’s got the wherewithal and that’s what counts. Nothing to stop you being top of the pile, and that’s where your dad expects you to be, make no mistake about it.”

The “wherewithal” had been the vast profits from the rows of identical small, squat red-brick houses that her father had built across central England. The “wherewithal” had paid for better clothes, better cars, better holidays and a better home than her schoolmates’, but it had not been what counted; if anything, the “wherewithal” had been responsible for unspoken resentment from some of the other girls at her London day school. Kate had never felt that she was as good as any of them, and neither was she top. She always dreaded the arrival of the end-of-term reports, anticipating her father’s rages, the punishments and—most alarming of all—her father’s attempts to coach her: the more he shouted the less she could remember.

She had been a cowed girl. The anger that she had never dared to show had built up in layers of silent resentment. She knew she was a moral coward, but she was terrified that argument would rouse her father’s anger. So, like her mother, Kate always said as little as possible or fled.

Once they knew her well, men were always surprised to discover how easily they could make Kate do exactly what they wanted without a word of complaint from her. But then, when they pushed her too far, she simply disappeared without a word of explanation.

As Kate couldn’t stand her father when he was alive, she couldn’t understand why, whenever one of her books hit the best-seller list, the wistful thought came unbidden into her head, “Wish the old bugger could have seen that.” She couldn’t understand why she wanted the ogre of her youth, dead these twenty years, to be proud of her; she couldn’t understand her disappointment because her father had died before she discovered what she was top at, before she could shout, “Daddy, Daddy, you bastard, I’ve made it!” Kate didn’t take much notice of her success, and neither did her friends, most of whom dated from the days when she was unknown, but her dad would have relished it, he would have cut her pictures out of the newspapers, kept all her cuttings and alerted his buddies when she was about to be on television.

Certainly this new book sounded an easy winner, another potential best-seller. Lili’s story—true or false—should hit the list a week before publication. She was beautiful, romantic, irresistibly fascinating, and the public lapped up every detail of her life; for instance, how many times had she read that Lili always wore white, whether it was satin or silk, tweed or cotton? And of course Lili was a woman with a past—and what a past!

Before Lili had reached international status, when she had still been just another continental B-film actress who stripped in every movie, Kate had once spent some time hanging around the set in a wet wood outside London and had subsequently written the first big story to treat the teenage Lili as a potential star. Kate had not heard from Lili since the interview, but the piece had been syndicated around the world, which is why, Kate supposed, she had been summoned to the Pierre. Today, all the stars wanted an “as told to” autobiography. Nevertheless, she had been surprised when Lili had telephoned in person and asked to meet her secretly.

Kate hurried toward the Plaza, smelled hot bagels and damp autumn mist, passed a group of blank-faced, bald-headed women, swathed in silver fox and lace, spotlit in Bergdorf ’s window; stopped at the traffic light beyond which was a blue police car, with two cops inside, both as bald and blank as the plaster models in Bergdorf ’s. Kate crossed the street. Dark green, elegant awnings stretched from apartment building doors across the sidewalk to where bored chauffeurs sat in spotless dark cars. Kate nodded to the blue-uniformed doorman, who saluted her as she swung between the marble pillars of the Pierre Hotel, through the revolving doors and along the wide, cream corridor.

At the reception desk they phoned up to make sure she was expected. The guests standing beside her murmured in soft Italian, the groups beyond spoke Arabic and French. Kate couldn’t hear a word of English. It reminded her of Cairo. The elevator took her to the seventeenth floor and as she walked along the hushed gray corridor to Suite 1701, Kate pulled the back of her mulberry jacket down and fluffed up the purple silk bow of her blouse.

Just before she reached it, the door was opened by a thin woman with gray hair that matched her dress. Beyond her, through the open door, Kate could see into a long cream room that overlooked Central Park. A waiter was setting out ice, tongs and small dishes of olives; the secretary beckoned him out, stood aside so that Kate could enter and then softly closed the door from the hall.

Kate gasped.

“Jesus!” said Judy.

“Wrong again,” said Kate, who could never resist a one-liner. Astonished, she stood in the doorway, trying to decide what this was all about. Judy and Pagan were sitting on a couple of apricot velvet couches placed at right angles to each other; at either end of the couches, huge vases of madonna lilies and imported apple blossoms stood on low, smoked-glass tables and beyond, to the right, in a beige velvet armchair, sat Maxine.

“What’s this, a surprise reunion?” asked Kate.

Pagan fingered the delicate little green malachite butterfly that hung around her neck on a fine gold Cartier chain. Maxine said in a fast, low voice, “We’d better be careful what we say.”

The atmosphere was tense. Kate did not have time to move over to the other women before the double doors at the far end of the room were flung open and in walked a small, gold-skinned young woman, wearing a white silk gown draped like an ancient Greek tunic.

Star quality radiated from Lili. A cloud of black, soft hair hung to her shoulders, swept back from an oval face with high, slanting cheekbones. Her small nose had a faintly predatory hook, her full lower lip was slightly too large, but when you looked at her you only noticed her eyes. They were huge shining chestnut eyes, thickly lashed, that glistened as if a crystal tear were about to fall from each one.

Tonight, however, Lili’s eyes did not glisten. They glared. They projected rage and fury. For a moment the star stood silent as she surveyed the four older women: Kate in her mulberry suit by the door; Pagan in pink, sprawled across the apricot cushions; Maxine poised, porcelain cup in one hand, the saucer held on her blue silk lap; Judy in brown velvet, on the edge of the sofa with shoulders hunched, hands under her chin, elbows on her knees, scowling right back at Lili.

Then Lili spoke.

“All right,” she said, “which one of you bitches is my mother?”
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I FEEL

                                SICK,” muttered Kate, leaning back against the

                        headboard and fastening a new lace bra over her adolescent

                    breasts.

“Worth it,” said Pagan, as she licked

                        her fingers. Wearing orange satin boxer shorts and a pink kimono, she sat

                        cross-legged at the end of Kate’s narrow bed and looked regretfully at the

                        white cardboard box between the two teenage girls. One chocolate eclair

                        remained.

“We’ll save this for after supper.

                        Now shall I paint your toenails purple to take your mind off throwing

                        up?”

The English pupils always splurged

                        their first week’s allowance on cakes, lipstick and nail polish. They had

                        been freed from strict schools in order to be transformed into cultured

                        young ladies by this Swiss finishing school. After years of deprivation,

                        followed by a postwar period in which even bread and potatoes were rationed,

                        the girls thought Switzerland in 1948 was a paradise compared to shabby,

                        tired Britain—a paradise of cream cakes, chocolate, snow and

                    romance.

Pagan hunched over Kate’s left foot. A

                        myopic, pre-Raphaelite beauty, she usually stooped to minimize her height.

                        She rarely wore her glasses, partly because she was vain and partly because

                        she kept losing them.

Lolling back on the

                        bed, bare left foot poised in midair, Kate looked over Pagan’s head. She

                        could see the snow-topped mountains of Gstaad, framed by the white lace

                        curtains of her open bedroom window.

“Let’s

                        go into the forest before tea,” suggested Kate.

“Keep still, you idiot,”

                        said Pagan. “We were told to greet the new girl. We’ll go after tea if she

                        hasn’t arrived. Poor thing, you’ve bagged the best armoire. There’s hardly

                        any hanging space in hers; she’ll have to keep her stuff under the

                        bed.”

Most of the bedrooms in l’Hirondelle

                        finishing school were for three girls, but on the top floor, under the

                        wooden eaves of the huge chalet, the rooms were smaller. Leading off Kate’s

                        bedroom for two was a tiny, pale blue attic, with a low, sloping pine

                        ceiling and just enough space for one narrow blue bed, a small table and a

                        chest. Pagan had grabbed it and she was so exasperatingly untidy that it was

                        just as well she had a room to herself. Nothing could teach Pagan to be

                        neat. She had been christened Jennifer, but as her nanny’s constant cry was

                        “Pick it up, you little pagan”, or

                        “No tea until your room’s tidy, you little pagan”, Jennifer eventually

                        became known as “Pagan”, and the nickname stuck.

“I’m not going to waste such a lovely afternoon!” Kate jumped off the

                        bed and pulled on a neat beige cashmere sweater and skirt. Pagan tugged a

                        pair of old jodhpurs over the orange satin shorts and wriggled into a

                        gigantic Fair Isle pullover, which she yanked in at the middle with a man’s

                        thick leather belt that almost went around her waist twice. They clattered

                        down the wooden stairs two at a time, flung themselves out of the front door

                        and half-walked, half-skipped along the steep path that led behind the

                        school and up into the forest. After climbing about a mile over fallen pine

                        needles, they found a notice stuck in the middle of the path that read “Attention! Défense de

                        passer.”

“Probably means that

                        the pass is defended by attentive gamekeepers,” said Pagan, whose French was

                        atrocious, and they continued to puff uphill until the path stopped in a

                        grass clearing that ended abruptly on a cliff edge. Below they could see the

                        brown chalets of Gstaad, encircled by the dark green forest, and beyond, a

                        spectacular amphitheater of mountains that were snow-topped even in

                        midsummer.

“Yoohoo…oooo,” yelled Pagan

                        through cupped hands. As the sound echoed back across the valley, she turned

                        to Kate and said, “They’ll expect us to yodel properly by the time we get

                        back to—”

She stopped abruptly. Suddenly

                        they heard an answering cry, seemingly from beneath their feet. Then someone

                        shouted, “Au secours!”

“That means ‘help,’” Kate said earnestly.

“And it came from beyond the cliff. Pourquoi secours?” yelled Pagan.

The voice yelled “Parce

                            que…I’m stuck.”

“Are you

                        English?” yelled Pagan, starting to stride forward, but Kate yanked at her

                        belt to stop her. They were about ten feet from the cliff edge and it might

                        not be safe.

“No, American. Watch out. The

                        cliff just gave way. We weren’t even near the edge…It just suddenly

                        crumbled.”

“How many of you are

                        there?”

“I’m the only one that fell. Nick

                        jumped back and he’s gone for help…aaaah!” Both girls heard the sound of

                        slithering earth and stones.

“Are you still

                        there?”

“Yes, but there isn’t much ledge

                        left. Oh, God, I’m so frightened.”

“Don’t

                        look down!” said Pagan, lowering herself to the ground and starting to snake

                        forward. “And don’t shout anymore…Kate, I’m going to crawl to the edge and

                        then you lie down behind me and hang on to my ankles.” Slowly Pagan wriggled

                        to the point where the grass stopped abruptly. She peered carefully over the

                        edge. About six feet below her, two dark blue eyes looked up, surrounded by

                        fair, shaggy hair.

The girl was standing on

                        a narrow ledge, arms outspread as she hugged the cliff face. “Nick just

                        couldn’t reach me,” she said. “He tried and tried. He took off his shirt and

                        tried to pull me up with it but it tore, then the ledge started to crumble

                        and so he ran to get a ladder. But the ledge keeps crumbling, there’s not

                        enough room to sit down now. I’m so frightened.”

At least a hundred feet below, the earth was starting to slide again.

                        It made Pagan feel sick. “Oh, crumbs,” she gasped. “Oh, Lord, don’t look

                        down.” She tried to reach the girl with her hands but her outreached

                        fingertips were about two feet from the upstretched hands of the frightened

                        girl below.

“Look, hang on just a bit

                        longer,” called Pagan encouragingly, as she withdrew her head and wriggled

                        back to Kate. She started to take off her sneakers and

                    jodhpurs.

“These pants are tougher than the

                        shirt,” she explained, as she tied the end of her jodhpur legs with a reef

                        knot so that the garment formed a circle; then she threaded her belt through

                        it, pulling the buckle tight.

“For God’s

                        sake hang tight onto my ankles,” Pagan hissed to Kate, as she wriggled back

                        to the cliff face and peered over it. Some earth crumbled away beneath her

                        breasts and she felt even sicker as she dangled the jodhpurs down to the

                        girl below. “Can you get them over your head and under your arms like a

                        lifebelt? Don’t look

                    down!”

Slowly Pagan lowered the

                        makeshift lifebelt until it reached the girl’s outstretched fingertips.

                        “Keep your hands together and try to wriggle the jodhpurs down under your

                        arms…slowly…slowly…”

Pagan wrapped the other

                        end of the belt around her left hand and hung on to the end of it with her

                        right hand. All the time she noticed little crumbs of earth were sliding

                        down the sheer cliff face toward the red earth, snapped-off pine trees and

                        roots that were piled so far below.

“Now

                        hold on to the belt,” she said in what she hoped was a commanding voice.

                            “Slowly, try to walk up the

                        cliff, like a fly.”

“I can’t. I can’t!”

A chunk of earth fell from below the girl’s left foot, leaving it

                        dangling in space.

“If you fall, I’m not

                        sure that I can hold you,” Pagan said. “You’ll probably break my wrist and

                        pull me over, so don’t think about what I say. Just do it, when I count to

                    three.”

Kate was now lying behind Pagan with her

                        arms hanging around Pagan’s waist. “Now, one, two, three!” Pagan said, as forcefully as she

                        could.

Obediently, the thin little

                        girl—thank God she was so small—leaned out and started to scramble up the

                        mountain. As the belt jerked taut, Pagan felt an agonizing pain in her wrist

                        and shoulder. She wondered whether she’d dislocated it, then the whole of

                        her left arm was in agony as, inch by inch, the girl scrambled

                    up.

The leather belt started to slip in Pagan’s

                        sweaty hand. She was gasping for breath as she slowly wriggled backward,

                        pulled by Kate.

Two dirty hands hanging onto

                        the belt slowly appeared over the cliff face, followed by a frightened white

                        face.

“Slowly,” gasped Pagan, “slowly!” She

                        thought she felt the ground move beneath her and experienced a moment of

                        cold terror. Then the little girl collapsed over the top of the cliff and

                        Kate quickly pulled her up over it and back to safety as Pagan’s bleeding

                        fingers released the belt.

But before Pagan

                        could stand up, the ground beneath her fell away and suddenly she was

                        dangling from the waist, head downward over the crumbling mountain. The

                        ledge that the girl had been standing on had disappeared.

Kate grabbed Pagan, and together they fell backward, panting

                        and sobbing as they crawled to safety.

Not

                        until they reached the pine trees and the little path did Pagan feel safe.

                        Then her knees gave way and she collapsed. Anxiously, Kate bent over

                        her.

Suddenly a look of alarm crossed the

                        face of the girl Pagan had rescued. “Oh, my,” she said, putting both hands

                        to her temples, “I’m going to be late. Oh, I dare not. Oh, I must go. Oh, dear, oh, thank you, oh,

                        look, do you know the Chesa? Can you come there sometime so I can say…I

                        mean, I can’t thank you enough but…I must

                                go!”

And she turned

                        and half-ran, half-staggered down the path, then disappeared around the

                        bend.

“What a cow!” Kate said. “You saved

                        her life and she just ran off! Oh, darling Pagan, your poor hands!” Pagan’s

                        legs were filthy and her hands were bleeding. As the jodhpurs and sneakers

                        were still on the cliff edge, she was wearing only the Fair Isle sweater and

                        the dirty orange satin shorts.

Suddenly,

                        from the other side of the clearing, a group of laborers appeared carrying

                        rope, a net and a ladder. A tall, thin young man, naked to the waist, ran in

                        front of them, but he suddenly stopped dead, ran a hand through his floppy

                        black hair and yelled, “Christ, it’s fallen!”

“The girl’s all right, we got her up,” called Pagan from where she

                        was sitting. “Are you Nick?”

The young man

                        came running over. His crooked nose was smeared with earth, his aquamarine

                        eyes looked distraught. “She’s all right? Judy’s all right? What happened? How?…You’re sure she’s all right? Where is

                        she?…Oh, God, I’ve been through such hell….”

“So has Pagan,” Kate said indignantly. “She leaned over the cliff and

                        pulled your girl up—and then she rushed off when Pagan had just saved her

                        life, saying that she didn’t want to be late!”

“Well, if she’s late again, she loses her job, you see. She’s already

                        been warned twice. Was she all

                            right—not hurt, I mean?”

“She must be all right

                        to rush off like that,” said Kate scornfully, “but Pagan isn’t all right.

                        Look at her hands!”

“Stop making a fuss,

                        Kate.” Pagan wobbled to her feet. She was as tall as the young man who had

                        jumped to help her. “I’ll be perfectly fine after a bath.”

“Just let me tell the rescue team there’s no longer a problem

                        and I’ll see you home,” said Nick, pushing his floppy black hair out of his

                        eyes and turning to talk in rapid German to the group of men behind him. He

                        turned back and put a supportive arm around Pagan’s waist.

“I’m perfectly all right,” said Pagan weakly, wincing as he

                        touched her left arm. “Let’s get out of here before more mountain

                        disappears.”

“That’s unlikely,” said Nick.

                        “The rescue team said they’ve been dynamiting part of the mountain away

                        because after last winter’s avalanches, a dangerous overhang was left.

                        Unfortunately, that’s what we were walking on…. They’re finishing the work

                        next week.”

“Who’s that girl, the one who

                        was late?” Kate’s voice was heavily

                        sarcastic.

“She’s an exchange scholarship

                        student from America and she hasn’t any money, so she’s working as a

                        waitress at the Chesa,” Nick explained as slowly they moved down the path.

                        “I don’t know how she does it all, she works so hard, and she never seems

                        tired, she’s always…oh, terrific fun.”

Kate

                        noticed that he blushed. “Are you…uh?”

“No,

                        we’re not, but I wish we were. She’s got some fellow in Virginia. Jim.”

                        There was a pause. Both girls looked sideways at Nick and decided that Jim

                        must be pretty sensational.

“Are you a

                        student, too?” Nick was obviously English.

“In a way. I’m a stagiaire.

                        An exchange waiter at the Imperial.”

“What’s

                        an exchange waiter?”

“Well, my family is in

                        the hotel business, so I’m learning hotel management.” He pulled Pagan’s arm

                        round his shoulder. “I left school early and took the two-year course at

                        Westminster Tech, then I was a waiter at the Savoy. I came out here on an

                        exchange scheme; one of the Imperial waiters is taking my place in

                        London.”

“What was it like at the Savoy?”

                        Kate asked, round-eyed at the thought of working in such sophisticated

                        surroundings.

“Hard work. Hot. The

                        restaurant kitchen was aboveground so we had windows, but the poor bastards

                        in the grill kitchen worked in the basement and never saw the light of day.

                        We cooked on red-hot, old coal ranges, and there was sawdust on the floor to

                        soak up any spilled fat so you didn’t slip on it. You sweated so much that

                        you drank anything that came your way—water and milk as well as your beer

                        allocation—you never stopped swigging liquid.”

“Why did you leave the Savoy?” Pagan asked, as they stopped on the

                        path so that Nick could support her more firmly. Her arm was horribly

                        painful, but Nick was taking her mind off it.

“To continue my course.” Nick staggered. Pagan was no lightweight.

                        “I’m staying here until the end of the winter season, then I’ll be eighteen

                        and have to do my National Service. I hate the whole idea of being in the

                        bloody army for two years, but there’s no choice. Anyway, my father says it

                        will teach me leadership, if nothing else. He’s very keen on

                        leadership.”

“Goodness, do waiters need leadership

                    qualities?”

“No, but hotel managers

                    do!”

“That’s our school,” Kate said, pointing.

                        “Nearly there, Pagan, only a few steps more.” She and Nick were now almost

                        totally supporting Pagan as the dirty little group staggered up to the front

                        door.

Nick blushed, then said

                        apologetically, “Look, I know you think Judy was ungrateful but you’ve no

                        idea how hard things are for her. She’s here alone and she’s only fifteen.

                        Why don’t we meet at the Chesa for tea on Sunday, then she can thank you

                        properly as I’m sure she wants to…. And—and, I’d like it too.” Pagan nodded

                        as carefully he released his hold, said good-bye, then hurried down the

                        street. She waited until he turned the corner, then gave a little groan and

                        fell to the ground.


Pagan was

                        propped up in bed eating the last chocolate eclair with her right hand; her

                        left hand was bandaged and her arm was in a sling. Kate was painting her

                        toes bright orange.

“I can’t, can’t bear it,” Pagan

                    groaned.

Kate looked up anxiously. “Is the pain

                        still awful?”

“No, I can’t feel a thing

                        after that injection. What I can’t bear is that Paul carried me upstairs and

                        I never knew about it! You wouldn’t lie to me, Kate; he really did pick me

                        up in his strong arms and hold me to his manly chest and…”

“No, he didn’t,” said Kate. “No normal man could carry you upstairs like that. He staggered up with you. I was afraid

                        he might fall backward on Matron and me.”

Pagan gave a voluptuous sigh of regret. Paul was the headmaster’s

                        chauffeur and the unofficial school heartthrob. All the girls were

                        fascinated by his olive face, his slanting black eyes, his sleek dark hair

                        and his erect tight-buttocked bullfighter’s stance.

“Tell me again what happened,” Pagan begged, as Kate dabbed

                        Oriental Orange on her big toe.

“You were

                        too heavy for me to drag out of the gutter so I rushed inside. Paul was

                        leaning against the hall table with his arms crossed and his cap in one

                        hand—waiting for old Chardin to appear, I suppose. As soon as I explained

                        what had happened, he dashed outside, flung his cap on the pavement and put

                        his arms around you—you made his uniform absolutely filthy, by the

                        way—heaved you over his left shoulder in a sort of fireman’s lift, with one

                        arm around your back and the other around your orange satin bottom, then he

                        carried you straight into Chardin’s study without knocking and lowered you

                        onto the sofa and knelt by you and lifted your eyelid and…I’ve already told

                        you the next bit.”

“Again.”

“Then he felt under…he pulled your sweater up and yelled at

                        me to fetch Matron and telephone for a doctor, but I was rooted to the

                        ground.” Kate giggled. “I suppose he was checking your heartbeat; he didn’t

                        seem to notice you weren’t wearing

                        a bra. Anyway, I rushed off and got Matron, and when we came in your sweater

                        was down again and you were whispering, ‘Where am I?’ just the way you’re

                        supposed to…”

Suddenly the door crashed open

                        and the Swedish matron stomped in, followed by the school porter dragging an

                        old pigskin suitcase; behind him stood a plump girl wearing a navy coat. Her

                        brown eyes looked anxious as she smiled. She had buck teeth.

Matron scowled. “It’s forbidden to sit on the beds. It’s

                        forbidden to eat in your rooms. It’s forbidden to apply nail polish anywhere

                        except in the bathroom.” She turned on her heels and left.

“Bitch,” said Pagan. “Parlez-vous

                                anglais?”

“A little,

                        but I am French and come here to learn English,” the new girl said. “I am

                        Maxine Pascale.”

“But nobody learns English here. Or French, come to

                        that,” exclaimed Pagan. “You’ll see. The English and American girls talk

                        English, the South Americans speak Spanish, the Italians yell nonstop

                        Italian and the Germans bark in German. Nobody speaks French, except one Greek girl,

                        and that’s because nobody else speaks Greek. Mais

                                nous pouvons practiquer sur vous.” Pagan’s bad French

                        proved she was right.

“No, I shall only

                        speak English with you,” the new girl said firmly, with a smile. She lifted

                        her suitcase onto the bed and started to unpack, carefully pulling out and

                        smoothing the many sheets of crisp white tissue that lay between each

                        garment. It was more like a trousseau than a set of schoolgirl’s clothes,

                        and as Maxine hung them up, the girls could see the Christian Dior

                        label.

“I say, you must be rich!” gasped

                        Pagan. “They’re divine!”

“No, I’m not rich,”

                        Maxine said. “But I am lucky. I

                        have an aunt.”

And indeed, Maxine’s Aunt

                        Hortense, who had made a good but childless marriage, was a shrewd realist.

                        In her opinion there was no point in spending money on a trousseau after one had landed a man. Chic

                        clothes were needed to set a girl up so she could make the best possible

                        marriage. It was an investment in a girl’s future.

So she had swept Maxine and her mother into the Dior salon, and

                        eventually—Maxine was not consulted—the two older women decided on a

                        midnight-blue wool coat with two huge buttons that glowed like sapphires;

                        next, they chose a cocktail dress in blue satin covered in black Chantilly

                        lace and a simple blue wool town suit with an alternative pleated skirt

                            pour le weekend in blue and

                        cream tartan. They also picked an apricot wool dress that flared tactfully

                        over Maxine’s ample hips, and their final choice was a floor-length,

                        strapless gown in pale-blue silk taffeta with a little matching jacket. All

                        the waists were tightly nipped in, all the skirts were enormous; all the

                        garments were exquisitely stitched and fitted. It had taken three weeks to

                        make them, with five fittings each, and Maxine had felt faint when she heard

                        that the price of the five outfits was 750,000 francs. She would never dare

                        to wear them, she had thought.

The girls

                        missed tea because—with a secret view to future borrowing—Kate was trying on

                        every stitch that Maxine had brought with her, and even though Pagan

                        couldn’t try them on because her arm was in plaster of paris, she hopped

                        around, thrilled by the glamorous clothes. Maxine was impressed by Pagan’s

                        height, her hair and her exuberant high spirits. “I say, Kate, silver high heels! Oh, Maxine, your

                        feet are sparrow-size, dammit,” she cried. Kate burrowed into the suitcase,

                        sending tissue paper flying. “Look, Kate, that’s a real crepe de chine

                        blouse—and a lace nightgown! Y’know clothes are still rationed in England,

                        Maxine. There’s nothing so ravishing as these! Oh, how I long for something

                    pretty!”

Not fooled by this, Maxine could see

                        that Pagan was used to getting what she wanted. How strange that she should

                        be a friend of Kate, who seemed so quiet and ordinary-looking, even mousy

                        despite the purple toes. They were obviously fond of each other, and Maxine

                        quickly found out that they had been together at school in London since they

                        were ten. That was not the only reason that Kate and Pagan were friends.

                        What the two girls had in common and what had brought them together

                        originally was that they were both, in different ways, outsiders. Kate,

                        because her father was so very obviously rich, and Pagan because she had

                        been brought up to live a life that no longer existed. Her world of

                        privilege had disappeared forever, together with the wrought-iron gates of

                        the manor, which—like the saucepans in the mining cottages—had been melted

                        down to make guns in 1940.

Because her

                        speech and her background were so different from the middle-class students

                        at St. Paul’s, Pagan tended to sound arrogant without meaning to do so. And

                        even in a school with few uniform rules, she dressed in a most peculiar

                        fashion. No store-bought clothes ever fitted Pagan, who was five foot ten

                        and boyish in build. During the war, when clothes were severely rationed and

                        brides pooled their year’s clothing coupons in order to buy one wedding

                        dress for eight of them to wear, everyone in Britain wore their clothes

                        until they fell to pieces and made new dresses out of old tablecloths,

                        sheets and curtains.

Inspired by the general

                        example, Pagan went up to the attic and unpacked the clothes of her dead

                        father. First she wore his cashmere pullovers and his silk scarves with a

                        pair of jodhpurs; then she purloined his silk shirts, which she belted and

                        wore as dresses, and Mrs. Hocken in the village turned a white-dotted navy

                        silk Charvet dressing gown into “a best dress” for Sunday. Then Pagan

                        plundered some of the other older trunks in the attic: she was never able to

                        get into her grandmother’s tiny-waisted silk dress, but she wore lace

                        blouses that were a hundred years old with similarly ancient skirts of

                        bottle-green velvet or dark blue silk. Soon she acquired a reputation not

                        only for eccentric opinions but also for eccentric clothes, but because of

                        her height, her slimness and her wonderful mahogany hair, Pagan always

                        looked carelessly marvelous.


L’Hirondelle supper gong was rung at seven-thirty. Reluctant to leave

                        Maxine’s wonderful wardrobe, but very hungry, the three girls joined the

                        human stream of flying hair, bouncing breasts and perceptible underarm odor

                        as all the pupils clattered downstairs to the dining room, where old

                        portraits hung in heavy gilt frames and brass Dutch chandeliers were

                        suspended from dark ceiling beams above long oak tables. Above the noise,

                        Maxine asked about the school routine.

“Morning bell at seven, breakfast at seven-thirty, lessons from eight

                        to twelve,” Pagan mumbled, as Kate cut her lambchop into little pieces.

                        “Voluntary sport from two to four-thirty and after that, study time ’til

                        six-thirty. Then supper and lights out at ten. No work over the weekend.

                        Church optional. Qu’est-ce que tu penses du

                                nourriture de l’école?”

“It is revolting,” said Maxine with deep sincerity, “like your

                        French.”

“Never mind, Monsieur Chardin told

                        my mother that my accent was excellent,” said Pagan cheerfully. “Would you

                        please undo the top button of my pedal pushers, Kate…. Have you met the

                        headmaster yet? No? Well, he’s a common little creep. Obsequious and oily,

                        you’ll see. In London he stayed at Claridge’s and I went along to visit him

                        with Mama. He was wearing a canary pullover and a big-checked suit that no

                        Englishman would be seen dead in, especially not in town. I noticed that he

                        didn’t even read my school reports.

                        Just as well, since they were absolutely grim…. I got the feeling that

                        Chardin was fishing for any pupils he could get. He’s obviously in it just for the money,

                        don’t you think, Kate?”

Kate nodded. She was

                        slowly eating a chocolate biscuit. She could make one biscuit last two

                        hours, nibbling nonstop at a steady pace, like a rat at a corpse, Pagan

                        said.

“I’m rather surprised my mother sent

                        me here, except it is supposed to

                        be the best school in Switzerland and my grandfather’s paying the bill, not

                        her.”

Adjusting her sling, Pagan wiped a bit

                        of bread around her plate. “Also, dammit, I certainly need polishing up. I mean, I’m not good at

                        being tidy or wearing clothes or knowing what to say to people at parties or

                        doing any of the things that

                        grown-up girls do.”

Kate said, “We’ve been

                        here a week and so far we’ve hardly seen Chardin; his apartment is on the

                        other side of the chalet and it has a different front door. He seems to live

                        an entirely separate life from the school. I’m certain he has better meals

                        than we do, because you can

                        sometimes smell things like roast duck coming out of the kitchen. Not my idea of a

                    headmaster!”

“A couple of Brazilian girls have

                        already been here a year and they say he’s got a fearful temper,” Pagan

                        added. “But there’s only one thing he really explodes about, and that’s if you get out of

                        school at night. Apparently he has

                        hysterics—and you’re

                        expelled!”

There was an awed silence. Being

                        expelled was a fate worse than death. The shame would pursue you through

                        your whole life.

After supper, half the

                        school squeezed into Kate’s bedroom to gaze at Maxine’s wardrobe until

                        lights out. Immediately after Matron’s inspection to check that all girls

                        were in and all lights were out, Pagan crept into the adjoining bedroom,

                        clutching around her, like an overweight redskin, the bulky, feather-filled

                        quilt that is the only covering on Swiss beds. Pagan climbed onto the end of

                        Kate’s bed and the three girls whispered until well after midnight. Maxine

                        told them about her three younger brothers and sister in Paris. Kate, who

                        like Pagan was an only child, thought that a big family sounded like fun,

                        but Maxine’s school in Paris, on the other hand, didn’t sound like fun at

                        all.

“We also had hours and hours of

                        homework at St. Paul’s,” said Pagan. “Each assignment was supposed to take

                        you only twenty minutes, and at the bottom of your work you were supposed to

                        put how long it took you, so naturally everybody lied because they didn’t

                        want to look dumb. If your essay on Greek architecture took three hours, you

                        put down twenty-five minutes. All Paulinas are liars, and they all have weak

                        eyes because they do so much of their work by flashlight in

                    bed.”

“My mother complained to the high mistress

                        once,” said Kate, “and she sat Mummy in a little low chair opposite her huge

                        commanding throne and said in her low boom, ‘Of course Kate must not work in bed, she must work

                        in her lunch hour or leave if she

                        cannot keep up.’”

“The high mistress was a

                        huge, commanding figure. She moved like a ship. You couldn’t believe she had

                        legs,” said Pagan. “She wore pince-nez and her hair in a gray bun and very

                        old-fashioned orange sweaters with no bra; you could see but you didn’t dare

                        notice. Somebody described her as God in drag. She thundered at us in a low

                        majestic voice. I once came second in a reading competition simply by

                        mimicking her. I was afraid I’d get ticked off for insolence, but nobody

                            noticed. They said I showed

                        promise.”

“Why did your mother send you to

                        that school if she was frightened of the headmistress?” asked

                    Maxine.

“Not headmistress,” said Kate, “high mistress. I went because my

                        father wanted me to have…the best.”


Kate’s father had wanted her to have the sort of education he hadn’t

                        had himself. She had been sent to St. Paul’s because Kate’s father had read

                        that royalty went there. Kate’s father always wanted the best, so Kate’s

                        mother always asked for it, even when shopping. When she was buying plums

                        she would ask the grocer, “Which are the best?” When she was buying chairs

                        she would ask, “Which are the best?” When she was buying a dress she could

                        never decide which one suited her, so she always asked the assistant, “Which

                        is the best?” and naturally the assistant chose the most expensive, which

                        was all right, because the more things cost, the better they

                    were.

Kate’s mother was also influenced by

                        royalty, and dressed like the Queen. Kate’s quiet, ladylike clothes came

                        from Debenham & Free-body because the little Princesses’ clothes were

                        bought there and “By Appointment to Her Majesty” was printed on their boxes.

                        Kate hated the place, with its pillared, echoing marble halls and the

                        ancient, exquisitely polite assistants, all gentlewomen who had known better

                        days. She would have preferred to shop at Selfridge, like the other girls,

                        for the cheap cotton copies of the New Look.

Kate’s mother also had the best at their home, Greenways. The

                        antiques were expensive, but somehow the ornately carved chairs, the brocade

                        sofas and heavy-fringed, satin curtains failed to achieve the casual

                        elegance of Pagan’s mother’s flat in Kensington, where the simple furniture

                        had come up from their country house and every piece was interesting and

                        well proportioned, if a bit battered. Some of the china was chipped, but if

                        your family had been using it for a hundred and fifty years, it would be,

                        wouldn’t it?

Kate hated the smug perfection

                        of Greenways. On either side of the drive, the trees and foliage were

                        spotlit at night; Kate’s father thought this looked stylish and set off the

                        pillared porch. Inside, on the ground floor, the chairs, sofas and tables

                        were too big, the lampshades and pictures too small; the dining room was

                        paneled in plastic wood, and the chandelier consisted of a circle of fake

                        candles with little fake parchment hats. Upstairs, the bedrooms were

                        surprisingly stark. After all, nobody ever went upstairs except to sleep, so

                        Kate’s father saw no point in wasting money there.

Kate was driven to school in her father’s Rolls Royce. The

                        chauffeured car set Kate apart from her classmates. They didn’t have a different dress for each day

                        of the week, and they traveled to

                        school by bus or on the underground. Kate always made the chauffeur stop the

                        Rolls at the end of the road and walked the rest of the way to school. This

                        subterfuge was general knowledge, but her fellow schoolgirls thought it

                        right and proper that she should avoid showing off; showing off was a major

                        school crime.

Unfortunately, Kate’s father

                        showed off rather a lot. When her schoolfriends came to the house he would

                        show them his cars and ask them to guess how much money he’d made last year

                        or what he had bought last week. Afterward, he would have a little chat with

                        Kate and tell her which of her friends he preferred. Eventually Kate stopped

                        asking people home. She started to spend her free time and eat her lunch

                        with Pagan, who was also a loner considered odd by the other girls. It was

                        unusual for a girl of Pagan’s age from a decent family to be so careless of

                        her appearance or to be so indifferent to what people thought about her. For

                        her part, Pagan made it clear that she considered the conscientious,

                        hardworking girls of St. Paul’s as boring as riding around a dusty London

                        park instead of cantering over the Cornish moors, hair streaking behind her

                        in the salty wind.

Kate’s father showered

                        invitations on Pagan and her mother—who was obviously “top drawer”—and once

                        he invited them on a cruise to Majorca (he pronounced the j as in jug),

                        although the invitation was politely declined. Kate knew why her father

                        liked Pagan’s mother. Kate knew her father wanted a good marriage for her,

                        perhaps even a title: he didn’t know how he was going to manage it, but

                        after all he had the wherewithal, and he could see that Pagan’s mother knew

                        the sort of people who had titles and she also knew “the done thing”. The

                        reason Kate had been sent to l’Hirondelle was because Pagan was going. If a

                        Swiss finishing school was “the done thing”, then Kate had to do

                    it.

Pagan teased Kate about her father’s secret

                        hopes. “When you’re a marchioness, you’d better not ask the way to the loo,

                        you’d better say bathroom.”

“What does it

                        matter, so long as it’s clear where I want to go?” asked Kate crossly, but

                        secretly she read Nancy Mitford’s novels and learned what established you as

                        “U” (or Upper Class), as opposed to “non-U”. Kate said “writing paper”, not

                        “notepaper”, “napkin”, not “serviette”, and offered visitors “a glass of

                        sherry”, not “a sherry”. She also practiced altering her accent to a

                        clipped, yet languid, drawl, but she soon realized that it was hopeless. The

                        upper classes seemed to speak the

                        King’s English, but in fact they spoke a secret language full of subtle

                        references you could learn only in the cradle. In “U” circles there was only

                        one thing worse than not knowing these subtleties and that was pretending to know them, aping your

                        betters. One little slip and this was apparent: all you had to do was to

                        refer to the Royal Yacht Squadron as the Royal Yacht Club once, or hang family photographs on

                        the walls instead of propping them on side tables in silver frames from

                        Asprey, and you were doomed.

Sometimes Kate

                        stayed overnight with Pagan, who lived in Kensington, near St.

                        Paul’s—although after that awful Friday she always found an excuse not to do

                        so. For some reason Kate always felt guilty when she remembered that

                        November weekend.

Pagan lived in an

                        apartment on the top floor of a once-elegant, now slightly seedy house on

                        Ennismore Gardens. They had been playing hockey all afternoon and Kate was

                        sweaty, so she decided to take a bath while Pagan went out to do an errand

                        for her mother. Kate was naked and about to step into the bath when the door

                        opened and Pagan’s mother entered, wrapped in a white terry robe. Somehow

                        Kate knew her presence was not an accident and she was nervous. Instead of

                        apologizing and backing out—as one would expect—Mrs. Trelawney moved toward

                        her, and Kate grabbed a towel as her hostess smiled, droplets of steam

                        beading her scarlet lips. As she came closer, Kate could distinguish the

                        aroma of gin.

“What lovely little breasts,” said Mrs.

                        Trelawney in a husky voice. “A girl’s body is so much more delicate than a boy’s, don’t you

                        think? Most men don’t appreciate

                        that, of course. They don’t appreciate the exquisite tenderness of the breasts, the

                    nipples.”

Clutching her towel around her, Kate

                        backed into the small space against the window, between the washbasin and

                        the lavatory, where she was effectively trapped. “I expect you’ve noticed…”

                        and suddenly she reached out with one manicured hand and squeezed Kate’s

                        nipple.

Kate was frozen with horror, unable

                        to move. To her bewilderment and mortification she felt a sharp thrill in

                        her groin. She could see the pores of Mrs. Trelawney’s nose, the drooping,

                        fleshy folds above her eyes, black-beaded with mascara. Then Mrs. Trelawney

                        closed in on her, clutching Kate with one hand while she tried to pull away

                        the towel with the other. She bent down so Kate could see the white line

                        where her hair was parted. Her tongue moved swiftly, like a snake’s, toward

                        Kate’s nipple, while her fingers slipped into Kate’s crotch with a strength

                        that was at once painful and exciting. For a few moments Kate felt

                        erotically hypnotized, then her knees buckled and she slid to the floor,

                        pushing the woman away. Gasping, she brought one knee up to her chin and

                        prepared to kick if Mrs. Trelawney pounced again. Kate said nothing, but her

                        eyes glittered with fear and anger.

Mrs.

                        Trelawney got the message. She seldom made a mistake, but when she did, she

                        knew how to retreat.

Mrs. Trelawney backed

                        away. “I’ll leave you to bathe in peace,” she said in her soothing,

                        perfect-hostess voice as if nothing had happened, and left the

                    room.

Kate leaped into the bath and sat in it,

                        shaking. She felt safe there and wouldn’t come out until the water was cold.

                        She spent the rest of the weekend trying to avoid being alone with Pagan’s

                        mother, and it was months before she could be persuaded to visit their home

                        again. When she did, Mrs. Trelawney behaved so normally that Kate was

                        tempted to think she’d imagined the scene. Could she have been

                        mistaken?

That unfortunate few minutes was

                        destined to have a far-reaching effect on Kate’s future love life, when in

                        the passionate embrace of a man, she felt almost unbearable sexual

                        excitement—and then fear, repulsion and shame.
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THE NOISE OF a piano, the chink of china, an occasional clear laugh sounded above the voices in the Great Hall of the Imperial. People had been drifting in since four o’clock for tea or cocktails: under the serene gaze of an oil-painted Madonna the bridge hostess was checking her list, and at the backgammon board the first dice rattled. In one corner Prince Aly Khan was earnestly whispering into the ear of a raven-haired South American girl. Beyond him, the young, slim Elizabeth Taylor reached for her fourth slice of sacher torte.

Surrounded by a small group of impassive henchmen, Aristotle Onassis swung through the swing doors, followed by a small, blond young woman who clutched a pile of books under one arm. It was a fatal entrance for a girl who was trying to avoid being seen, because the heads of the concierge, the headwaiter and the maître d’hôtel all turned to make sure that one of the richest men in the world was being suitably attended. Behind him, Judy Jordan tried to look like a typical hotel guest as she headed for the elevator, walking rather fast and looking straight ahead as she approached the hall porter’s desk. She wore a pleated tartan skirt, a white sweater that buttoned down the back, white socks pulled to midcalf, and saddle oxfords that sank into the thick carpet. Nearly there. Fifteen more steps…ten…five…damn! A group of Arab bodyguards had suddenly appeared on either side of the elevator. Judy caught a glimpse of the neat, olive-skinned neck of a dark, slim young man who entered the elevator followed by an aide-de-camp in Western military uniform. For security reasons, nobody was allowed to travel in the elevator with Prince Abdullah or any other member of the Sydonian royal family, which kept two permanent suites at the Imperial while the eighteen-year-old Prince was studying at Le Mornay.

As Judy changed direction and headed for the stairs she felt a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Fraulein,” hissed the concierge, “you have no business to be in the Great Hall; you are supposed to use the servants’ staircase; you’re not even permanent staff. This is the last warning you get before dismissal.”

“I’m sorry, but they kept us late at the language laboratory and I’ve got to change before going on duty at the Chesa. I was trying to save time.”

“No excuse is an excuse at the Imperial. Now get to the backstairs.”

So instead of taking the elevator to the sixth floor, Judy had to plod up a hundred and twenty-two steps, then run the last two flights to the sloping attic under the roof that was subdivided by thin partitions into shoebox cubicles for the staff.

She flung her books on the gray blanket and wriggled into the costume that she had to wear as a waitress in the Chesa coffee shop, which was attached to the hotel. Three more days until her free Sunday, she thought, as she pulled the drawstring of the embroidered white lace blouse, dived into the red dirndl skirt and tightened the strings of the black lace corselet. Still pulling the black laces, she ran to the end of the corridor, knocked at a door and without waiting for an answer rushed in.

Nick was lying on the iron bed. His white shirt-sleeves were rolled up, his black trouser legs were crossed and a toe poked through one of his gray socks. “The year 1928 was almost as good as 1945,” he said. “An exceptional vintage for Medoc, Graves, St. Emilion and Pomerol, not quite so good for the dry white Bordeaux wines, but excellent for the Sauternes.” He threw his textbook down. “Vintner’s exam next Tuesday. Got time to test me on the vintages, Judy?”

“Not a hope, Nick. I’m late. I only looked in to ask if you could scrounge me something to eat from the kitchen in case I don’t get a chance.”

“You’re too young to starve,” he said, swinging his legs off the bed and sitting up. “Promise to spend Sunday with me, and in my oilskin-lined waiters’ pockets, I’ll steal a meal that will last you three days.”

“It’s a deal. I’ll test you on the vintages then.”

“Okay. I’ll drop into the Chesa later for a cup of coffee before going on duty. Anything to catch another glimpse of you.” She blew him a kiss in reply, then dashed out, heading for the hundred and twenty-two steps down to the coffee shop.

In spite of her abundant physical energy Judy felt very tired—in fact, she would have preferred to stay in bed on Sunday. This was only her fourth month in Switzerland but already she felt exhausted all the time. The hours of the Gstaad Language Laboratory were from eight in the morning until three-thirty in the afternoon and she did her homework in the hour allowed for lunch. Then until one in the morning, six days a week, she worked as a waitress at the Chesa coffee shop with only a short break for a snack. There were no union regulations in Switzerland, but no working permit problems either. She had been lucky to get the job. Pastor Hentzen had arranged it at the start of the summer season when the hotel had needed every pair of hands it could get. She had been taken on for a couple of months, then retained, at a wage far lower than any of the other waitresses. It was hardly enough to pay her laundry bill, but she got bed and board, which was all that mattered.


Maxine, Kate and Pagan were already sitting in the Chesa with a fourth girl who had been invited for one reason only—she had a brother at Le Mornay. However, Pagan had already decided half an hour ago that if Nigel was anything like his silly cow of a sister, there was no point in getting to know him.

“Daddy says it’s really changed Nigel, he’s made unbelievably good contacts.” Francesca droned on, “Daddy says he looks upon the fees as a good investment because he wants Nigel to have an international outlook and at Le Mornay you only meet people with money and names. All the oil children go there, you know. It doesn’t look like a school. It’s in an old castle on Lac Leman.” She bit into a cream cake. “They can go into Geneva or Lausanne on their evenings off, and they’re allowed away for the weekend if their parents give permission.” Francesca took another tête de nègre. “They have plenty of work to do, but they’re not cooped in, like us Hirondelles. And of course the boys can come to the Saturday night dances. Every Saturday night during the winter a public dance is held in one of the hotels, you know, although Nigel only goes to the smart ones at the Imperial or the Palace.”

“We’ve never been to a dance,” Kate said. “In fact, we can’t dance.”

“Except for the polka and Highland fling—we learned those at school,” Pagan amended.

Boys, dances, grand hotels, it was all tremendously thrilling and alarming. Lucky, lucky Francesca to have an older brother, they thought.

“When are the Le Mornay boys coming here?”

“They’re in Gstaad for three months, from January to March. Mummy says it’s so well planned—after the Christmas holiday Nigel’s trunk is simply sent to Gstaad instead of Roue.”

“That reminds me,” Pagan said, lying quickly, “Matron asked me to tell you to go to the post office, Francesca. There’s a parcel waiting there for you with three francs to pay on it.”

Francesca squealed in anticipation, paid her bill and rushed off.

“I couldn’t stand much more of her,” Pagan said loudly.

“Neither could I,” said the tiny waitress. Pagan turned around and suddenly realized that the girl in the traditional Swiss costume was the girl she had rescued on the mountain. Her short blond hair looked as if it had been hacked with a pair of kitchen scissors, which it had. Gravely she said, “You saved my life…”

“…I’m glad you realize that!” snapped Kate.

“…and you’ve broken your arm!”

“No, only sprained the shoulder,” said Pagan. “Are you all right?”

“Hardly a scratch, but I was really frightened. My knees wobbled for hours afterward. I don’t know what to say except thank you. I know I shouldn’t have rushed off…”

“It’s okay, Nick explained,” Pagan said.

“You may be all right,” Kate snapped, “but Pagan wasn’t. She fainted, and her poor hand as well as her shoulder were torn to bits. She was kept in bed for two days.”

“Shut up, Kate, what’s the point of making her feel guilty? After all, she didn’t fall off the cliff on purpose.”

“I didn’t even fall off. The ground gave way beneath me. But I was almost more worried about being late on duty than ending up a corpse.”

“Well, let’s forget it,” said Pagan, embarrassed. “Hey, look who’s arrived!”

She waved to Nick, who had just opened the heavy carved oaken door. He waved back, ducking his head to pass under a low beam, blackened by hundreds of years of smoke from the hearth. The Chesa was older than the rest of the hotel and had once been a seventeenth-century farmhouse, with walls as thick as an arm’s length.

“I can’t talk anymore,” said Judy, “but Nick and I are off on Sundays and we’d love to meet you properly—and thank you properly. And I’ve got something for you.”

She hastily refilled the cups with hot chocolate and dashed off with her tray as Nick gazed after her, clearly besotted.


The following Sunday afternoon the Chesa door burst open and a blast of cold air came in with Judy, followed by Nick. She was wearing her Sunday uniform of blue jeans rolled up to midcalf, saddle oxfords, white socks and an American navy pea jacket. She looked around, then beamed when she saw the girls.

“Hi there!” she called. She presented Pagan with a large gift-wrapped box tied with white satin ribbon. Inside was a pair of scarlet knitted knee socks with leather soles. Pagan was delighted. “They match my red silk sling,” she said, insisting that Kate put them on her immediately.

Maxine turned to Judy. “Why did your parents send you to the language laboratory and not one of the finishing schools?”

“They didn’t send me anywhere. I didn’t tell them I was entering for the exchange scholarship, because I never thought I’d win it—and when I did my mom was furious. She thought that fifteen was too young to leave home and anyway she can’t understand why I want to learn foreign languages, but our minister persuaded her that I ought to use the talent that the good Lord gave me.” She grinned. “The pastor of the Lutheran church here is supposed to keep an eye on me. He seems to think I’m going to be an African missionary so I’ll need French and German for the heathens of the Belgian Congo and East Africa.”

“And aren’t you?” Maxine carefully smoothed the skirt of her best tangerine dress, which she was wearing because Nick was, after all, twenty-five percent her date.

“No, I’m going to Paris,” said Judy in a firm voice.

“Alone? Will your parents let you go alone?”

“They won’t know. I’ll tell them when I get there after I’ve got a job. Otherwise they might say no,” Judy explained.

There was an awed silence from the three girls around the table who had never thought about the future, never planned further ahead than the next holiday. As in a child’s coloring book, everything in the picture of their future life was clear and simple and the responsibility of someone else. Eternal bliss awaited each of them beyond the altar, and the only bit that hadn’t been filled in was Prince Charming’s face. To the Hirondelles, Judy’s work sounded real, as opposed to chopping onions for the cookery mademoiselle or half-heartedly typing, “Please believe in my most distinguished sentiments” at the bottom of a business letter copied from a textbook.

Eagerly, Kate questioned Judy about the language lab.

“Yes, the courses really are concentrated,” Judy answered, “and it’s just as well, because I’ve only got one year to learn fluent French and German. All the other students are in just as much of a hurry. They’re all older than me, really old—some of them are over thirty! If they need an extra language for business, they fly into Gstaad from all over the world and sit all day in little booths with earphones. My German isn’t yet good enough for conversation. I shouldn’t really talk to Nick at all, I suppose. I should be practicing German instead.”

Nick looked at her fondly. “We hardly get any time to talk as it is. We only get to our bedrooms to sleep. I start at seven laying tables for breakfast, then we work in the restaurant straight through until three in the afternoon. Then there’s a break until six-thirty and we’re back in the restaurant until eleven. Unless there’s a function, in which case we work until two in the morning and still get up at seven.”

“We’re lucky to have such good sleeping quarters here,” Judy said. “The student waiters who are on loan from the Lausanne Palace say that there it’s five to a room under the roof, and at the Palace Saint Moritz I hear that the temporary staff have to sleep in the basement.”

“Goodness, I feel as if l’Hirondelle is a rest cure,” said Pagan, who rather enjoyed the slack tedium of the school routine—unlike Kate, who was exasperated by the laziness and boredom of the lessons.


After that meeting, Judy always saved a table at the Chesa for the girls on Wednesday afternoon when they each took two hours to drink one expensive cup of chocolate, and Nick took them all out for tea on Sunday afternoons when they ate their heads off.

Judy’s obvious independence immediately fascinated the other three girls, who envied her energy, her stamina and her cheerfulness, not realizing that Judy had to push herself every morning to survive the drudgery of her day. Reluctantly, the girls followed their school timetable, but Judy set her own harsh timetable, and she stuck to it grimly. The Hirondelles were also intrigued by the forceful way that Judy spoke. She said exactly what she thought, whereas the three more privileged girls had been brought up to hide their feelings and not express their own wishes and opinions.

The girls quickly realized that while Nick was besotted with Judy to the exclusion of anyone else, here was the older brother they had all longed for—to admire them, to protect them, to tease them, to provide them with introductions to other boys and to pay for their outings. Nick was safe. He wasn’t part of the sexual success-or-failure, scalp-collecting game, so the three Hirondelle girls instinctively developed a special way of flirting with Nick. They could be outrageously provocative with Nick with no fear of the consequences; they could practice their act with a safety net, as it were.

Nick was flattered and delighted with his new role as escort to three attractive but undemanding girls. Brought up in the stone-cold confines of the traditional British boarding school, a timid child, living in the country, he hadn’t had much chance to meet girls, attractive or otherwise. But he had beautiful manners and once his blushing was under control, he was as proud as a pasha when escorting the four of them. Playing such an important part in what the other girls at l’Hirondelle enviously christened “the Set” also meant that Nick soon lost the bashfulness of an only child and the agonized self-doubt of a British teenage male.

The girls knew that they would eventually meet other boys once the weekly dances started in mid-November, but despite Nick, they were sometimes restless and thirsty for adventure.

“Maybe we could sneak out the back door one night and go to some divine nightclub, somewhere like the Gringo,” Pagan said with a yawn one Sunday afternoon, after an enormous banana split.

Nick looked up sharply and brushed his black hair back from his face. “You’d better be careful, you know. You’ll get expelled if you’re caught…and there’s something else.” He blushed. “Something nasty. You know old Chardin’s driver, Paul?”

“Yes, the chauffeur,” said Kate.

“No, he’s a driver,” Pagan corrected. “Unless you’re speaking French, a chauffeur is someone you hire for the evening. A driver is in your permanent employ.”

“Whatever you call it, you all know what I mean. Well, Chardin is a…er…homosexual and his…er…friend is Paul. I know it’s true because Paul is also carrying on behind Chardin’s back with one of the chefs at the Imperial.” He turned even pinker. “The next bit is just a strong rumor, but I’ve heard it several times. You all know that what Chardin really loves is money.”

Everyone nodded.

“Well, it’s rumored around town that if a girl is caught outside the school with a boy, she’s immediately expelled—unless her father pays hush money to avoid the disgrace. The girl might just have been out for a lark, nothing serious, but Chardin exaggerates to parents over the long-distance telephone. It’s always her word against Chardin’s, and the girl has to admit that she got out, so the parents usually believe the worst and pay up.”

“I can’t believe it!”

“How do you know?”

“Do people realize he’s homosexual?”

“All the waiters around here know that Chardin’s queer,” said Nick. “For years he’s had handsome male drivers when he doesn’t need a driver at all. There’s a bar at the back of town called Le Cous Cous—some pretty odd types hang out there—I wouldn’t walk into the place, I can tell you!”

“But wouldn’t he be afraid of being blackmailed?” Pagan asked.

“If the blackmail stories are true, then Chardin is playing a dangerous game, but it isn’t as dangerous as it might seem. He picks his victims carefully. And there are plenty to choose from. You don’t suppose for one minute that he couldn’t stop girls from getting out at night if he wanted to, do you? The parents of the girl are always a long way off in another country, and they’re rich. Chardin never asks for sums they can’t easily afford. I believe the lowest rate is an extra year’s tuition. On the whole, the parents can easily afford to pay their way out of a minor scandal, and because they’re all from different countries, none of them are in touch with each other, so there’s no danger of their meeting up.”

The girls hung on his words, fascinated by these awesome, wicked possibilities. “So for heaven’s sake be careful,” Nick continued. “Just in case any of these rumors are true. I know it’s gossip, but I keep hearing the same thing on the hotel grapevine. And that’s not all. Some fellows say that Paul is bisexual.”

There was a pause while Nick explained what bisexual meant. By now he was blushing fiercely and wished he hadn’t started, but he was also enjoying this flattering attention. “It’s said that if a very rich girl gets out at night and she’s caught by Chardin, then she might be…deliberately seduced by Paul and photographed in…er…compromising positions. The barman at the Imperial told me that last year the father of one of the Brazilian girls had a few too many and started cursing Chardin. He said he’d flown over only because the headmaster was blackmailing him, and he couldn’t go to the police because his daughter was involved and if the scandal leaked out, his wife would never forgive him…. He had to protect the family name and his daughter’s reputation or she’d never make a good marriage, and so forth…. Then he said that he was never going to forgive his daughter for putting him in such a position, because he couldn’t risk calling Chardin’s bluff. There were photographs of his daughter with Paul.”

Nick smiled. “They must have been pretty unusual pictures. He told the barman that he paid thirty-six thousand Swiss francs for them. Cash.”


For Pagan, Maxine and Kate, life at l’Hirondelle passed in a charming haze of sentimental naivety. Although disguised in the bodies of women, the pupils were still children. Exuding puppylike exuberance and energy, they giggled and tittered, scampered and shrieked, and were, on the whole, rather silly. Lessons bored them, love fascinated them, passion was what they longed to study and their only ambition was to fall in love. There was a heady air of anticipation as they prepared to be—women! Hours were passed with magazine instructions and diagrams in one hand, costly tubes of makeup in the other, as girls decided whether their faces were oval, round or square. Much time was spent discussing, trying on and swapping clothes. All the girls yanked their waists in to minimal with wide elastic belts, they wore low ballet dancer’s slippers, huge full skirts and pale pink or blue sweaters with a small strand of small pearls. The bras of the American girls divided their breasts into circular stitched cups that thrust skyward like twin ice cream cones. On their second Saturday, every new, non-American pupil rushed out and bought a French lace bra. After that, the girls endlessly compared their new bouncing breasts, measured them and worried about them. “One of mine’s larger than the other….” “Why are mine lower than yours…?” “Serena’s got hairs on her nipples….” “You can get more cleavage in the middle if you stuff socks down the side….” “I wish I had more….” “I wish I had less.”

Maxine tried hard to avoid mammary emphasis. She had large, rather low breasts, and she hadn’t yet become accustomed to them. They still embarrassed her, so she pushed as much of them as possible under her armpits and gradually acquired a round-shouldered stoop. Nothing that the other girls said could convince Maxine that her splendid protuberances were an asset. She would turn scarlet as soon as she saw a group of workmen in the distance, knowing that when she drew level with them, the men’s mesmerized eyes would follow her breasts as she passed. To comfort Maxine, her mother had told her that her embonpoint would disappear when she breast-fed her first baby, but the thought of carrying those footballs around for years until they were battened on by a baby that hadn’t yet been conceived did nothing to console Maxine, who, when not wearing her expensive Dior clothes, hid under enormous, shapeless sweaters.

Maxine was wearing one of these short woolen shrouds as, one evening, she taught Kate to dance un slow. Humming “Slow Boat to China,” she grasped Kate as they solemnly shuffled around the narrow space, between the two beds. “It’s better that there’s no space, because that’s how it feels in a nightclub,” explained Maxine, who had never been to one. None of the three girls had ever had a date with a boy, wouldn’t know what to talk about if they did, desperately envied all the girls with older brothers and worried endlessly about where you put your nose when you were kissed.

They talked about such matters every night. After lights out, Pagan would creep from her room, clutching her heavy goosefeather quilt as a wrap, and sit cross-legged on the end of Kate’s bed while they discussed all aspects of being a woman. Always it was unanimously agreed that they would dare all for true love, which would instantly be recognizable as such. Next, they decided what sort of man they were going to marry and sketched their personal Prince Charming to each other. They discussed what their wedding dress would look like, and then the honeymoon was described. In the cozy darkness they would draw deep breaths and discuss the fascinating mystery that none of them had yet encountered…sex. This was invariably romantic and never left you sleeping on the damp patch. They never imagined Prince Charming with an erection and certainly not wearing a rubber.

The universal lack of accurate sexual knowledge in the school was surprising, but all girls at l’Hirondelle lied through their teeth about their sexual experience—which, on the whole, was nil—in order to avoid looking unsophisticated. Hitherto, Kate and Pagan’s only sexual experience had been furtively fantasizing about tampons. To date, neither of them had used tampons, but Pagan had stolen the brochure from her mother’s box and she and Kate had pored over the perplexing illustrations.

None of them had explored, felt or seen the area between their legs. None of them had heard of masturbation or knew that they had already experienced it. The fourteen-year-old Maxine, bored and wriggling on a chair during Scripture class, thought she had experienced religious ecstasy. Pagan, hunting on a borrowed mount with an unusually high-fronted saddle, had once felt exulted with what she thought was the divine thrill of the chase. Kate had always loved climbing ropes at gym class because of the lovely tickly sort of itch you got when, having pulled yourself up arm-over-arm, you slid down the rope with your legs crossed around it, thighs tensed and descent controlled by your feet acting as brakes. Once she’d had this feeling right at the top of the rope and had hung there swaying, blissfully frozen, unable to move and heedless of the cross, clipped voice of Miss Haydock, the instructress (who was used to girls being frozen on top of the ropes), telling Kate to come down immediately.

Maxine, being French and seventeen—a year older than Kate and Pagan—was their unquestioned and respected authority in sexual matters, especially as she had been instructed. Boys were all the same, Maxine’s priest had explained, tomcats. They were only after one thing and you weren’t to let them get it, because once they had got it, they despised you for letting them get it. Even if a boy swore that he loved you, after getting it he would spurn you (both privately and—worse—in public) because then, obviously, he wouldn’t respect you anymore. If a really serious boy really loved you, and tried to insist, well he was just testing you—the priest didn’t say for what. In some mysterious way a man couldn’t control himself, so if he went berserk with sexual passion, it was your fault for being so attractive, which was called “leading him on.” This might easily lead to disaster, for then what would you tell your husband on your wedding night? Were you not to save yourself for your husband, the marriage would be a disaster from the start, and therefore your life would be ruined. Because the man could always tell.

It was strange that not one of the girls queried the sexual double standard. They accepted that a boy could be driven uncontrollably mad by passion, but it never crossed their minds that it was understandable if a girl felt the same way. They accepted that setting the sexual limit was the responsibility of the girl, not the boy; it was her job to control his lust. So girls would learn to chop off their own erotic urge, a behavior pattern was formed, and after years of cutting off their natural feelings, many of these girls later found it difficult to proceed—or even be aroused—beyond that permitted sexual cutoff point. Their sexuality had been programmed and warped.

Maxine insisted that Italian girls saved themselves for their husbands and at the same time let a man go all the way by using an alternative route for the journey.

“Ugh! You’re inventing it, you revolting creature,” said Pagan. “Anyway, how can a man tell?”

“If he can’t get his thing in, that’s proof that you are a virgin,” said Maxine, “unless you are very sportive, or ride on the horse or the bicycle or do gymnastics.”

Even if you had a serious beau who you thought might metamorphose into a fiancé, there were definite rules of sexual etiquette. Luckily, Maxine knew them all and shared her information after lights-out. “Nothing on the first meeting—the rendezvous,” she said with authority, “except a significant look when you say good-bye.” There was a pause while they all practiced significant looks in the darkness.

“Then after the second meeting you would permit him to kiss you on the cheek. And the next time, a real kiss at the farewell.”

“French kiss, with the tongue?” asked Kate.

“Not until the fourth rendezvous.”

Maxine had to admit that she hadn’t done it and hurried on to the fifth rendezvous, where, if the boy was serious, you might wish to go to the waist, a category that had two subdivisions: over clothes and under them. Personally, Maxine would never permit either. She intended to be prudent until she was married.

A certain sort of girl allowed the man to go below the waist, in which case the two subdivisions were (1) above and (2) below the underclothes, but with his thing firmly zipped up, you understand.

“But what happens under the underclothes?”

“The boy strokes the fur.” There was a further silence while in the dark they all furtively stroked their pubic hair and felt nothing.

The seventh stage of wickedness was letting the boy go all the way. Going all the way would be ecstasy, of course, but it would also be dreadfully dangerous.

Considering that every girl in l’Hirondelle was terrified of getting pregnant, it was surprising, when it came to the point, that they all felt a firm, almost religious conviction that pregnancy couldn’t be inflicted upon them, especially not the first time. God wouldn’t let it happen to you, and anyway, statistics proved it. Unless, of course, you touched…the stuff. All the girls were terrified of semen. It only took one microscopic egg, from all those millions, to get you pregnant and the damn things could stay alive for four days, invisibly creeping up your panty legs. So it was better to take no risks at all, and vital for the boy to take a precaution. But how revolting if he used the rubber thing!

“It’s called a French lettuce,” said Pagan with authority.

“No, it’s called a capot anglais,” corrected Maxine coldly.

Whatever it was called, it led to another etiquette problem. Did you look away while he was putting it on? Did you pretend not to notice? Or did he put it on before he arrived? In which case it would prove that he had not been carried away by your beauty, but that he’d really meant to do it all along. Anyway, how was it put on? “I think they smooth it on when the thing is pointing upward,” said Pagan, “like a glove with only one finger.”

Not very romantic, they thought. But they had to admit it was better than being pregnant. Being pregnant was, well, inconceivable. Any unfortunate girls at whom fate pointed the finger had to sit in a scalding hot bath and drink a whole bottle of neat gin. A true friend would sit beside her in the steam to cheer her up, stop her fainting, drowning or making loud drunken noises that might be heard by Matron. Alternatively, you had to find a relatively large sum of money and visit an old woman in a back street, who would lay you out like a plucked chicken and pull your legs apart on her grubby kitchen table. Then, without washing her hands, she would push a knitting needle up you. If you were rich you could go to a private clinic and have an anesthetic, and the knitting needle would be made of stainless steel and sterilized and everybody would pretend that you were having your appendix out.


Kate woke before the bell sounded and immediately realized that something odd had happened overnight. The street sounds were muffled and the room seemed unusually light. She dashed to open the window and push aside the lace curtain. The frost pressed white flowers against the glass. Barefoot in her blue nightgown, she leaned out. The trees were sprinkled with snow, the roofs of the chalets below were covered with thick white blankets that glistened in the early sun, the turrets of the Imperial Hotel shone white like a child’s frosted birthday cake. Beyond the town, the pine forests looked ghostly, like gray lace.

Snow fell heavily for several nights and in a week the little town was transformed. The ski-rental shop hardly ever closed; skiers slid along the streets; children wrapped like bulky parcels pulled little colored sleighs, the milk was delivered by dog sleigh and the local stable immediately brought out its magnificent horse-drawn sleighs. It was, at last, The Season.

Overnight a new elite appeared. Any man who could ski well was attractive, and any man who couldn’t, wasn’t. Men who had spent the summer being ignored as farm laborers and bricklayers suddenly became gods in the form of ski instructors. Every plumber’s winter hope was to marry one of the heiresses from the finishing schools, consequently the girls were given preferential treatment in ski class and a great deal more attention than they deserved. The suntanned, lithe instructors, in their red wool hats and sweaters, captured every girlish heart as they coaxed, scolded and helped the stragglers, swooping back and forth with effortless grace that every girl envied, for to ski well was the ultimate social distinction.

Also worshiped, but from a greater distance, was the Swiss ski team, in training at Gstaad. The merits of the four team members and two reserves were endlessly discussed, but the team members themselves had time for nothing except training. They lived in a chalet on the edge of the town and were hardly ever seen. Which, of course, made them even more attractive.


One morning at breakfast, Pagan interrupted the now nonstop speculation as to what would happen next Saturday at the first dance of the season. She looked up from a rare letter from her mother. “Guess what?” she asked. “My mother knows Nick’s father. I told her about him in my last letter and she thinks he might have been at Eton with my cousin Toby. She says that if his surname is Cliffe with an ‘e,’ then he’s Sir Walter Cliffe’s son and he’s going to inherit an enormous family hotel business.”

“It can’t be the same or he would have mentioned it,” said Kate.

“If he’s Sir Walter Cliffe’s son then he certainly wouldn’t have mentioned it,” Pagan said, adding for Maxine’s benefit, “It’s British understatement, you see.”

Later, in the cloakroom of the Chesa, they told Judy, who said, “No kidding! He’s never said anything to me about it. I thought he was learning to be a waiter so he could be a waiter.” They went back to their table. Nick edged his way over to them through tightly packed tables. To the embarrassment of the other girls Judy immediately pounced on him.

“Is it true that you’re going to inherit the Cliffe hotel business one day?”

Nick blushed. To give himself time to think he pushed his hair back from his face, then stammered, “Well, yes—I’ll have to run it, but it won’t actually be mine; it’s in a family trust. It’ll be my job to look after it…for the family.”

“Does that mean you’re rich?” Judy asked. There was a pause.

“I’m not poor,” Nick admitted unhappily, “but I’m going to have a lot of responsibility.” With unusual firmness he added, “Now d’you mind very much if we don’t discuss it anymore?”

Later, in the cloakroom, Maxine turned to Judy and beamed. “Well, now you know about Nick, this will be the end of Jim in Virginia, I suppose?”

“Why?” asked Judy, astonished.

“Well, Nick is obviously mad about you. And it would be a very good proposition, no?” Maxine asked.

Judy laughed. “Look I’m not sixteen yet. I don’t intend to get married to anyone now, let alone a guy I’m not in love with. I promised my mother I wouldn’t even go out with a boy while I was here, and it was only because of that that she allowed me to come. I think it was a sensible promise, and I’m going to keep it. I know it must seem crazy to you rich kids, but I’ve got to earn my living. It’s hard keeping up with the French classes as well as the German ones, and working as a waitress doesn’t make studying any easier. But I’ll only get this one chance, so I’m grabbing it. There’ll be men around for the rest of my life. They can wait.” She hesitated, then admitted, “If you want to know the truth, I don’t have any beau at home. Jim in Virginia doesn’t exist. He’s just a smoke screen that I tell other guys about if they get interested in me. It lets their vanity off the hook. Men hate being told no for no’s sake.”

“But if you make a good marriage you won’t need to work,” said Maxine, puzzled.

“Wanna bet?” said Judy.


That evening the school supper table buzzed with excited discussions as all the girls decided what to wear for the dance. Maxine had her blue silk strapless gown, with a puffed-sleeve bolero; Kate would wear her dull, Debenham’s cream moiré dress with a sash and a modest heart-shaped neckline, filled in with a lace fichu. Maxine offered to recut the front in a daring low scoop, and her offer was immediately accepted, but that didn’t solve the problem of what Pagan was to wear.

“It’s no use. I can’t go. I haven’t got a long dress,” Pagan said gloomily.

“But you’ve got a full black taffeta skirt,” said Maxine, “and your grandmother’s white silk blouse. Suppose we buy a couple of meters of shocking pink taffeta and make a huge frill around the bottom of the skirt so that it reaches your ankles and pleat the leftover material around your midriff in a cummerbund, then unbutton the neckline of the blouse so that it’s low?”

Pagan cheered up. In an odd way Maxine sounded just like old Mrs. Hocken in the village, and Pagan liked nothing better than converting a garment into something for a totally different sort of occasion than the one for which it had been intended.

That evening Maxine chalked a new, daringly low scoop on the cream moiré, and Kate shut her eyes and crossed her fingers as the scissors bit into it. Then, on her knees, Maxine moved around Pagan, pinning newspaper to the bottom of her skirt to make a pattern for the frill. All over the school girls were trying on their dance dresses. Some of the continental girls wore an entrancing garment called a “Merry Widow,” which encased the wearer from armpit to suspendered thigh in black satin and lace. It was backed with steel strips as uncomfortable as the whalebone stays worn by Victorian women, but it was sexy.

All over the school girls without one wrote home by airmail, begging money for extra violin lessons….


The Imperial, with its fairytale towers and turrets, is one of the most beautiful hotels in the world. As the unheated green school minibus drew up to the glittering glass porch, the pupils took off their unchic winter coats (few of them had evening wraps) because it was better to freeze than look dowdy. Escorted by two harassed mademoiselles they trooped across red carpet under crystal chandeliers to the ballroom, where people were already sitting at small white candlelit tables. The girls sat down in the row of dark red banquettes that had been reserved for the school and ordered gin fizzes—the girls had to pay for their own drinks, and gin fizzes were supposed to last longest. Politely formal, Nick was one of the waiters who took their orders.

All the girls were nervous; they dreaded being asked to dance, they dreaded not being asked to dance, they dreaded dancing badly or stepping on their partner’s toes. They pretended to ignore the stag line that was beginning to form at the far end of the room as they prepared for—possibly—their first major public humiliation. Pagan was glad she was sitting down so the boys couldn’t see how tall she was. She was too tall for half the men in the room, although she couldn’t imagine why they hated her height—she didn’t mind small men.

“I think I’ll go to the ladies’ room,” Kate said casually.

“No you don’t,” said Pagan. “One thing’s certain, nobody’s going to ask you to dance if you’re in the ladies’ room. Don’t be in such a funk. Look at me! That will take our minds off this horrible ordeal. I’m terrified I’m going to step on this damned fuchsia frill and rip the whole thing off.”

The band struck up “La Vie en Rose”, there was a sudden scuffle and their table was surrounded by boys who all wanted to dance with…Kate! Stunned, Kate accepted the invitation of the nearest one, who led her off for un slow as she thanked God for Maxine’s lessons. Soon all three girls were on the dance floor, saved from the awful fate of being wallflowers.

At the end of the dance they were escorted back to their table, where their partners bowed and left them. Then, as the band struck up a samba, there was the same wild rush to ask Kate to dance. She couldn’t believe it as she floated around the dance floor with a handsome, loose-limbed fellow called François, a student at Le Mornay.

François was—according to prescription—dark and handsome. In the arms of this loose-limbed fellow (so confident, even when reversing in the waltz), Kate wafted around the dance floor in a haze of joy as his masterful arm pulled her closer to his white starched shirt front, and her heart thumped as she felt his unfamiliar warmth against her breasts. The second dance was a rumba, which François did with all sorts of tricky variations. Before it had finished Kate suddenly flushed. This room’s too hot, she thought, then she felt an unfamiliar sensation; a simultaneous wooziness of the head, a lurch in the stomach and a weakness in the knees. She thought, I’m going to faint, how odd it feels. But then she suddenly realized what was happening. This must be it, Kate realized, bursting with happiness as she mistook lust for love.

François had a smooth, well-practiced line of small talk. As they floated around the floor, or as he bent her body back and forth against his in an increasingly close samba, he spoke very politely, as if they were having tea with his family. Kate found it was oddly erotic to feel his body hardening against hers (or was she imagining it, because he obviously hadn’t noticed) as he suavely described the best forest walks, ski runs, guides, bars, hotels and ballrooms in the district.

Kate said very little. Her green eyes just looked up adoringly into his tanned face as François explained that there was one stumbling block to the Saturday night dances. After the dance was over, the girls from l’Hirondelle were forbidden to speak to the men they had met. On Saturday night you could cling to the man of your dreams through innumerable accordian renderings of “La Vie en Rose,” but should you meet him on the street on Sunday morning, you were meant to ignore him, to look straight through this potential love of your life.

From the headmaster’s point of view, the girls were supposed to dance perfectly by the time they were shipped back to their parents. François explained that other inadequacies could be blamed on a girl’s inherent inability, laziness, pubescent nervousness or premenstrual tension, but the parents got angry if their daughters couldn’t dance. A good, cheap way of finding partners willing to teach them and getting the girls to practice their French was to allow pupils to attend public dances at the expense of their parents. However, Monsieur Chardin didn’t trust a single one of the pubescent young women for whom he was responsible, and he wanted no irate grandparents-to-be on his doorstep demanding compensation or (even more difficult) identification. The easiest way to ensure his tranquillity and to keep his pupils safe was to lock them in every night, like chickens.

It was an invitation to trouble.


By midnight Kate felt like Cinderella. She was, in fact, too dazed to notice that when she went to the cloakroom none of the other girls spoke to her. They were not simply jealous of Kate’s success. What made them angry was that they couldn’t understand it. Kate looked so ordinary. “I can’t think what they see in her in that boring old dress,” sniffed one girl “It’s not as if she’s pretty. Thin hair—not even long—and those odd, green, hooded eyes.”

Kate had just had the first taste of a disbelieving jealousy that she would have to endure from women for the next thirty years. Because they could not understand why men were attracted to her, women thought that Kate was sly, that she had tricked them, that no man was safe with her. In fact they were wrong; Kate was safe with no man.

With a crash of cymbals the spotlight shone on the bandleader as he announced that the competition to elect “Miss Gstaad” would take place after the next dance, during which the voting slips would be passed out to each table. “Well, it’s quite obvious who’s going to enter it from our table,” beamed Pagan. “Kate is the belle of the ball; she’d better be Miss Gstaad as well.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Kate. “I’m not going to go up on that stage and make a fool of myself.”

“I dare you,” said Maxine. “It’s not serious, it’s not Miss World, after all, it’s only a little village hop.” She gave Kate a firm push, shoving her off the maroon velvet bench. “Don’t be so bloody British.”

Kate stood up. Reluctantly, she shuffled onto the dance floor and was pushed into line by the majordomo, who handed her a large card marked number 17. A couple of other finishing schools had also come to the ball, so there were about thirty girls in line on the dance floor, including a voluptuous Italian girl in a black velvet, strapless gown. Kate saw she had no chance of winning, but it was too late to back out. Slowly the girls formed a circle.

But Kate had reckoned without Nick, who walked over to the waiter responsible for passing out the voting slips, gave him a smile that meant, “I’ll settle with you later,” shoved a handful of slips into his own pocket, dashed into the men’s cloakroom and quickly scribbled “17” on all of them. Then he walked out and picked up the top hat that was to be passed around the tables to collect the voting slips. Simple.

The lights were lowered, and an erratic spotlight illuminated each competitor as she slowly walked up the steps that led to the platform, stood center stage, beaming or looking embarrassed, held up her number and then walked down the steps.

Amid applause and wolf whistles the lights came up again as everyone dropped his voting slip in the hat that Nick held out to each table.

Each girl in the competition tried to look unconcerned. To them, the beauty contest wasn’t a minor evening’s diversion, decided upon by the bored-but-professionally-jolly majordomo; for each of them, it was their first taste of public sexual competition, and their hearts thumped and they found it hard to breathe until after the next samba when the majordomo stepped forward and announced that the new Miss Gstaad for 1948 was, Ladies, Lords and Gentlemen—number 17!

Kate shook her head in disbelief, Maxine flung her arms around her and hugged her, Pagan whooped with delight and a flock of knowing waiters lined her path to the little stage where, scarlet with surprise and pleasure, a pale blue sash that read “Miss Gstaad 1948” was draped around her by the majordomo, who then propped a diamanté tiara on her hair, presented her with two magnums of champagne and stood at her side in an avuncular pose as photographers’ flashlights popped.

“We’ll be having trouble with that one,” muttered one of the harassed mademoiselles who had been sent to escort the Hirondelle girls.

It was an accurate forecast.
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