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To Dad, who loves his books.

Always my best encourager.



PROLOGUE

1 April 1922

Hans told himself he had no less right than any man to enter the Ritz. At twenty-five years old, he was a fellow of fine looks and high education: two attributes alone which surely meant he belonged there. He had fought in and survived the World War and had received the Iron Cross for his valour. By these and any other measure he was exceptional. Yet now that the Ritz signage, so discreet it was unreadable from the other side of the square, had become impossible to ignore because he was standing beneath it, his nerve failed him. It had never failed him once in the trenches.

To his horror he found that he simply could not go inside the Ritz. Disgraced by this cowardice, he made to move on – until he took hold of himself. He stood so that he might be thought to be viewing Napoleon’s column, but of course, he was not. He was viewing the famous Hôtel Ritz and dreaming of the elegant life that was lived at the heart of it; a life as secure and serene and as comfortable as a life lived curled in the womb; a life that didn’t belong to him, Hans Metzingen, the handsome nobody from defeated, humiliated Germany. But it could be his, if only he would go inside.

Hans lit a cigarette, one of three that remained in his crumpled packet. He had no money for more. He had set precious francs aside for weeks to pay for the drink he fantasised buying from the bar; a drink he could almost taste now. A chauffeured car pulled up to the curb while he smoked, steeling himself to try again. Uniformed men spilled from the hotel entrance to see to the car’s occupants. The rear passenger doors opened and feminine feet, clad in silk stockings and high heels, connected with the pavestones as the men took hold of their gloved hands, helping each lady emerge. There were four women in all, weighted with jewellery and furs; chic cloche hats bowed in a huddle while they lit cigarettes in holders.

There was a willowy blonde, effortlessly soignée; an aristocrat. Next to her, a shapelier red-head, blousy and loud; American perhaps. Then a tiny brunette, coarse-mouthed and cheeky; so quintessentially Parisienne. And finally, an elegant older woman, nominally in charge of the others. She was a woman Hans recognised: a soprano from the Palais Garnier, and not a French woman either. What was she, Hans wondered, English? Or something else still?

The women regarded him with practised eyes, as women everywhere will regard a good-looking man, even a German one. Hans’ masculinity was all that he had to offer them; his handsome face and his Teutonic size. He stood that little bit taller, stronger, holding his cigarette just so. He did not look away from them. What would they take him for, he wondered. A guest? A gigolo? He could be either if they asked. The four pairs of feminine eyes appraised him slowly, appreciatively. Then they looked right through him to the doors.

The Ritz men brought the luggage around while the women moved as a group to the entrance, aware of Hans following them with his eyes. First one, then two, then three of the women passed through the doors, lit by the chandeliers’ glow from the lobby. Only the cheeky Parisienne lingered; she had dropped something. Before he could even give thought to it, Hans had the door for her, and then the dropped object, too. It was a little lip rouge encased in gold. Hans gave it back, his hand a giant German’s hand and hers a precocious Parisienne child’s. She smiled at him, brilliantly; a film star’s smile. He felt a stirring in his gut and knew that his desire was returned.

Hans caught his reflection in the door: his shabby evening suit, bought fully two years before the war, ill-fitting on his frame; his too-worn shoes that no amount of polishing could restore for the holes; his bluntly hacked hair, cut fast and uncaringly and cheap; his expression of shame that he ever thought such an adventure possible.

‘Monsieur?’

A Ritz man was standing behind him with a trolley of luggage.

‘I’m sorry – what?’

The man winced at his despised accent. Hans watched the Parisienne move further inside.

‘Are you a guest here, Monsieur?’ The Ritz man didn’t smile because he knew the answer.

Hans saw the little brunette become enveloped by her friends, as others called out to her from the bar. She belonged here. She spun around a last time to flirt with him over her shoulder, one eyebrow raised in a pantomime of the Ritz man’s shattering question.

‘Are you a guest here, Monsieur?’ The man had a badge pinned to his lapel. Hans read it: Claude. He looked no older, no better than Hans himself, and yet his question said otherwise. ‘You are not, are you, Monsieur?’

‘No,’ said Hans. ‘I am not a guest, no . . .’

Hans did not imagine the contempt he saw in the other man’s eyes, and with it the unspoken response: ‘And you never will be, kraut.’

Hans was holding the door for a servant and was thus made lower than the low. The trolley of luggage rolled past him as Hans stood aside. His dream was just like any other dream.

At the point of awakening, it was gone.
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Intuition
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22 April 1940

Polly’s first suspicion that something was wrong came when she returned from the lavvy. The door to the first class compartment now wouldn’t open to let her inside again. She stood in the corridor, confused, with the French Riviera rushing past the train windows while she rattled the door. ‘Aunt Marjorie? Have you locked this?’

‘Is that you?’ Her aunt’s voice from within sounded anxious, on edge; a different Aunt Marjorie from the one Polly had left minutes before.

‘I’m back from the loo, do let me in again.’ Polly thought she heard the compartment window being hauled open.

‘Just a minute, dear,’ called her aunt.

Polly looked up and down the empty passage, as if someone might come along with an explanation. ‘What are you doing in there?’

‘Nothing. I won’t be a moment . . .’

Yet Marjorie was doing something because the door stayed closed. Polly took a step back as if contemplating taking a running kick at it. ‘Is there someone in there with you?’

‘Don’t be silly, of course there isn’t,’ Marjorie assured her. Yet she still sounded stressed.

‘Then let me back in. I feel silly out here.’

Polly heard the window fall shut again with a thud. Then her aunt opened the compartment door, flushed in the face and wiping dust from her eye, but otherwise smiling as if nothing was amiss. Her Marcel-waved hair had come loose from its pins. ‘What on earth were you doing?’ Polly asked, astonished, coming inside. ‘Sniffing the sea breeze? Your hair looks like a chimney brush, Auntie.’ She laughed, resuming her seat on the banquette opposite Marjorie’s and picked up one of her aunt’s fashion magazines.

‘What’s the fuss, can’t I open a window if I want to?’ Marjorie objected, adjusting her silk day dress where it had bunched. She patted at her hair. ‘I was hot. And then I wasn’t. So, I shut it again.’

This disingenuousness rang false. Polly frowned at her.

‘Polly,’ said Marjorie, evenly, before her niece could say it, ‘nothing is wrong – we’re on our way to a lovely long stay in Nice, and I know you’ll adore it.’

Yet she locked the compartment door again, firmly. Then she poured herself some chilled champagne from a bottle she had clearly ordered and opened while Polly had been gone.

Polly blinked, finding this indulgence theatrical. ‘But why do you want us shut in here so suddenly? You didn’t before.’

Marjorie seemed on the verge of forming a particular reply before thinking the better of it. She sipped her champagne.

Polly tried again. ‘Did someone come in here and upset you?’

Marjorie shifted in her seat. ‘Why in heaven would anyone come in without an invitation?’ She fiddled with her green Hermès handbag, slipping her fingers inside.

Polly felt herself at a loss. This was only her second day in the company of her beloved aunt – the aunt who had hitherto only existed in cherished letters sent from exotic locales to Polly’s decidedly unexotic locale in Sydney, Australia, where she had lived her whole life until Marjorie had sent money for her passage to France. With every hour in Aunt Marjorie’s presence, Polly was becoming more aware that the aunt she had thought she knew well from her letters didn’t quite match the woman of reality. She was funny and glamorous, certainly, just as she had always seemed in her letters, but she was also harried and secretive, as if Polly’s arrival from Australia was inopportune, even though it had been Marjorie who’d arranged the journey when Polly’s father had died.

‘I’m not a child anymore,’ Polly ventured, tentatively. ‘You can tell me when there’s something making you uneasy, Auntie.’

‘You’re sixteen and still very much a child,’ Marjorie responded. Then she softened. ‘Nothing’s making me uneasy, dear, and I know it’s good fun, but you must stop being so dramatic.’

But Polly could see something was making Marjorie very uneasy indeed. She held her aunt’s look, peering into her depths, but the older woman simply held her gaze. ‘Is it Hitler?’ Polly wondered, for want of anything else.

Marjorie actually laughed at that, which Polly would have found comforting ordinarily. ‘Who’s been saying such silly rubbish to you?’ her aunt asked her.

‘No one. The war is in every newspaper headline.’

Marjorie grew annoyed again. ‘We’re perfectly safe from Hitler all the way down here on the Riviera.’

Polly remained firm. ‘If it’s not the war, then it’s something else.’

Marjorie chose to gaze out the compartment window. Her hand grasped and ungrasped something hidden in her bag. Then she turned back to her niece and said, ‘I’ve had a life, Polly.’

‘Well, of course, you have.’ Polly smiled. ‘And I’ve so enjoyed reading about it in all your wonderful letters.’

Yet Polly was thrown by a flash of fear in her aunt’s eyes before Marjorie suppressed it. ‘And it’s been a very good life,’ her aunt went on.

‘A marvellous life. You have always inspired me.’

‘Quite a lot of it couldn’t be put in my letters . . .’

Polly couldn’t conceive why Marjorie was telling her this. The shadow of her aunt’s fearful look stayed in her mind, making Polly feel fearful, too. Then an image of her late father came unwelcome to replace it and she picked up the magazine to force away her old grief at his loss. ‘You drive me mad, you really do,’ she said, making an effort at lightness.

Marjorie smiled, brightening again. ‘Appalling words to hear from one’s own blood.’ She laughed.

‘It doesn’t mean I don’t love you, Auntie.’

‘I know.’

Polly idly thumbed the magazine. ‘And I’m very grateful for everything you’ve done since Daddy left us.’

Marjorie reached out and patted her hand.

Aunt and niece fell silent under the rumble of the Riviera train. After a minute, Polly glanced up from the pages to see Marjorie looking from her own silk dress to Polly’s childishly pretty ensemble.

‘What is it?’ said Polly.

‘I should have let you wear something more sophisticated,’ Marjorie said. ‘You’re growing up very fast, Polly.’

‘Let me?’ Polly scoffed. ‘This is what I chose to wear, Auntie, from a very limited wardrobe, I assure you. And I’m sixteen, remember, not twenty-six.’

Marjorie squinted at Polly in the reflected Mediterranean glare from the window. ‘It’s a lovely cardigan, of course it is, but still. And then there’s your hair.’ She mused, ‘Perhaps it’s time to wave and colour you.’

‘If you think I look mousy and plain,’ said Polly, feeling sensitive, ‘then please say it.’

‘That’s not what I meant at all. You’re really very pretty.’ Marjorie got up from her banquette and sat next to Polly, and as she did, with a jolting shock, Polly saw what her aunt had been clutching inside her handbag. Made of ugly, black metal, the sheer incongruity of such a thing being in her aunt’s possession at all caused Polly to miss the implication of it. It was as if she couldn’t process the very idea of Marjorie owning a gun, and so she didn’t, at least not at first.

Marjorie, oblivious, kissed Polly on the forehead. ‘I know from your own lovely letters how badly you long for adventures, Polly. I felt just the same when I was your age, you know. It’s why I left Australia. I wanted fame and fortune on the stage.’

Polly stared, then blinked, trying to glance inside her aunt’s bag again. But the bag had closed now, and somehow the shock stopped Polly even putting it into words. ‘Were – were we even talking about me longing for adventures?’

‘We should be,’ said Marjorie. ‘We have certainly talked about it in our letters.’

‘Perhaps I should go to a school here,’ said Polly. She felt as if she had bizarrely become two people: the one who had not seen the gun and could carry on with the conversation, and the one who had seen it and who now couldn’t say anything at all.

‘Life is your school now,’ Marjorie told her.

‘Are we just going to travel through France?’

‘Oh, so you don’t like France now – after barely two days?’

‘I love it,’ said Polly, and she meant it. ‘I’ve studied the language and history since I was eight – I believe in everything France stands for.’

Marjorie raised an eyebrow. ‘And what’s that?’

‘That you should even need to ask, Auntie,’ said Polly, incredulous. ‘Liberty, equality and fraternity, of course – the foundations of modern democracy.’

Marjorie smiled at her niece’s romanticism.

‘I’m very happy to live here with you so long as I might do something that has purpose,’ Polly told her. She looked around at the excessive comforts of the first class compartment. ‘Does all this have purpose? I don’t think it does very much.’

Marjorie seemed to be thinking.

Polly tried to remind her of what she’d expressed so often in her letters. ‘I want to do something meaningful. Something positive. Especially with the war. Oh, I know nothing terrible has happened to France yet, but it might – otherwise why call it a war at all?’

Marjorie’s fingers hovered at the catch of her bag again as Polly watched.

‘What you’re saying, I think, is that you’d like a career? Just like I had.’

Polly considered this. ‘Yes, I very much think that I would like a career. I would like to be something, just like you were when you sang at the Paris Opera. It could be the perfect way to do good.’

Marjorie fell quiet once more and Polly made to return to the magazine. But when she glanced at her aunt again, the older woman was gazing upon her with a look of deepest and most profound love.

Marjorie sniffed, emotional. ‘My heavens,’ she whispered, ‘we’re so very alike, aren’t we?’ Marjorie cleared her throat. ‘Of course, I’ve long known that we are peas in a pod from our letters. How could we not be? The women in our family have always been the ones to wear the trousers.’

Polly didn’t know what to say.

‘Here’s a proposal then,’ said Marjorie. ‘Once we’re settled in Nice, I promise we’ll solve you.’

‘Like a crossword puzzle?’

‘We’ll turn your dreams into some proper plans. You could become a journalist perhaps? You’re so articulate for a girl your age.’

Polly felt her excitement rise a little. ‘Could I do that, Auntie?’

‘Why not? I have friends who work at magazines.’

Polly looked doubtful. ‘Fashion magazines?’

‘Is there any other kind? They could give you advice.’

Polly regarded the frivolous cover of L’Officiel in her lap. ‘Do you really think it’s me?’

‘Perhaps not right away, but in time. Anything’s possible when you’re young and impassioned. Let’s listen to your heart, dear.’

Polly went to say yes, that of course she appreciated the idea of this very much, but then she realised that she was being distracted. The schism that had divided herself ended. ‘Why do you have that gun in your handbag, Auntie?’

Marjorie froze at the question, exposed. Then she managed to say, ‘You mustn’t worry about that.’

‘No?’ Polly wondered, disbelieving.

Marjorie shut the bag tight at the clasp and placed it on the banquette at arm’s-length. Then she took a second glass from the drinks shelf and poured some fresh champagne in it, before handing it to Polly. ‘Here’s an adventure for you,’ she told her niece. ‘Why don’t you take a little sip?’

‘Is that all you’re going to say about it?’

Marjorie looked at her levelly. ‘For the moment, yes. Now, try some champagne.’

Polly couldn’t help but stare at the tall, tulip-shaped glass of gold in her hand, with the beads of bubbles erupting from the bottom and winding all the way to the surface, reminding her of a game of snakes and ladders.

Polly sipped. It was neither sweet nor sour, and weirdly dry in a way that left no remnant of itself once it slid down her throat. The champagne tasted nothing like she had expected.

‘Nice?’ Marjorie asked.

‘I’m not sure . . .’

This was clearly a good answer.

‘Champagne never is at first. Don’t be in such a hurry to grow up, child.’

‘I’m not in a hurry,’ said Polly, putting aside the glass. ‘Please tell me about that gun.’

But Marjorie wouldn’t. ‘The things we want most never come soon enough,’ she said, wistful, ‘and then when they do, they’re gone all too soon . . .’

This just made Polly cross. ‘Why don’t you want to answer me?’

Marjorie kissed her again and finished her own glass. ‘I’ll tell you everything tomorrow, I promise. When we make proper plans.’

Marjorie cupped her cheek. ‘You really mustn’t worry. I’m taking care of everything. You’ll see.’

‘But what’s “everything”?’

‘Tomorrow,’ Marjorie repeated.

Polly gave up. ‘That sounds lovely, Auntie.’

Marjorie decided then that she wished to visit the powder room. She unlocked the door and stepped warily outside into the first class corridor, looking both ways. To Polly, it seemed like she shivered, as if caught by a draught.

‘Are you sure nothing happened while I was gone?’ Polly asked her for the final time.

Marjorie clearly wanted Polly to believe that she was sure. ‘I’ll be back very soon.’

The green leather Hermès remained on the banquette. ‘But your bag, Auntie?’

Marjorie held her niece’s look for the longest moment. ‘Will you look after it for me, dear?’



Polly kept the compartment door open, so that she might watch who came and went along the corridor while she waited for her aunt to return. She found herself in a less anxious frame of mind. Perhaps she was drunk, one sip having been enough to send her giddy. She knew this was unlikely, though, and that her aunt’s responses had simply reassured her that nothing was really wrong, even though instinct told her otherwise. Perhaps it was the inexplicable presence of the gun that made her feel better. The knowledge that such a deadly weapon lay hidden in soft green leather mere inches from where she sat forced Polly to concede that she did not really know her aunt at all.

From her spot just inside the compartment door, Polly became aware that she was not invisible to others. There were quite a few handsome, uniformed young men among the first class passengers – French Army officers, Polly assumed – and in succession one, then another, and then a third glanced her way while making the trip to the dining carriage. Polly reacted with the same awkward surprise when she locked eyes with each of them, which broke whatever spell might have been at the point of being woven. None of the young men returned a glance in her direction again. It was like being dismissed. Marjorie’s comments about her appearance replayed in Polly’s head. She felt a stab of loneliness, thinking again of her poor father, and of how he had died.

A woman entered Polly’s periphery next and, with a start, Polly recognised her. This petite brunette was sultry and glowering, at least upon first impression, before the earthy humour behind her darkly made-up eyes flashed, and let it be known she was someone who did not take herself seriously. When this woman spoke, it was with the parigot accent of a Parisienne guttersnipe. ‘The Riviera,’ she tossed her curly dark hair at the wide azure sea that stretched to the horizon through the windows, ‘is not worth the shit on my soles, if you ask me, puss.’

Polly shot out a giggle before she realised it.

The woman smiled in a way that was more pursed lips and knowing looks than an actual grin, before her lips gave way to a blinding show of pearl white teeth that didn’t look real. She was a film star, a famous French one.

‘That was Zita . . .’ Polly said in amazement, to herself. Marjorie had sometimes spoken of this woman in her letters.

‘You bet it was, baby,’ said another woman, American, red-headed and curvy, who had materialised in the corridor while Polly had been lost in the encounter. ‘Best goddamn lay in Pigalle.’

Polly’s eyebrows shot skyward at this and the expensively, if blowzily dressed American screamed with mirth. ‘Oh, don’t mind me – I didn’t say such a distasteful thing. I only read about it on a pissoir wall.’

Polly couldn’t think how to reply.

The woman frowned. ‘At least try looking like you’re having fun, honey,’ she admonished her. ‘For your Auntie Marj’s sake. Don’t let the old team down, okay?’

Polly was startled. ‘Do you know my aunt, too?’

‘You bet your patootie I do.’ She winked at Polly. ‘Better than most.’ Then she went on her way to the dining carriage.

A short time later, a willowy, fair-haired woman of quite extraordinary chic drifted along. She appeared to be wearing the very same dress on the open page of L’Officiel magazine that sat in Polly’s lap. The black and white photography failed to do justice to what was standing before Polly in the deepest, most luscious royal blue. The woman caught Polly staring because she was staring at Polly in turn.

‘Is – is your dress by Lanvin, Madame?’ Polly stammered at the coincidence, before she thought to stop herself.

The woman responded with a smile of such effortless grace and then pronounced in cut-glass French, ‘You’re Polly Hartford.’

‘Why, yes, Madame,’ said Polly, answering in the same language, even more surprised.

‘Will you permit me to join you?’

Polly sat up straight on the banquette, shocked. Then she remembered her manners. ‘Please do.’ She got to her feet to be polite and was dismayed to find herself a good head shorter than her visitor. ‘How do you know my name, Madame?’

‘Because I am Madame Alexandrine Ducru-Batailley,’ the woman told her, taking a seat on the banquette opposite, and presenting a hand in a white kid glove. ‘The Comtesse Alexandrine, if such a rank means anything today.’

Polly had encountered this woman’s name in Marjorie’s letters, too. ‘What a pleasure to meet you, Madame Comtesse,’ said Polly, meaning it. She took the woman’s hand and gripped it. There was no resistance, no hint of strength to the other at all, and yet she could tell it was there.

‘What a lovely bag,’ said the Comtesse, indicating Marjorie’s Hermès on the seat next to Polly, ‘is it yours?’

It was as if the secreted gun had started throbbing inside it. Unaccountably, Polly lied: ‘Yes, Madame.’ She picked up the bag and placed it in her lap.

Polly took another moment to take in the Comtesse’s elegant appearance. Alexandrine was flawless. ‘You are my aunt’s friend, Madame?’

‘One of several on board who are among her very best friends, darling, and honoured to call ourselves such.’

Polly found this confounding. ‘But – but does she even know you’re on the train?’

‘Of course.’

‘You’ve spoken to her?’

‘When you were in the powder room, I believe.’

Polly felt a shiver up her spine.

She undid the catch of Marjorie’s bag and slid her fingers inside it, just as her aunt had. She felt the handle of the gun. She knew she mustn’t panic or lose her head. ‘Tell me, Madame,’ she started, evenly, ‘did it seem to you that she’s not quite herself today?’

Alexandrine said nothing, her lovely face expressionless.

‘Did it feel to you as if she’s dealing with something awful – something she’s keeping quiet?’

The Comtesse tut-tutted at this idea.

‘You see, awful things have been kept from me before,’ said Polly, frankly. ‘I have a sense for these things. When my poor, late father –’

Alexandrine interrupted her with a look that was deeply, unexpectedly sympathetic. ‘I know about your poor father, darling.’ She left her banquette and sat next to Polly, gently lifting the handbag from Polly’s lap and placing it on the seat between them, so that she could take hold of Polly’s hand. ‘It was dreadful what happened to him – dreadful for you. You’ve known too much pain for someone so young.’

The bag was open. All the Comtesse had to do was glance inside and see the gun for herself. Polly felt her mouth turn to chalk. Yet Alexandrine projected an aura of trustworthiness. Polly began again, ‘Do you think my aunt is not quite herself because of the war? I want to try to understand it all but people just fob me off.’

‘There’s no reason to worry, darling,’ said Alexandrine, frowning. ‘Hitler won’t get past that lovely row of forts all along the border with the Boches. They’re Monsieur Maginot’s cleverness.’

Polly had heard this certainty about the French defences before but there was something effortless in the conviction with which the Comtesse spoke. ‘I see,’ she said.

‘Do I sound like I am “fobbing you off”?’

‘No, Madame.’ Polly considered. ‘You sound very confident.’

‘As should you be.’ Alexandrine’s attention had wandered to the window. She stood and stared out at the sun-drenched scenery.

‘I do like your dress,’ said Polly, for want of something else to say. She went to show her the magazine. ‘It’s quite a coincidence, really –’

‘Thank you,’ said Alexandrine, automatically. Her brow was creased and she raised the window, admitting a gust of warm air.

‘Perhaps Auntie might take me to Madame Lanvin,’ Polly mused above the din of the train and the wind through the window. ‘It says here she does mother and daughter fashion. Wouldn’t that be much the same as auntie and niece?’ She was trying to look at her own clothes differently since Marjorie’s remarks.

Alexandrine’s gloved hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh my God!’

Polly craned to see what had taken her companion’s attention.

The Comtesse had her arm out the open window, pointing at something they’d passed. ‘Oh my God – stop the train!’

‘Madame?’ Polly stood up. ‘What is it, Madame?’

‘It’s Marjorie!’ Alexandrine cried. ‘It’s Marjorie out there!’

Polly threw herself at the window. The body of her aunt in the Mainbocher silk dress lay sprawled on her back in the long, dry grass beside the railway tracks, rapidly receding as the train sped away.

Somehow, she had fallen from the train.

‘Auntie!’ Polly’s scream became deafening, overwhelming, drowning all other sounds as someone unknown, somewhere else on the carriage, pulled at the emergency cord and the luxurious Riviera sleeper began shrieking and grinding to a halt.
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25 April 1940

In the rented Nice villa’s sunny sitting room, with its windows looking out onto a vine-wrapped courtyard and rooftops beyond, the warm, morning air was wreathed in cigarette smoke. At the centre of an odd-bod collection of comfortable chairs, a low table was host to a clutter of cocktail paraphernalia. Ten o’clock in the morning was not too early to toast a departed friend.

Two gold medals were lifted from their satin-lined case and placed in Polly’s cupped hands. Emotionally fragile, she stared at them, uncomprehending. ‘But whose are these?’

‘Your aunt’s,’ said Alexandrine, simply. ‘And now they’re yours, darling.’

Polly tried to make sense of them. ‘But these things are for soldiers – for men.’

Alexandrine cast an appeal for assistance to the shapely American woman occupying the chair next to hers, now greedily drinking a martini. Her name was Mrs Huckstepp, but to her friends she was Lana Mae. She was the same American woman Polly had met briefly on the train. She, too, was another best friend of Marjorie’s.

‘We girls get ’em too, honey, it ain’t the Middle Ages,’ Lana Mae told her. She pointed a lacquered red nail at the first medal. ‘That’s the Croix de Guerre.’ Her pronunciation of French, which was what they were speaking, was rather rough around the edges, filtered through a Mid-western twang. She pointed out the medal’s features. ‘It’s what they call a square cross – very la-di-da – and those are crossed swords. Your aunt got this at the end of the Great War.’

‘But I don’t understand,’ Polly said, softly.

‘What’s to understand?’ Lana Mae said. ‘This other one’s the Légion d’honneur. Ain’t it a pretty peach, though? Just about the biggest gong you can get in good old France.’

Polly was still uncomprehending.

Petite Zita, another of Marjorie’s grieving best friends, was curled in an armchair to Polly’s right. ‘Puss, she earned them. Don’t have us think you can’t get that idea inside your head. She was a heroine to France.’

‘But she was from Australia?’

The three other women cast looks at each other and then burst into laughter; Zita and Lana Mae matching each other with full-throated guffaws; Alexandrine laughing rather more elegantly, a gloved hand to her smile.

‘God, what she did to try to wash that stain from her camiknickers,’ Lana Mae chuckled. ‘It never did come out, and I should know. I used the same damn soap on my own drawers.’ She looked around her, mock-conspiratorial. ‘Do you think they can tell I’m from Kansas?’

Alexandrine composed herself. ‘The medals were awarded to your aunt in recognition of her relief work,’ she told Polly. Her eyes were shining at the memory. ‘She was completely tireless throughout the conflict. Devoted thousands of hours, and thousands of her own precious francs to the war effort.’

‘The gas-burn cases broke her heart,’ said Zita. ‘All those poor, pretty boys. She was nice to them. And generous.’

‘And, baby, you’d better believe this when I tell you,’ Lana Mae chimed in, ‘she was as Frenchy as these two stuck-up broads right here.’ She threw a many-ringed hand towards Alexandrine and Zita, who enjoyed the insult. ‘She was an inspiration to me, your Auntie Marj,’ Lana Mae added, sniffing back a tear.

‘An inspiration to us all,’ said Alexandrine. She took the medals from Polly’s hands and placed them in their little satin-lined case. ‘God rest her soul.’

‘God rest her soul,’ the other two echoed. They sipped their cocktails, contemplating the loss of their friend.

‘So, then . . .’ said Zita, after a minute. She weighed up grieving Polly through heavily kohled eyes. ‘You must know about us?’

‘I know your names,’ said Polly, ‘from my aunt’s letters.’

‘And?’ said Zita.

‘I know you’re a famous film star,’ Polly tried to offer.

Zita was dismissive. ‘Every idiot and her pimp knows that, puss. What about what Marjorie did for us when nobody else gave a pigeon shit?’

Polly had no idea.

The three women looked among themselves again and seemed to wordlessly come to the agreement that this lack of knowledge wasn’t a bad thing. They relaxed a little.

‘I do know she was an opera singer, of course,’ Polly gave them. ‘She was a great soprano.’

Zita chuckled. ‘You’re not a total cretin then,’ she said. She fluffed her curly hair.

‘She was very famous in Paris,’ said Polly, ‘before the Great War. My father kept a scrapbook about her.’

‘Your father who died.’ Zita made this a fact, rather than a question. ‘Your mother being dead already, which is why Marjorie sent for you here.’

‘Yes.’ Polly felt hot tears threatening. She’d held them off all morning, but these women were making the task hard. ‘Yes . . .’ she said again. But no other words followed, for it was only now occurring to her, three days after Marjorie’s shocking death, that she had no family left. She tried to make her best effort. ‘I suppose it wasn’t an extensive scrapbook,’ she conceded. ‘And I suppose I didn’t look at it as closely or as often as I might have . . .’

The three older women were united in looks of disapproval again.

This pushed Polly over the edge. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered. She gave in to crying.

‘Oh, darling girl.’ Alexandrine was at her side with a handkerchief. ‘No more of that. We’ve all cried enough. Stop being so harsh with her, Zita.’

The film star bowed in apology. ‘It’s tough to lose someone who loved you, puss,’ she said softly. ‘Don’t mind me.’

Polly nodded, blowing her nose.

‘What you didn’t know about Marjorie’s life was not your fault,’ said Alexandrine. ‘It’s Marjorie I blame. We’re all brought up as girls to think of modesty as a virtue, but really, Marjorie sometimes took it to extremes.’

‘But she wasn’t modest at all,’ said Polly, bewildered by this. ‘At least not in her letters to me. She was so colourful – so extravagant. She couldn’t help dressing lavishly, and always in haute couture. She always insisted on the highest of fine dining. She always went everywhere accompanied by so much music and art.’

She caught the three women passing looks with each other again.

‘Darling, that was Marjorie being French,’ said Alexandrine.

‘Even nuns shop for their rosaries at Cartier,’ Zita added.

But Polly had succumbed to tears again. When she stopped, she found the women changed in their approach to her. As one, they were tender.

Alexandrine seemed to be grappling with how to broach something delicate. She glanced at the others. ‘There’s something else you don’t know. Marjorie was living on borrowed time, Polly.’

Polly stared at her.

‘You see, baby, something went bad with her heart,’ said Lana Mae, gently, ‘just lately, don’t ask us to explain, that’s just how it was. The quacks told her it could burst any time.’

‘Any time at all,’ said Zita. She shifted in her armchair. ‘That’s what happened, we think, on the train.’

‘The police think it, too,’ said Lana Mae.

‘And the doctor,’ said Alexandrine. ‘She must have been passing between carriages – that’s when her heart burst. That’s why she fell.’

Polly’s face creased with her terrible grief again and they waited until it was past.

‘But – but why didn’t she tell me if she was so very ill?’ Polly asked them in time.

The women were uncomfortable.

Bewildered, Polly tried to look back on her aunt’s recent actions, seeking to equate what the women were telling her with what she’d witnessed. ‘I knew something was wrong on the train,’ she whispered, ‘but I didn’t know it was that.’

‘It is possible,’ Alexandrine ventured, looking for support from the other two, ‘that Marjorie wanted to spare you the truth of her condition.’

Lana Mae agreed. ‘You’d not long lost your pa, baby. Maybe she didn’t want you getting all worked up with the idea of losing her, too?’

‘But I did lose her, didn’t I?’ said Polly, heartbroken. ‘At least if she’d told me she was sick I could have prepared myself for it. But now . . .’ she gestured at the sunny, comfortable room with despair, ‘I’m prepared for nothing.’

Alexandrine took a long, deep breath through her aristocrat’s sharp nose. ‘That I very much doubt.’ She looked to Zita. ‘What was it that Marjorie always used to say?’

‘The women in her family wear the pants,’ said the film star.

The three women looked at Polly meaningfully.

Lana Mae drew herself up in her armchair. ‘Take a good long look at this Temple of Venus you see here before you,’ she said to Polly, indicating herself. ‘I come from a town so goddam hick that if we’d had a set of tracks I would have been born on the wrong side of ’em. Did it stop me? No. Did it stop your Aunt Marjorie? God no! That dame just had way too much talent and style.’

‘Do you know,’ Alexandrine addressed the other two women in the room, ‘that afternoon, on the train, when one by one we made our way along the corridor to see what Marjorie’s celebrated niece actually looked like, she knew my dress was by Madame Lanvin – and she told me so as well?’

‘Did she now?’ said Lana Mae, taking a sip of her second cocktail.

‘It was only because it was the same dress as the one in the magazine I was reading,’ said Polly, self-conscious now.

The confession seemed to disappoint Alexandrine.

Lana Mae squinted at her. ‘How old are you again, honey?’

‘Sixteen,’ said Polly.

‘I’d already hitched and ditched my first husband at sixteen,’ sighed Lana Mae, polishing a ring on her dress. ‘It’s a perky age and I miss it.’

‘At sixteen I made a pass at a priest in Pigalle and got a full fifty francs for it,’ Zita declared.

‘And I took a bribe to marry my Jew,’ said Alexandrine.

Polly gawped at all three of them.

‘At sixteen years old, you can no longer let yourself be treated as a child, puss,’ Zita told her through a fall of cigarette ash, ‘you must demand the world treats you as a woman.’

‘Marjorie would have told you the same, surely,’ Alexandrine wondered, ‘in all her long letters?’

Polly thought about the things that Marjorie had said to her on the train. She thought about that first ever glass of champagne. She nodded. ‘I see now that she did.’

Alexandrine smiled at her kindly again. Then she looked to the other two, before receiving their resigned nods. She got to her feet, moving to the bureau in the corner of the sunny room. Alexandrine opened the drawer and took out a lavender-coloured envelope. She laid it upon Polly’s knee.

The envelope had a single typewritten word on it: Polly.

‘What is inside it?’

Alexandrine didn’t quite meet her eye in answering this. ‘Your instructions, darling.’

Polly opened the envelope. It contained a letter, also typewritten, and wholly in French.

Dear Polly,

You’ve been given this letter, so that means that I’m dead. That seems a very melodramatic thing to type upon the page, but there it is and I’m sorry. Quite possibly you are angry with me, too.

It is such an awful shock to be told that one might die at any time. It sends a person a little silly. I know I’ve been silly, but in my head, I’ve been trying to do my best with it all. To me, what I’ve done in the time that I have been given since the doctor broke the news to me makes sense, but to you perhaps it doesn’t. There’s such a lot to take on and consider, you see, before death happens, especially if you don’t know precisely when it will happen, only that it will. It causes one to try to make decisions only on what’s important. And so, I have tried.

There are many things I hope to do with you, and for you, Polly, now that you’re here with me in France. I have been so looking forward to them. These are things relating to your growing up and becoming a woman. I cannot know here, writing this letter to some unknown date in the future, whether I will have done any of them yet, or if I have, just how many. I can only hope that I will have started on the path, and made a good start, before the time comes.

But when it comes – which it must and will – you will not be left on your own. We are each other’s only family, which makes my dying more painful for you, I know, but I also want you to know there are other families to love.

I have another family. A good one. Alexandrine, Lana Mae and Zita. I call them the Girls.

Those three darlings have been like daughters to me, at times. At other times, more often really, they’ve been like sisters. Having you to take care of has filled me with purpose, Polly, something I’ve not had for such a very long time. You mean more to me than the life I led before you came here and I’m grateful. Yet all the same, that life should now become yours.

If God has been kind, then you are already embarked upon it, with me by your side, and you will have already met the Girls, making what I write here superfluous. But if not, and if God has asked for me sooner, then this is what you should know:

The Girls will look after you and look out for you. I have set aside a good deal of money for them to do so in my will. Listen to what they say.

The Girls are my gift to you: the gift of my other family. Think of them like your guardian aunts. Think of them as being just like me – only three.

The Girls are exemplars of womanhood. They are standards of how a modern woman should live and be in this world. I mean you to learn from them. From their lives. From their experiences. From their independence. Write down what they say. They are teachers. They have been given the task of giving you lessons, but not like school.

You will get lessons in Fashion.

You will get lessons in Fine Living.

You will get lessons in what being a modern woman means.

Trust in the Girls. Believe in them. Let them be your aunts. They will never lie to you.

Aunt Marjorie xxxx

Polly had another cry when she had finished reading. The three women – the Girls – comforted her, avoiding platitudes and simply being there while she wept.

Afterwards, feeling numb, and cradling a cup of tea, Polly said, ‘I never even knew she could use a typewriter.’

Alexandrine shifted awkwardly. ‘Well, I suppose there’s a lot you never knew.’

The Girls waited for further comments from Polly, but she just stared at the letter in her lap. Why was it typed, she wondered, and not handwritten, as every other letter from Marjorie had been? And why was it in French, when between themselves they always wrote – and spoke – in English?

‘Haven’t you got any questions for us, honey?’ Lana Mae wondered, worried.

Polly looked up at her. ‘You say I didn’t know my aunt, Mrs Huckstepp. Well, this letter proves I didn’t. And do you know what else it proves?’ Polly took a deep breath. ‘She didn’t know me.’

The three women were stunned.

Polly tried hard to swallow the confusion she felt. ‘I’m sorry – I’m just very shocked by this. Forgive me. I didn’t mean to say such a dreadful thing.’

‘You’re upset. After everything that’s occurred, that’s to be expected,’ said Alexandrine.

‘We’re going to look out for you, puss,’ said Zita. ‘Marjorie’s left you plenty of cash. Everything’s taken care of.’

‘You’ll like us, honey.’ Lana Mae smiled. ‘We’re fun, you’ll see.’

Polly did her best to be encouraging back. ‘I already like you. And I can see that you’re fun.’

‘Then what is it, darling?’ Alexandrine asked her gently.

Vivid in Polly’s memory was the final conversation she’d had with her aunt where they had talked of Polly’s future as something meaningful and good. Yet where was this in her final letter? Had she really been willed to these women like a lapdog?

Something wasn’t right about the letter – about any of it. Marjorie’s shocking death; the coincidence of her three best friends travelling on the same Riviera train; the gun in the green Hermès handbag. Facts were being kept from her; secrets were being held. Yet Polly had no one else.

‘It’s nothing,’ she said, eventually. ‘Nothing at all. I’m sorry.’ She smiled at them, forcing herself to present the attitude that they – and Marjorie – apparently wished for. ‘I feel very grateful for everything my aunt put in the letter,’ she said. ‘I feel very protected and loved.’

‘Good,’ said Alexandrine. ‘That’s so good, darling. We’re all very pleased.’

But the uncertainty in her eyes didn’t match her words.



‘Oh God, I feel guilty,’ said Lana Mae, picking the olive from her empty glass.

‘Shhh!’ said Alexandrine. She made sure the sitting room door was tightly closed, before returning to the sofa. Polly had gone to her bedroom, leaving the three women alone.

‘Well, what have we done?’ said Lana Mae. ‘How will we ever live with it?’

‘We did what we had to do, and we’ll live with it as we do with any of our other secrets,’ said Alexandrine, firmly, with a particular look to Zita. ‘What choice was there?’

Zita grimaced. ‘Too late to go losing it now, puss,’ she said resignedly to Lana Mae.

‘Oh God,’ wailed Lana Mae. ‘What if she finds out?’

‘She won’t,’ said Zita. ‘We’ll play our parts.’

‘You’re the actress, honey, not me.’

‘How hard can it be? “Guardian aunt.” We could do it in our sleep.’ Zita looked to the other two. ‘Couldn’t we?’

‘Why don’t you just give the part its proper name, honey,’ said Lana Mae. ‘Mother.’

Zita’s face fell. ‘Oh Christ,’ she said. ‘Who are we fooling?’

‘Polly,’ said Lana Mae. ‘We’re fooling that innocent girl. Which is why we oughta be ashamed of ourselves.’

Alexandrine was not having any of this. ‘I can’t believe these cold feet from you. We looked high and low for a letter among Marjorie’s things, or have you forgotten?’

‘You know what I think?’ said Zita. ‘She never wrote one at all.’

‘Oh, she wrote one,’ said Alexandrine. ‘She told me she’d written one months ago when she got involved in all this –’ the words caught in her throat, ‘– in all this “business” again.’

‘This “business” got her dead,’ said Lana Mae, bleakly.

‘We don’t know that,’ Alexandrine hissed.

‘Sure, we do, we just don’t want to admit the possibility of it,’ said Lana Mae. ‘Whether she fell or was pushed, it amounts to the same.’

‘Pushed?’ Alexandrine turned on her. ‘She wasn’t pushed. Don’t say something so ridiculous. Who do you imagine would push Marjorie from the train?’

Lana Mae fixed her with a look. ‘She was caught up in something she shouldn’t have been – just like she was in the last war. She couldn’t help herself. Not even French and yet she acted like Saint Joan herself.’

Alexandrine opened her mouth to say something and then closed it again. She looked to Zita who had fallen conspicuously, guiltily quiet. A look passed between them that was missed by their American friend. The Comtesse collected herself and began again: ‘Marjorie was worried about her heart condition,’ Alexandrine insisted. ‘She was worried about what might happen to Polly, because she was worried about how much time she had left.’

Zita closed her eyes.

‘She was worried that whatever secret “business” she was doing for France wouldn’t get done before her ticker got her,’ said Lana Mae. ‘That’s why she wanted us here at the Riviera, isn’t it? She wanted one of us to finish off the job.’ Lana Mae swigged her drink. ‘Well, it turns out she had a higher opinion of us than we deserved. Let’s face it, girls, courageous we ain’t. Our answer to Marj would have been a big fat no.’ She turned to the film star. ‘Ain’t that right, Zita?’

Zita cast another glance at Alexandrine. ‘Sure, puss. Whatever you say . . .’

Lana Mae frowned. Zita’s reply had rung hollow. ‘That is the reason Marjorie wanted us here, right?’ she asked her. ‘I mean, you took the call, didn’t you, honey?’

Zita said nothing.

Lana Mae looked to the Comtesse. ‘Or was it you, Alexandrine?’

Alexandrine cleared her throat. ‘I made the call. I told Marjorie it was essential we see her . . .’

Lana Mae was thrown. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’

Alexandrine gamely took the conversation reins and returned to the original topic. ‘Lana Mae, enough of this nonsense, Polly is what is important here and nothing else. That poor child has suffered. More than anyone should at her age.’ She looked emotionally at the other two. ‘You know her mother died giving birth to her – and you know her father killed himself.’

They did know.

‘Poor woman,’ said Lana Mae, softer now. ‘She never lived to love her own child. And she’s such a sweet child, too.’

Zita nodded. ‘What an idiot he was. Lost all his money and blew out his brains for it.’

‘A cowardly act,’ said Alexandrine. ‘He left nothing for his daughter. Polly had no idea of anything.’

Lana Mae wiped another tear from her eye. ‘That kid’s had lousy luck.’

‘We found Marjorie’s will,’ reminded Alexandrine. ‘Thank heavens the money side of things is clear.’

‘Just not the moral side,’ Lana Mae despaired. ‘They’re not Marjorie’s words that Polly read, honey, they’re ours.’

‘But they’re like Marjorie’s words,’ said Alexandrine. ‘The sort of thing she might have said.’

‘But she didn’t say ’em, did she? How do we know what she would have wrote down? It could have been something different. Oh God, can we really do this, girls?’ Lana Mae pleaded. ‘With this stupid damn war? We don’t even know what the future holds.’

‘Yes, we do,’ said Zita. Then, bleakly, ‘The future holds krauts . . .’

Lana Mae stared at her. ‘Oh my God, you are keeping something from me – I can see it in your face. What is it, Zita, tell me right now.’

Zita looked desperately to Alexandrine.

The Comtesse shrugged, grim, before steeling herself. ‘Zita is keeping something from you and when you hear what it is you’ll know why.’

The American looked shocked and then vindicated as the film star shrank into her chair.

‘In our long years of faithful friendship,’ said Alexandrine to Zita, reassuringly, ‘we have always shared our very worst secrets – and always we’ve been glad that we did. I can’t carry the burden of this one alone anymore. Lana Mae needs to know now, too.’

Zita held her American friend’s eye, vulnerable.

‘Spit it out then,’ Lana Mae told her.

Bitterly ashamed of herself, Zita did so. All of it.



Afterwards, when Lana Mae had recovered as best she could from the shock, she asked, ‘And what is Polly gonna know about this?’

‘None of it,’ said Alexandrine, emphatic.

Lana Mae was sceptical. ‘You think we can keep it from her? She’s Marjorie’s niece. You can bet your patootie she inherited more than money from her aunt. I think the kid’s got her smarts.’

Zita had been left exhausted by what she’d confessed. She looked up from her armchair, fragile. ‘If Polly is smart and she guesses what I’ve done, then good luck to her, puss,’ she said. ‘A woman needs smarts if she wants to get by in this shithole world. And if Polly’s got enough to see the truth of me, then maybe she’ll be smart enough to see why I did it, too.’

‘It won’t come to that,’ Alexandrine was hasty to reassure her, ‘we won’t let it, darling. We’re your friends, aren’t we? We keep each other’s secrets to the bitter end. That’s what we’ve always done. We won’t do otherwise now.’

‘We’re women,’ Lana Mae said. ‘Wars are different for us than for men. Men start wars, and they finish ’em, while we girls just go along for the ride.’

‘Wars are for women to endure,’ agreed Alexandrine. She reached out and took Zita’s hand across the little table and squeezed it. Lana Mae took her other hand and did the same.

Zita’s eyes filled with tears as she clutched at her two dearest friends. She was made humble, as ever, by their wellspring of love for her – their love for each other.

‘What men fail to understand is that, for us, endurance means compromise,’ said Alexandrine, taking a deep breath. She let her lungs fill with air, then released it, purging herself. ‘If Polly should learn of your actions, darling, then perhaps enough of our good influence will have rubbed off on her before she does – enough for her to understand what compromise for a woman really means in war . . .’
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10 May 1940

A hired, chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost met the four of them as they alighted from the first class sleeping carriages at Gare de Lyon. The breathtakingly beautiful capital of France stood at the centre of the Girls’ shared cosmos. It was Paris that Marjorie had always called ‘the life’, and now it was to be lived by her niece.

‘Where are we going again?’ Polly asked, trying to gain a better view of the splendours that passed the window from where she sat in the Rolls, squeezed between Alexandrine and Zita. She had the Hermès handbag on her lap – Marjorie’s handbag. The gun was still inside. Polly had almost come to believe that her aunt had intended her to have possession of the gun all along – as bizarre as this idea was, it made more sense to Polly than the words in Marjorie’s last letter.

‘We’re going home,’ said Lana Mae. ‘Home sweet home, honey. There’s no place like it.’ She had popped a champagne bottle, its contents unchilled but by no means unpleasant. She passed the crystal glasses around, liberally filling them, not thinking twice about including Polly in the celebration. Not one of them batted an eye when Polly took what was only her second sip of bubbles in her life. No one even asked her if she liked them, which made her feel a little sad.

‘They’re not as bad this time,’ she whispered, somewhat surprised. Then she asked, ‘What is the address again?’

‘The Place Vendôme,’ said Alexandrine, as if that answered everything. ‘Sit back and relax, darling.’ She cast a smile at her friends. ‘In a little while, you might even start to recognise a few things.’

Zita chuckled, knowingly.

‘The Eiffel Tower?’ Polly wondered.

‘Plenty of time for that ugly thing later,’ said Alexandrine, dismissive.

‘You forget I’ve never been here before,’ Polly said.

‘We know you haven’t,’ said Alexandrine, sagely, ‘but all the same, just see.’

Polly caught a glimpse of one of the white-on-blue street signs fixed to the walls of buildings they glided past. ‘That sign,’ she said, pointing. Their rented Rolls had entered a narrow and otherwise nondescript street. ‘Are we on the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré?’

They’d been waiting for her to notice.

‘Paradise!’ Zita saluted her, raising her champagne glass.

‘Oh, it’s the haute couture district,’ said Polly. ‘Oh look, there’s Houbigant Parfums – and the House of Hermès.’

‘Where your lovely bag comes from,’ said Alexandrine.

Polly subconsciously checked that the catch was still closed. Then she realised they were looking at her as if they expected a rather greater level of excitement. ‘Just like Aunt Marjorie’s magazines,’ Polly offered. She pointed out the window again. ‘There’s Fabergé.’

She was unconvincing, and they deflated.

‘Those gaudy eggs are over-priced and over-rated,’ Zita said.

‘You only say that ’cos I’ve got three of ’em,’ said Lana Mae.

‘Did I say gaudy, puss? I meant hideous shit.’

Lana Mae laughed, taking a swig from her glass.

Polly feared she’d disappointed them. ‘Lanvin!’ she cried, in what she hoped was the desired level of enthusiasm, pointing at the other side of the narrow, busy street. ‘And is that Chanel down there?’

‘We’ll be popping along to see her, later,’ said Alexandrine, mysteriously.

‘The lousy, snobby cow,’ Zita sniffed. ‘Still, her dresses, puss.’ She pinched Polly’s chin. ‘Sublime. You’ll want to wear them all together at once.’ She sniffed again. ‘But she’s still a cow.’

The street, full of shop after shop of milliners and fabric merchants and enticing designer ateliers, now spilled into a vast square. The graceful, seventeenth-century façades of the Place Vendôme were, at first glance, identical on all sides. Then, as the Silver Ghost glided out in a wide and beautiful arc, passing an enormous Roman column with a statue of Napoleon on top, it became apparent to Polly to which of the façades they were headed. One was marked with a single, identifying word, so discreetly placed that an unknowing eye might miss it.

Ritz.

On either side, generously spaced, were two more words:

Hôtel.

Restaurant.

The great car drew to a graceful halt at the curb, and behind them a second vehicle, another Rolls, hired to ferry their staggering amount of luggage, halted too. A gloved male hand was on the rear door of the women’s car before the chauffeur had even finished with the brake. The door was opened, and Lana Mae was out first, still with her champagne, breathing in gusts of traffic-choked, Place Vendôme air.

‘Smell it, girls. It’s poisonous today! It’s the little things you always miss most.’

‘Bonjour, Madame Huckstepp,’ said the elderly footman who had opened the door.

‘Bonjour to you, too, honey,’ she handed him the not quite empty champagne glass. ‘Go ahead and finish it. I’ve got my eye on a hot bath and a bite of baguette and blue cheese. Travelling gives a girl a real appetite, don’t you find?’

Polly had emerged from the car, along with Zita and Alexandrine, and she stared up at the full five stories of the beautiful façade with its little balconies and awnings and high Mansard roofs aglow in the afternoon sun. ‘Are we dining here?’ she asked Alexandrine.

Alexandrine gave that special smile of hers that said volumes without needing to utter one word. Then she made her way up the short flight of steps towards the hotel’s glass front entrance. The door was opened by another similarly aged footman, and Alexandrine entered first, followed by Polly at her heels, then Lana Mae, and then, taking her own good time, Zita, who seemed to know the first footman intimately.

‘Pierre. Nothing ever changes with the Ritz – or with you.’ She laughed, squeezing his arm. ‘Let’s thank the stinking Virgin for it.’

If Polly had expected to find herself standing within some impossibly grand, palace-like lobby, she would have had reason to be disappointed. The room beyond the hotel entrance said nothing – and yet everything – about the extraordinary character of this celebrated hotel. It was not a palace, and yet, for those who lived in palaces it most definitely was. Any visiting royalty, perhaps in Paris on a shopping whim, would feel instantly, reassuringly at home here. It was not about making a vulgar display. It was all about being the recipient of a quiet, sequestered entitlement.

The Ritz had no real lobby. What it had instead was a welcome hall, as one might find in a stately mansion, and yet there was nothing fusty or ancestral about it. The un-grandiose reception area was but one of a whole series of decisions made to make the hotel feel intimate and cosy. It also discouraged loiterers who might otherwise behave as voyeurs. The ample chairs and little side tables were exclusive and expensive; reproductions in the styles of French kings. Thick carpeting; rich upholstery; tapestries hung here and there. Abundant masses of flowers in chinoiserie vases were on every table. To the left, through an arch, was the suggestion of the first of several exceedingly discreet bars, this one called The Vendôme. A second bar, a little further down the hall and through an alcove, was called the Petit. There were hardly any other people in evidence; guests or staff. Ascending heavenward was a sweep of magnificent, exquisitely carved marble stairs.

There wasn’t even a reservations counter. Instead there was a simple, elegant desk, holding no more than a white telephone and an open, cloth-bound ledger. Behind this desk had been seated a small, moustachioed gentleman when they’d arrived. Bedecked in a blue pinstripe suit, spats, and patent leather shoes, he was now advancing upon their little group, screwing a monocle into his right eye and beaming at them.

‘Mesdames. Mesdames,’ he greeted them collectively in French, spreading his short, stout arms as wide as his tight suit jacket allowed him.

Alexandrine presented her cheeks to be kissed by him and received two pert pecks placed like gunshots in the air, that didn’t actually touch her skin.

‘Madame Comtesse Ducru-Batailley,’ he intoned, each syllable of her name rolling from his tongue with pleasure.

‘Darling Monsieur Auzello.’

‘You have returned at last.’

‘How we’ve missed you.’

He went next to Lana Mae, kissing the air at her cheeks with the same little explosions. ‘Your bath has just now been drawn, beloved Mrs Huckstepp.’

‘Claude, you little cutie!’ cried Lana Mae. ‘You knew just when we would arrive?’

He tapped his nose. ‘I have my spies at Gare de Lyon.’ His eyes were twinkling. ‘And we have added a certain something to the bath water . . .’

‘Not my favourite bergamot bubble bath?’

Monsieur Auzello chuckled; a mischievous boy.

‘I’m taking these clothes off already,’ said Lana Mae, yanking her gloves from her hands.

He turned to Zita. ‘My lucky eyes. Can it be credible they be rewarded just by the sight of you, Mademoiselle Zita?’

Zita barked out a guffaw and threw both her arms around him, kissing him squarely on the moustache. ‘You smarmy bastard,’ she told him, warmly, ‘if your Blanche gets to hear you say that it won’t be the bubbles I find in my bath, but the toaster.’

Auzello laughed. ‘A telegram came for you this morning, Mademoiselle.’ He handed her a little envelope.

For the tiniest moment, the three women faltered. Zita didn’t open it. Then she stood aside and presented Polly.

‘So, this is she?’ Auzello marvelled.

To Polly’s dismay his eyes filled with emotion. He unscrewed his monocle and took a handkerchief from his top pocket, dabbing at his cheeks.

‘Monsieur Claude?’ said Alexandrine, tenderly. She laid her hand at his shoulder and he rested his own upon hers for a moment.

He composed himself, addressing Polly. ‘You must forgive me, Mademoiselle. The resemblance between yourself and la femme divine is uncanny . . .’

‘Who is the “divine woman”?’

Before Polly could phrase any more of what would only have brought fresh exposure of her ignorance, Alexandrine stepped in: ‘That was Auntie Marjorie’s famous sobriquet,’ she said. Then she turned to Auzello. ‘Far too young to have ever seen la femme perform, if you can credit it, Monsieur.’

This only pricked his eyes again. He blinked it back, studying Polly’s face like a painting. ‘Ah. Yet there she is in the brow – and in the turn of the mouth. Remarkable.’

Polly had never heard it said before that she bore any resemblance to her aunt. Then the unguarded way in which the little man looked at her changed. She ceased to be a painting to him and became fully flesh and blood; a guest. He stood back and paused, expectantly. Polly was confused.

‘Your hand, darling,’ Alexandrine whispered.

Polly held out her hand a fraction, and Auzello, who had been waiting according to the rules of French politeness, picked it up and kissed it.

‘I am Monsieur Claude Auzello at your service, Mademoiselle Hartford; I am General Manager of the Hôtel Ritz.’ There was a sharp report as he clicked his patent heels together. ‘I have anticipated this day, and all is ready for you, Mademoiselle.’

‘Ready for me?’ said Polly, further surprised.

He waved his hand to the stairs. ‘All is prepared. An exquisite suite. You will only know comfort here.’

Polly turned to the other three. ‘So, we’re staying here, then?’

Her three guardians looked amused.

‘Staying, living – these are the same words, surely?’ pondered Claude.

The elderly footmen were now engaged with taking the considerable collected luggage towards an elevator.

Lana Mae hooked her arm through Monsieur Auzello’s. ‘Claude, baby, just how many nights’ bed and brioche does Marjorie’s little legacy get for our Pol?’

‘One thousand and one nights’ deluxe accommodation, Mrs Huckstepp,’ he replied.

Polly’s jaw dropped. ‘Excuse me, Monsieur?’

‘One thousand and one nights’ accommodation most precisely, Mademoiselle. Fully paid for. Including gratuities. Although you may be so moved as to express your own generosity once you have come to love our exceptional staff . . .’

Polly turned to Alexandrine, who of the three, seemed less likely to try fooling her. ‘This is really true?’ she asked. ‘Aunt Marjorie paid in advance for a thousand and one nights’ stay for me?’

‘In the most famous hotel in all Paris,’ said Lana Mae, finishing the sentence for her.

‘Only all Paris?’ Monsieur Auzello wondered under his breath.

‘It’s true, darling,’ said Alexandrine, although she didn’t quite look at Polly as she said it; an avoidance Polly had by now encountered not infrequently from her. ‘Monsieur Auzello is well across everything, as you just heard.’

Polly regretted the champagne, feeling she needed a little lie down. ‘But why?’

‘Because we live here,’ Zita shot at her, getting bored with all the standing about. She held the unread telegram in her hand.

‘And we’re your guardian aunts now, baby, so you’d better believe we ain’t kidding around,’ said Lana Mae.

‘And how else to keep our eyes on you,’ said Zita, ‘if you’re not under the same stinking roof?’

‘But why a thousand and one nights?’ Polly asked. ‘It seems such a strange number to choose.’

Alexandrine gave her enigmatic smile again. ‘There was always something of Scheherazade about your lovely aunt, darling.’ She looked at Polly in the eye as she said this, but held her gaze just a little too intently.

Polly frowned. Once again, she was left with the impression that she wasn’t being given the entire story regarding Aunt Marjorie’s legacy. But a distraction arrived before she could pursue it.

‘Ah, look, see who it is!’ Monsieur Auzello’s little cry took Polly’s attention to the sight of an elderly woman making her way down the magnificent stairs, accompanied by the clatter of claws from two little dogs.

‘It’s Mimi!’

‘Oh bonjour, Mimi!’

It occurred to Polly then that for all the contrivance to cosiness and intimacy here, those who lived in this establishment still needed to make an entrance. This was how things were in high society, where so much depended on delivering a pitch-perfect performance. This was the reason for the staircase. A lady, dressed in finery, could descend in the knowledge she was being appreciated by every eye.

Zita, Alexandrine and Lana Mae moved forward to embrace the splendidly dignified old woman as she reached the bottom stair. Her two little dogs spilled at their feet.

‘The Sirens have returned to wreck us upon the rocks,’ the lady announced in Swiss-accented French as she received their air kisses.

Taking her hands, they led her to where Polly had remained with Monsieur Auzello.

‘Look, Mimi, here she is,’ Zita said, as Polly stood awkwardly before them.

Just as Auzello had before her, the woman was suddenly brought near to tears.

‘Oh, Madame, now, now,’ said Auzello, producing a fresh handkerchief from a different pocket.

‘Forgive me, Mademoiselle,’ said the lady, pressing at her eyes. ‘You must hear it spoken too often of your great resemblance to your aunt.’

Given this was only the second time such a thing had ever been said to her, Polly cast a glance at Alexandrine, who gave a little nod.

‘Yes, Madame,’ Polly replied, not wanting to seem rude.

‘So, you know who I am?’ the woman asked her, kindly.

Polly had to shake her head. She had no idea.

‘Ah,’ said the woman, not offended. ‘Then, this is a wonderful day for each of us.’ She paused again, just as Monsieur Auzello had done, and this time Polly had the wit to present her hand. The older women didn’t kiss it, but gripped it lightly in her own. ‘I am Madame Marie-Louise Ritz,’ she revealed, ‘the owner of this hotel, and known as Mimi to my friends.’ She brought her other hand to Polly’s cheek. ‘Just as your brilliant aunt has achieved an immortality within your lovely face, when the time comes I shall receive an immortality of my own.’ With an expansive gesture she indicated the hotel all around her. ‘This will be my immortality,’ she told her, warmly. ‘Welcome to the Ritz family, my dear.’



Lana Mae, with her bubble bath calling her, disappeared towards her accommodation, the Imperial Suite, which was, Polly learned, the largest and most expensive suite in the entire hotel. Zita and Alexandrine each peeled away towards their own suites leaving Polly, having waved goodbye to Monsieur Auzello at the reception desk, in the dignified company of Madame Ritz.

Polly kept Marjorie’s Hermès handbag held tightly under her arm.

‘At the Hôtel Ritz, we are the very last word in elegance, hygiene, efficiency and beauty,’ Mimi began her tour. ‘Please allow me to show you, Mademoiselle.’

Polly quickly discovered that the hotel existed in two, somewhat imbalanced halves, like unidentical twins, that the harmonious Place Vendôme façade gave no hint to. There was the Vendôme half, which faced the square, and behind it stood the Cambon half, with no view of the square at all, and named for the rue Cambon it gave onto beyond. The two halves of the hotel were connected by a long corridor.

‘This was my husband César’s last, great creative contribution before his untimely death,’ said Mimi of the corridor, as they traversed its plush carpet. The two walls were lined with polished brass vitrines offering for purchase an enticing assortment of luxury items from the same shops Polly had seen on the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré.

‘The need for such a corridor was unavoidable when we made the expansion to the rue Cambon,’ Mimi informed her, ‘but it was my husband’s suggestion that beautiful things should be displayed here, so that a walk along this otherwise functional passage might be made an exercise in pleasure.’

Polly supposed it was pleasure she was feeling as she passed the scarves and jewellery and handbags on display.

Mimi observed her. ‘You like beautiful things?’

‘I don’t really know,’ said Polly, ‘I mean I can appreciate how lovely they are, of course, but it’s not like I have such things of my own.’

‘No?’ Mimi looked at the Hermès bag.

Polly felt caught out in her lie and wanted only to qualify herself. ‘This belonged to my aunt.’ She knew the old woman would never require her to open it.

‘Ah,’ said Mimi, appreciatively.

‘But I’ve never really thought of myself as a “luxury” sort of person,’ Polly told her.

‘How interesting,’ said Mimi. ‘And yet what is Paris if not a city filled with beautiful things?’

‘That is something I’m beginning to realise, Madame.’

‘I find there are two types of guests among our Ritz family,’ Mimi went on. ‘The first are those for whom this Parisian beauty is everything, and the pursuit of it the single most abiding passion in their lives.’

Polly wasn’t sure if she was meant to feel an affinity with this type of guest. ‘And who are the second, Madame?’

‘Ah, they are somewhat rarer, Mademoiselle,’ said Mimi, enigmatically.

They reached the corridor’s end and entered the Cambon side of the hotel. There, among the highlights, was the Ritz’s grand dining room, l’Espadon – The Swordfish – which featured large windows overlooking further gardens, the attractiveness of which was enhanced by the reflection of enormous mirrors throughout the room. There was another bar, called simply the Cambon. ‘Do go in and see Guy later, when you’re feeling refreshed,’ Mimi told her.

‘Guy?’

‘Monsieur Martin. In the Cambon bar. We won’t go in now, he’ll be busy. But please go in later. It will give him much pleasure.’

‘I will then, Madame,’ Polly said.

Mimi now took Polly up a different set of stairs to her suite of rooms, which was on the Cambon side. On the way, she explained something of the Ritz philosophy regarding guest rooms, building Polly’s anticipation of what her own suite would be. ‘My late husband had such a horror of disease,’ said Mimi, ‘a horror I shared, naturally. And so, when it came to the design of this hotel, all heavy carpets and drapes – most especially drapes – that did nothing more than gather dust and germs were excluded from the décor. Here the curtains are made from only the finest muslin, the very lightest of fabrics, so that they can be easily washed, you understand?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ said Polly, as Mimi led her along a bright, high-ceilinged passage.

‘It was also decided that every room should have only built-in closets – much more discreet,’ Mimi went on. ‘No ugly cupboards jutting out.’

‘I see.’

‘And most radical of all: a bathroom. Private and plumbed. For every room.’

‘Why was that radical?’ Polly wondered, as they continued along.

‘You are very young.’ Mimi smiled. ‘How could you be expected to have any memory of the Nineties? For all the gaiety of the Belle Epoch, things were not nearly so modern. But at the Hôtel Ritz, we were determined to be ahead of the times. Another innovation from my husband was that every room would have a clock – Swiss, of course, for that is our nationality – which would keep the time exactly. After all, if a woman chooses to be late, she should time the length of her lateness down to the very last second, don’t you agree?’

Polly was amused, enjoying the commentary.

‘We have a zeal for precision, we Swiss,’ said Mimi. ‘Ah, see, we are here.’ They had reached a door, much like all the others in the light-filled passage. ‘You will find what awaits you inside reflects a feminine taste,’ Mimi told her. She opened the door. ‘I hope it will suit a young woman on the cusp of her first romance.’

There were so many lovely details to take in upon entering that Polly didn’t quite process that statement, which if she had, would certainly have made her blush. Her eyes wide, she was overwhelmed at first, trying to make appropriate noises in appreciation of everything she could see. The room was big – the biggest room she had ever had cause to call her own – and blessed with windows that diffused the afternoon sun through opaque white curtains made from the muslin Mimi had extolled. At the far end there was a large, high bed with little tables on either side, and closer to the door, a sitting room set comprising two reproduction armchairs and a sofa. One armchair had a small brass hook on the outside of its armrest, so that a seated lady might hang her purse. ‘Convenience and efficiency,’ Mimi said.

Polly learned now that the Ritz adhered to specific colour schemes. Blue, white and grey were applied to all rooms facing south, where the sun was brightest; champagne yellow was applied to rooms facing north, making amends for the absence of sun. Polly’s room, facing north-west and the rue Cambon, had its yellow set off by the upholstery, which was equally light in spirit, being patterned in feminine Watteau pink. The walls were covered simply with flat Dutch paint, in the eighteenth-century tradition.

Mimi indicated the walk-in closet, and upon opening the door for Polly to peek inside a light came on within. There was no visible switch for it. ‘It’s automatic,’ said Mimi. ‘My late husband’s demand for efficiency and convenience again.’ The sole item hanging inside the closet was a towelling robe, divinely soft, and coloured peach. ‘It is complimentary,’ Mimi said. ‘There is no better shade than peach to enhance a woman’s complexion.’

The room’s light fittings were covered with pleated lampshades and lined with pink silk. They gave off a wonderful, flattering glow. ‘The hours of thought he gave to these fittings,’ Mimi said, wistful. There was a fireplace with a mantle, upon which stood two fine Japanese vases. The famed Swiss clock, decorated in bronze and pearl, hung on a wall. The room’s light switches were in the shape of tiny violin handles. The taps in the bathroom resembled golden swans.

‘You said before that there were two types of Ritz people,’ Polly said, watching the water flow. ‘There is the one for whom the pursuit of beauty is everything. What is the other type of guest?’

‘The second guest has no need for beauty – no need for it whatsoever,’ said Mimi.

Polly was surprised. ‘And why is that?’

‘Because they already have it – in here.’ She pressed a palm to Polly’s chest. ‘A hidden beauty, deep inside, that depends for nothing upon appearances, which so often deceive. We cannot always see it, those of us who might lack it, but when such inner beauty makes itself known to us, ah, it is blinding. The very best kind.’ She brushed a little tear that had formed at her eye. ‘My husband had this special type of beauty, Mademoiselle.’

‘I can see that he did,’ said Polly, looking about her at the gorgeous suite. ‘He placed it into every part of the hotel.’

‘That he did,’ said Mimi. ‘Yet, do you know who else shared this beauty from within?’

‘Who, Madame?’

Mimi took Polly’s hand. ‘Your aunt.’

It brought a lump to Polly’s throat to hear that. It took her a moment before she could speak. ‘I – I loved her so very much,’ she told Mimi, softly. ‘Wherever Aunt Marjorie was, she always took time to write, sending her words all the way to me in Australia. And then, when my father died, she sent for me here, so that I’d not be alone . . .’ Polly forced back the sting of emotion. ‘She was everything to me, and now she’s gone, too. I fear I never told her how much I loved her, Madame . . .’

Mimi kissed her cheek. ‘She knew it, little one,’ she whispered. ‘Marjorie carried you with her in her heart.’



When Mimi made to leave, she opened the door to find Monsieur Auzello waiting patiently in the corridor outside. ‘What is it, Claude?’

‘There has been news, Madame.’ He gave her a little envelope, serious.

She opened it, withdrawing a folded telegram. ‘Ah,’ was all she said, once she had read it. She stood still for a moment, contemplating. The little dogs took a seat at her feet. ‘We shall of course reply,’ Mimi said, finally, ‘and offer commiserations from all at the Ritz.’

‘Already composed, Madame,’ Auzello told her.

‘Then send it at once in my name.’ She saw that Polly lingered behind her at the door, curious. ‘It is from our dear friend Charlotte, the Grand Duchess of Luxembourg,’ Mimi told her. ‘She says her reservations at the hotel will not be required. She and Prince Felix have decided to go instead to a château in the Dordogne.’
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