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When the doorbell rang at eight thirty on that hot, languid morning, Coco knew they’d come to arrest her. She might have wondered for a moment if someone else was at the door—perhaps the laundress with fresh linen or a porter with a glove she’d dropped in the lobby. But she knew.

Though the carpet muffled their footsteps, she sensed them striding down the hall at the Ritz. Coco and her animal cunning. She knew from the fierce jangle of the bell, from the way the maid’s heels clicked so frantically across the floor and the door roared open, she knew.

She crushed her cigarette in an ashtray. Her body trembled, surprising her. Lighting another cigarette, she took a moment to pull herself together. The room was warm, with the white morning sun slanting through the windows, and the air had a stale floral scent, the mixed fragrances of No. 5 perfume, tobacco, and pink roses, which were displayed on the tables in crystal vases.

Until that moment, she hadn’t thought she’d be arrested, though one of her acquaintances, the actress Arletty, had been picked up for living with a high-ranking Luftwaffe officer. Arletty, so famous she needed only one name, had flaunted her relationship, attending movie premieres and opera openings with her lover and showing up with him at parties at the German embassy. Coco and her lover had kept to themselves, rarely venturing to places where they might be recognized.

Now, she began to worry, as she peeked out the bedroom door and saw the soldiers—the two young men from the French Forces of the Interior—standing in her suite with their grim expressions and guns tucked into their belts. Spatz had already fled Paris with the retreating Germans. And Coco was alone, as she’d so often been in life, with her fame and her money and her secrets, which kept anyone from getting too close.

As she rummaged in her bureau for a fresh pair of stockings, Coco silently cataloged the evidence of her innocence: She had closed her fashion house before the Germans arrived, keeping open only the boutique where her perfume was sold. She never attended a party or a luncheon at the German embassy. Unlike Arletty or her friends Jean Cocteau and Serge Lifar, she avoided the most fashionable nightclubs and theaters frequented by the occupiers. She hadn’t gone to the Paris Opera Ballet once in four years, despite urging from Lifar, the company director, who, on a trip to Berlin, actually presented Hitler with a film of himself dancing. True, the Kommandant had allowed her stay at the Ritz. What did that prove? Only that she was smarter than most. She knew how to get what she wanted. The great hotel had been her home since she’d given up her apartment on the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré in 1933. At the Ritz she found the flawless service she craved and the comfort and security of the family life she’d never known.

Of course, the men have come for her because of Spatz. And that wasn’t fair, because her German lover wasn’t really a Nazi. He wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. His mother was English, after all, and he’d lived in Paris for a third of his life. Why should she feel guilty about Spatz? Anyway, she wasn’t going to hide in the closet or jump out the window. She wasn’t a coward.

There was a soft knock on the bedroom door. Coco opened it a crack and saw the maid. “Mademoiselle, what should I do?” the maid whispered.

“Ask them to give me a minute to dress,” Coco said. “If they take me and I’m not back in two hours, tell the manager at the boutique to call Winston Churchill.”

“The prime minister?”

“Yes—his private number is in the book in my desk.”

Coco pushed the door shut and flipped through the hangers in her closet, deciding on her No. 2 suit in navy blue jersey, a more casual version of the No. 1 model she’d worn in her working days. From the jewelry box on her dressing table, she took three strands of pearls and a jeweled-enameled cuff. She looped the pearls around her neck and secured the cuff on her wrist. Then she reconsidered the jewelry. No need to call attention to her prosperity, so she stuffed the pearls and bracelet in a drawer.

Coco was sixty-one, though she looked younger thanks to expertly dyed dark brown hair and good bone structure. In middle age, with many love affairs behind her, she had not gained weight; in fact, she had grown thinner. She could still wear the clothes she’d designed after the first Great War: slim skirts, collarless jackets, evening gowns with thin straps and sleeveless chemise dresses.

Arranging her face in a determined expression, Coco smoothed her skirt and opened the bedroom door. Two ordinary youths dressed in brown slacks and plain white shirts stood in the foyer. She eyed the shiny pistols jammed into their belts. Their shirts flashed armbands emblazoned with “FFI” and the Cross of Lorraine, the symbol of the French Forces of the Interior, the loose band of Resistance fighters, soldiers, and private citizens who’d taken up arms in the aftermath of the Germans’ departure.

“Gabrielle Chanel, come with us,” said the taller youth. He had a spray of adolescent pimples on his cheeks, but his fine brown hair was already thinning.

“By whose order?” she asked, louder than she intended.

“The People of France and the victims of Fascism,” said the second youth. He was short and stocky and looked even younger than his partner, with smooth pink cheeks and curly chestnut hair.

The maid was sobbing now, her face buried in her hands. “Do you have any identification?” Coco demanded. They would never see her cry.

“You must come with us,” said the taller youth.

“Who gave you your orders?”

“If you don’t come voluntarily, we’ll take you by force.”

Coco clasped her hands to stop them from trembling. “On what charge?”

The taller boy spoke in a harsh, unflinching voice. “Treason.”

Coco grabbed her purse off the hall table and held her head high as she left the suite, trying to seem as grandly tragic as Joan of Arc but feeling shaken to her core.

The lobby teemed with activity. Men in blue uniforms with gold braid stood stiffly as they spoke to the guests. When Coco appeared between the two FFI youths, all conversations stopped. Guillaume de Lastour, the bald, elderly husband of a woman who’d been one of her most loyal clients, started to doff his hat, but his companion, a portly, middle-aged man, pulled Lastour’s arm down, frowning furiously.

Outside, under the hotel’s blue canopy, the taller youth nodded toward a battered American jeep parked at the curb. Coco rode in the back seat. The day was bright and clear, the streets jammed with cyclists. The jeep whizzed down rue Cambon, past Coco’s boutique at number 31, where already there was an olive drab ribbon of soldiers on the pavement in front. It had been like this every day since she’d put the sign in the window offering free perfume to GIs. “See how popular I am with the Americans?” she said.

The men in the jeep ignored her.

“Where are you taking me?”

The stocky one in the passenger seat looked at her but said nothing.

They passed the Tuileries, where the lawns glistened like green satin and the sandy paths were as bright and gleaming as crushed crystal. The red banners with black swastikas were gone, and tricolors waved once more from the tops of government buildings. Though the coffee in the cafés still tasted like acorns and the Métro only operated a few hours every day, life was gradually returning to normal after four years of occupation. Coco smelled a tang of hope in the air with the white heat of late summer. She was thrilled that the Germans were gone and relieved that they hadn’t destroyed Paris. Instead, they had grabbed whatever they could of the city’s art and culture, her cuisine and tradition of beauty. They would have stolen the Paris spring had that been in their power.

But now these French boys had taken over. Well, she would survive this. That was the story of her life. She had willed herself from poverty and wedged herself into a world of wealth and power. She beat all the odds. And here she was now at the mercy of these unsmiling adolescents. Didn’t they know she had powerful friends who would make them answer for arresting her?

“Do you know how important my name is?” she said to the youths’ backs. “No one has done more than me to uphold the tradition of French couture.” Silence from the front of the jeep. “You’re boys, so I wouldn’t expect you to know how vital fashion is for France. Your mothers will tell you.” She knew she should stop talking. That was her biggest sin. She didn’t know when to keep quiet. But she couldn’t bear silence; she had to fill it with the first thing that came into her head.

She knew she’d said too much in the past. Snippets of conversations they might use against her flared in her mind. The intemperate comments she’d made about de Gaulle a few days earlier, while watching the liberation parade from the balcony of José Maria Sert’s apartment overlooking the Place de la Concorde. She’d worried out loud that the general would turn out to be another demagogue. That was just talk.

She had not been out much recently. The war wasn’t over yet. Just the previous week, German bombs launched from Le Bourget had dropped on the city, killing or wounding hundreds and destroying the Halles aux Vins. Great holes gaped in the pavement where citizens had dug up paving stones to form barricades. Sandbag towers blocked some of the streets, and random gunfire often pierced the air. The Occupation had sparked too much anger and hatred, too much shame and frustration, for the violence to suddenly end. Now, though, it was mostly French fighting French, as it so often was in the nation’s bloody history.

Coco lit a cigarette and blew a jet of smoke toward the roof of the jeep. “At least tell me where you’re taking me,” she said, with as much forcefulness as she could muster.

“No smoking!” bellowed the stocky youth. He lunged over his seat back and grabbed the cigarette from Coco’s hand.

They drove for twenty minutes to the Prefecture of Police, an immense stone building on the Île de la Cité. A burnt-out Nazi tank squatted in the street, a great charred insect. Nearby, a large, noisy crowd had gathered. A celebration of some kind seemed to be underway. Women in the skimpy dresses and cork-soled shoes they’d worn throughout the war and men in berets laughed and waved their arms. Schoolboys in short pants scurried about, thrilled by the gathering. A little girl in a starched white dress sat on her father’s shoulders, clapping.

As the jeep nudged through the crowd, Coco’s eyes traveled to the landing at the building’s entrance, and she gasped. A pretty young woman in a gray dress sat on a chair while a man wielding large clippers hacked off her hair. Two brutes with rifles strapped to their shoulders held the girl’s thin arms as clumps of gold hair fell to the ground. The girl looked to be no more than fifteen, but she was very brave and didn’t cry.

When it was over, the girl was bald. Blood trickled from the back of her white scalp where the scissors had nicked her. The man holding the girl’s right arm pulled her to her feet and led her away as the crowd jeered: Kraut whore! That’s what we do to traitors! A moment later, another young woman, this one a brunette in her twenties, stumbled forward and was pushed into the chair. The brunette looked around at the crowd with a defiant expression, until the man with the clippers yanked her head back and began snipping.

These poor girls! Why were women always vilified and punished for the sins of men? It was men who’d started the war, men who’d committed war’s atrocities. Coco felt a sinking in her stomach followed by waves of nausea. She was too famous for the mere humiliation of a shaved head. They’d probably torture her and leave her to rot in the same dank prison where Marie-Antoinette had spent her last wretched years. Well, she’d rather die than see all she’d created destroyed.

Coco’s captors led her from the jeep through a side door, up the back wooden stairs, creaky with age, to an interrogation room on the third floor. They nudged her inside, then stepped out, closing the door behind them. She heard the lock turn, then their excited chatter as they clambered down the stairs. Her eyes took in the small, dingy space, furnished starkly with old rickety chairs and a scarred table piled with papers and files.

A big black phone sat at one end of the table. Next to the phone lay a pair of large scissors. They reminded Coco of the scissors she wore every day during her working life to cut away the superfluous froufrous of an outmoded fashion. She’d scissored her way to fame and fortune, and she’d ended up here. She wondered: Were those scissors meant for her?

She heard the lock click, and the door opened several inches, then banged shut. Two men behind the door were talking, and she moved closer to listen.

“If the major shows up, he’ll be furious,” said one man, his voice edged with panic.

“The roads are impossible. He’ll never get here,” said the second man.

“The major told us to wait!”

“I’m in charge now.”

“He wanted to question her himself. You’re not planning… But the order from headquarters—he’ll be furious you ignored it.”

“It’ll all be over by then.”

The door swung open, and Coco stepped back. Two men entered the room. They were dressed like the soldiers who had arrested Coco, in dark pants and white shirts with the sleeves rolled up. Both wore FFI armbands on their left sleeves. One man looked to be in his early thirties. He had a tall, lean build, close-cropped black hair, a black brush mustache, and nervous dark eyes. The other one looked no older than sixteen, a child really, with a thatch of brown hair and a smooth, hairless face. Yet he was much larger than his colleague, with broad shoulders and thick legs.

The older man, the chief interrogator, shot Coco a savage look, while the boy glanced quickly at her from downcast eyes. The men took seats behind the table, and the Interrogator cleared his throat to get Coco’s attention. Her back stiffened, and she stepped forward.

“Your name is Gabrielle Chanel?” he asked.

“You know who I am.” Coco’s hands shook slightly, but her voice was cool and firm.

The Interrogator consulted a file. “You were born on August 19, 1883, in Saumur.”

Coco squirmed at the mention of her birthdate.

“Answer the question, please.”

She turned away, ignoring the Interrogator.

He pressed. “Is your birthdate correct?”

“Yes.” Coco sighed heavily.

“Before the war you made dresses?”

“Yes…” Coco hesitated. “Actually, I revolutionized fashion.”

The Interrogator nodded toward the chair in front of Coco. “Take a seat.”

“Do you have the authority to detain me? You’re not part of the official army,” said Coco. As she sat, she removed her hat and gloves and set them on top of her purse on the floor. She started to feel less panicked. She’d sized up the Interrogator. He was an adult—unlike the two who’d arrested her and the second soldier here—but he had a stiff manner. She sensed he was someone who didn’t see nuances. She would have to be careful with him.

“I am a captain in the French Forces of the Interior of the Republic of France,” said the Interrogator.

“How nice for you.” Coco pointed her chin toward the boy, who took notes furiously in a small notebook. “If I had a gun, I’d be a confident bully, too.”

The boy stopped writing and raised his head, a look of innocent terror on his face. He was wearing sandals, and Coco noticed that his feet were filthy.

The Interrogator reached into his files, pulled out a photograph, and pushed it across the table toward Coco. It was a snapshot of her lover—handsome, blond, and impeccably dressed in a suit, camel overcoat, and black fedora. “Do you know this man?” he asked.

Coco studied the photograph for a moment with a softened expression, then rearranged her features into a neutral mask. “I’ve known him for years.”

“He’s much younger than you, isn’t he?”

“A little.”

Her lover was thirteen years younger than she. Ordinarily, if anyone brought up the age difference, her cheeks burned with anger. Now she felt a cold tremor.

“Do you know where he is now?” the Interrogator asked.

“No. I haven’t seen him in a week.”

“He didn’t say where he was going? He didn’t say good-bye?”

“He did come to say good-bye because he’s a gentleman.”

“He’s gone back to Germany, hasn’t he?”

“Possibly.”

The Interrogator cocked his head to consider Coco. She saw that his mustache needed trimming. He played with the edges of it with his lower lip. “Seeing as you slept in this man’s bed for four years, I would have expected you to join him and the other Nazis when they fled Paris,” he said.

“Spatz slept in his own bed, and I slept in mine.”

“Spatz?”

“That’s what his friends call him. It means little sparrow.”

“His real name is Hans Günther von Dincklage, correct?”

Coco nodded.

The Interrogator leaned across the table so close to Coco she could smell the fruity staleness of his worn shirt. “Ironic, isn’t it, because from the picture, he looks like a big strapping guy. Not a little sparrow.”

“It’s a childhood nickname—he was a small, sickly boy.”

Coco thought with a stab of longing of the first morning she and Spatz had awakened together in bed. Gold light seeping through the curtains had grazed Spatz’s long, athletic form, and Coco’s heart had swelled with delight. She’d never before slept with such a beautiful man.

The Interrogator glanced at the photograph. “He looks to me like the perfect specimen of Aryan manhood.”

“If you say so. His mother is English.” Coco took a cigarette case—rose gold with a diamond clasp—out of her pocket. It had belonged to a real Englishman, Arthur Capel, the only man she’d ever truly loved, dead now for twenty-five years. Why did these marvelous men always die or abandon her? Of course, she could take care of herself. But she’d grown so tired of doing it.

Coco removed a cigarette from the case and placed it in the corner of her mouth. She looked at the Interrogator, and he stared back at her, making no move to light it. As she fumbled in her handbag for a lighter, the Interrogator said, “Von Dincklage is German. That didn’t bother you?”

Coco lit her cigarette and blew a jet of smoke toward the Interrogator. “Do you expect me to look at a man’s passport before I agree to be his lover?”

The Interrogator closed his eyes for a moment to avoid the smoke. “Tell me where von Dincklage is, madam.”

“Mademoiselle.”

The Interrogator looked Coco up and down, as if he was examining an ancient artifact or an old car, checking for scratches and dents. “Mademoiselle?”

“I am La Grande Mademoiselle. Talk to anyone in fashion, they’ll tell you.”

“We’re not here to talk about fashion. I want you to tell me how I can find your Spatz.”

“I have no idea.”

“Did you ever see von Dincklage in uniform?”

“Never! He wore bespoke suits from a London tailor and shirts from Charvet.”

“He’s a Nazi, and he’s a peacock.” The Interrogator uttered a short laugh.

“He wasn’t a Nazi; he just wanted them to think he was. He was only trying to get by, to get through the war like everyone else.”

“Exactly how did he get by?”

“I don’t know what he did when he wasn’t with me. He was an embassy attaché when I first met him, but don’t ask me what an embassy attaché does.”

“Promotes Nazi ideology.”

“You think we sat around discussing that?”

“What did you discuss?”

“What we were going to have for dinner. What most people discuss.”

The Interrogator squeezed out a brief, insincere smile. It was the smile, Coco thought, of someone who rarely made use of that expression. She demanded, “Why have I been arrested?”

“For traitorous collaboration with the enemy.”

“I love my country,” Coco said in a soft voice. “I’m not guilty.”

“That’s what we’re here to discuss.” The Interrogator rapped the table with his fingers. “You were either with the Nazis or against them.”

Coco gave him a pointed look. “I’m afraid, young man, things weren’t so black and white.”






ONE Four Years Earlier
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Coco arrived in Paris on a warm Wednesday in July, six weeks after the Germans occupied the city. Though early evening, it was eerily dark. Paris now operated on German time, which meant pushing the clock forward an hour. The streets were empty and silent, the only sound the hobnailed boots of Nazi soldiers strolling the boulevards.

At the Ritz, a giant red flag with a black swastika hung over the massive double doors. Coco’s driver dropped her off at the entrance with her suitcase and sped away in his rusted-out Cadillac. She watched him careen onto rue Saint-Honoré, narrowly missing a big black Mercedes. Through the Mercedes’ back window, Coco glimpsed a bloodied man between two helmeted soldiers. In the distance, a rifle shot rang out, followed by the strew of a machine gun. Was someone being executed? Coco shuddered.

Since she didn’t have an ausweis, a German permit, the armed Nazi at the Ritz door refused her entrance. Charlie Ritz, the hotel owner, however, saw her and let her into the lobby. “I’ve been traveling for two days, and I’m exhausted,” she told him, as she started for the stairs.

“You can’t go up there. It’s reserved for Germans,” said Charlie.

“Nonsense. All my things are there!”

“Stop! Don’t go any further!”

Coco brushed past Charlie and handed her suitcase to a porter. “Bring that to my suite,” she ordered.

“I’m warning you, Mademoiselle. Your suite is unavailable.” Charlie’s voice boomed. Everyone stared. The lobby teemed with uniformed Germans, and Coco recognized what Charlie was up to: hoping to impress the Nazis with what a big, strong man he was, pushing around little Coco.

The assistant manager appeared and spoke to Charlie. The sink in Himmler’s suite was clogged, and the Nazi commander was demanding new quarters. Charlie scurried off to handle the emergency, and Coco climbed the grand, winding staircase. Were the French really barred from the upper floors of the Ritz? She should have called ahead, given the staff a chance to get things ready for her. She’d returned too hastily.

But her nephew André Palasse had been taken prisoner by the Germans while fighting for the French on the Maginot Line, the concrete fortress on the border of France and Germany. Coco had promised André’s wife, Catharina, that she’d appeal to the enemy now in control to have the young soldier released. She couldn’t do that from André’s home in Lembeye, where she’d fled in June, as soon as the first Nazi bombs hit Paris. Coco had bought the large stone house as a vacation home for her nephew and his family, whose main residence was Lyon, where André worked as director of Chanel Silk Establishments. Coco enjoyed taking walks through the woods behind the house with her two school-age great-nieces, but there was little else to do. Mostly, she’d been bored out of her mind. Still, she was determined to stick it out, at least until the bombing stopped. Then one night, while relaxing in the salon with André’s family and listening to a Mozart symphony, the tinny voice of World War I hero Maréchal Pétain interrupted the music. “With a heavy heart I tell you today what is necessary to do to stop the fighting,” intoned the scratchy voice through the mesh speaker. France had surrendered to Germany. Pétain would become head of a new government at Vichy allied with the Nazis. The nation would henceforth be divided in two: the zone occupied by the Germans, which comprised roughly two-thirds of France, including Paris, and an unoccupied zone that began around Orléans and stretched south to the Spanish border. The German military would command all French forces.

A few days later, Catharina learned that her husband had been taken prisoner. André was like a son to Coco—people gossiped that he was her son, by her very first lover, Étienne Balsan, a wealthy aristocrat she’d met while mending trousers in a tailoring shop in Moulins. Immediately, Coco packed for Paris. She and her driver, Marceau, took off in his ancient Cadillac. When they’d fled the city in June, he thought they’d be too conspicuous in Coco’s Rolls-Royce, so she’d left the luxurious car behind in the garage.

“Be careful. It’s a war zone in Paris!” Catharina had cried, as she kissed Coco good-bye.

“I’m not afraid of the Germans. What can they do to me?” Coco had said, as she hugged her nieces, then settled in the car for the long journey home.



Coco had no idea to whom she’d appeal about having André released. But she’d always been good at steamrolling through every obstacle, no matter how big or insurmountable. She’d think about it after she’d unpacked and taken a bath.

At the door to her suite, she halted abruptly. Radio music drifted from inside. Then a female announcer came on speaking perfect French: This is Berlin calling. Berlin calling all French wives, mothers, sisters, and sweethearts. Mesdames et mamselles, when Berlin calls, it pays to listen! Il faut que vous faites attention! Most of you listening are alone without your men, your men whom you will never see again, or who at best will come home crippled, useless for the rest of their lives. For whom? For de Gaulle, for Roosevelt, for Churchill and their Jewish cohort.”

Coco pounded on the door. A man’s voice shouted over the radio, “Entrez!”

At the desk near the window sat a handsome blond man with light blue eyes and a full, girlish mouth that contradicted the virile set of his jaw. He was dressed in a bespoke brown suit, a gray silk tie, and a creamy white shirt. Gold triangles edged in onyx flashed from his spotless cuffs. His thick hair, cut short and parted on the side, was a few shades lighter than his tanned skin.

Coco recognized him immediately: Spatz von Dincklage. She’d met him in the early thirties when he arrived in Paris as an embassy attaché, and she often spotted him while on the town at parties, restaurants, gallery shows, and theater openings. She remembered one evening at the Night in Versailles Ball hosted by Count Étienne de Beaumont, the avant-garde art patron. Spatz and his wife, Catsy, had won the waltz contest, though the competition—heavy with old dowagers and their drunken husbands—wasn’t terribly stiff. Coco had noted von Dincklage’s extreme good looks. Later, she heard that Spatz had left Paris under some kind of cloud. She hadn’t seen him in years.

A heavy odor of stale cigar hung in the air. In the middle of the room sat a card table laden with overflowing ashtrays, dirty glasses, and empty bottles of wine. More empty wine and liquor bottles lay scattered on the floor.

Spatz turned off the radio. “So, the famous Coco Chanel has returned,” he said, smiling and flashing two boyish dimples. Coco felt heat rising in her face, the way it broadcast her attraction to him. She wondered what sports he played. Golf? Tennis? Athletic men were usually good in bed. “Are you living here?” she asked, adjusting her wrinkled clothes. She felt dirty and disheveled, embarrassed to be so badly groomed.

Spatz shook his head. “No, no. Just keeping an eye on it for you. Making sure the maids don’t steal anything.”

Coco eyed the card table Spatz must have brought in and the empty liquor bottles on the floor with a furrowed brow. “Your friends were helping you.”

“Sorry about the mess. We had a card game earlier.”

“It smells like a cigar factory.”

“My friends love their Cuban cigars.”

“Where do you get Cuban cigars…” Realizing she was talking to a well-connected German who had no problem getting whatever he wanted in occupied Paris, Coco abruptly changed the subject. “This is my apartment, and those are my trunks in the hall.” She took a cigarette from the case in her purse and, holding it between her index and third fingers, gestured with it toward Spatz. “From my last pack.”

He took a lighter from a pocket in his jacket and moved close to Coco to light her cigarette. “I can get you anything you need.”

Coco began to sweat, and she wondered if he could smell her. “This will get rid of that awful cigar odor,” she said, as she took a bottle of Chanel No. 5 from her purse. She removed the stopper and placed the bottle on the coffee table. “There are crates of perfume across the street in my boutique. You can have as many bottles as you want—for your wife.”

“We’re divorced, for several years now,” said Spatz.

“For your petite amie, then.”

“At the moment, there’s no one special in my life.”

Coco found that hard to believe. Spatz was so attractive, his manners so impeccable. She sat on the sofa and crossed her legs, tucking her right foot behind the opposite ankle. She looked at Spatz with a soft expression. “What are you doing in Paris?”

“My work.”

“And what exactly is your work?” Coco ran her hands over her hair, tucking it into place. Spatz settled next to her and stretched his arm across the sofa’s high back, almost touching her.

“I have an office on rue Raspail.” He hesitated a moment. “I oversee textile production.”

“For whom?”

“Mostly for the army.”

“Which army?”

“Which army do you prefer?”

“I hate the military.”

“I much prefer civilian life myself, but here we are.” Spatz rose and went to the bar cart, where he poured each of them a glass of red wine. “À la guerre, comme à la guerre,” he said, handing a glass to Coco. “I’ll see about getting this place cleaned up and your trunks moved in and unpacked. In the meantime, you can have a bath, and afterward, I’ll take you to dinner downstairs. The Ritz food is as good as it’s always been.”

“À la guerre, comme à la guerre,” Coco said, raising her glass.






TWO
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God, why did I agree to have dinner with him? In the bathroom, she undressed and filled the tub. It appeared no one had used it in her absence. The bathmat lay where she’d left it draped over the porcelain edge. The bar of soap was dry in the little china soap dish, and a new jar of blue bath salts sat unopened on the marble sink next to a bottle of Chanel No. 5. She sprayed a mist of perfume into the air and inhaled the scent, annoyed with herself. She had behaved like a silly schoolgirl, blushing and flirting. That was what men like Spatz von Dincklage expected. He was used to women falling all over themselves just to catch his eye. And he played into it, encouraging them with warm smiles and intense looks.

She felt a thrum of desire imagining Spatz in her bed. If I want him, I can have him, she thought. But he’s counting on that. I won’t be another of his easy conquests.

After her bath, Coco donned a pair of white silk pajamas with black piping that still hung on a hook behind the door where she’d left them weeks earlier. She lay on the sofa in her salon, lit a cigarette, and flipped through a magazine. An hour passed. At eight, Coco heard footsteps in the hall, then a knock on the door. Spatz had come to escort her to dinner. She waited. Another knock and another. Then the footsteps moved away until there was no sound but the rise and fall of her own breath.

After an hour flipping through magazines, Coco went to the bedroom and turned down the quilt on her bed. She felt sleep coming, deep and heavy. But as soon as she started to drift off, worry over her nephew and her own future pushed her weariness away. She and Catharina had each received a letter from André with the terrible news that he’d contracted tuberculosis. He wasn’t being treated, and his condition worsened day by day. She feared he wouldn’t survive long in German custody.

Coco wished she had her work to distract her. It had been a mistake to close the House of Chanel the previous year, but there was no question of reopening now under the Germans. Paris wasn’t Paris as long as they were in control. The idea of Nazi-run couture was laughable. Suddenly Coco was wide-awake. She pulled her suitcase from under the bed and found the little vial of morphine and the syringe wrapped in a silk scarf. Sitting in the armchair by the window, she pulled her right pajama leg over her knee and injected herself in the thigh. She closed her eyes as the drug washed through her veins. She thought back to her first opening in the middle of the first Great War. It was a grand affair—tout le Paris had turned out. Coco had watched it all from behind a screen. From there she could see everything: the buyers, clients, editors, and models. The applause at the end had been deafening. Coco took a bow, but she didn’t let herself celebrate the triumph. As soon as you started congratulating yourself, you were dead. Even as the women in the audience were sighing with pleasure, she thought only of the next day’s work. Now, there was nothing.

Sitting in the dark as the morphine began to take effect, Coco thought calmly. She had overcome the grimmest of childhoods to become France’s most accomplished and famous couturière. Still, like any ordinary woman, she needed to be loved. She had to have a man at her side. She thought over her long string of lovers: the polo-playing lightweight Étienne Balsan; the foppish invert Dimitri Romanov (they never actually slept together); fun-loving Bendor, the Duke of Westminster, the richest man in the world; bookish illustrator Paul Iribe; Igor Stravinsky (she never understood his music, but his intensity had been irresistible); and the love of her life, the dashing Englishman, Boy Capel, her soul mate, taken from her too soon in a car crash. None of these men would commit to her completely, mostly because she couldn’t give herself fully to them.

Her heart was empty and that was not a good thing, especially now in the midst of war.



The next morning, Coco awoke groggy from the morphine and furious with herself for not keeping her date with Spatz. She’d been embarrassed by her attraction to him, and she’d let that get in the way of what would have no doubt been a pleasant evening. Maybe he was just being friendly, and now he would think her rude. She was her own worst enemy.

As she washed her face and brushed her teeth, she found herself scheming of ways to see him again. She assumed he was staying at the Ritz, so she didn’t think she’d have too much trouble running into him if she planted herself in the lobby or the restaurant.

Instead of calling downstairs to have her coffee and croissant brought up to her suite, she decided to take breakfast in the restaurant dining room. She hoped to run into Spatz.

Coco donned a clean set of underwear and stockings—her last pair. From her suitcase, she removed the elaborate gold dresser set that had been a present from the Duke of Westminster in the middle of their affair and that she’d taken with her in June when she fled Paris. Now she set the gilt-trimmed bottles, jars, brushes, combs, and hand mirror on her dressing table. She sat on the tufted beige stool and leaned toward the triple mirror to scrutinize her face. It seemed every day a fresh line appeared on her forehead, a new brown spot on her cheek. Her dark eyes still sparkled with intelligence and charm, she thought, despite the deepening crow’s-feet at the corners. She’d always been attractive, with a small, wiry body, olive skin, and thick dark hair. Her confidence and sense of style had fooled everyone that she was beautiful.

She still knew how to fake it. The trick now was to cover her aging skin with the right foundation. In the twenties her chemists had discovered a formula that looked natural and dewy and wouldn’t settle in the crevices of an older woman’s face. She applied a light layer of the makeup with a sponge, then, a dusting of powder. Her eyebrows were still gloriously full and dark. She needed only to pluck them a bit on the edges. Next, she coated her eyelashes in several layers of mascara and applied red lipstick.

When her face was done, she dressed in a white silk blouse, a taupe jersey skirt, and a cardigan jacket. She roped three strands of pearls around her neck, secured a white enameled cuff emblazoned with a jeweled cross on her wrist, and clipped rhinestone earrings to her fleshy lobes. After spraying herself with a light mist of Chanel No. 5, she was ready.

A few minutes later, Coco was standing at the entrance to the Ritz dining room. With its towering blue ceiling, creamy walls, and grandly arched windows draped in gold satin, the Ritz restaurant featured the most ornate décor, the most imperious waitstaff, and the most scrumptious cuisine in Paris. It also boasted a demarcation line as clean as the one that separated the nation’s occupied and unoccupied zones. The Germans sat on one side of the room, the French on the other. The two sections were separated by a gilt-and-mahogany oval table holding an immense flower arrangement under a crystal chandelier the size of a piano.

As Coco followed the maître d’ to a small table on the nearly empty French side of the room, she passed a group of well-dressed Parisians sipping coffee and chatting over plates of eggs and sausage. No one glanced her way or said bonjour. A year earlier, she would have been besieged with effusive greetings. The men would have stood to kiss her hand; the women would have murmured their admiration. Now no one bothered to fuss over her.

Coco spread her white linen napkin across her lap as a waiter poured her a cup of coffee. When he had left with her order—croissant and grapefruit—she scanned the crowd across the room, on the German side. Her eyes fell on a group of balding, jowly officers. Their green-gray jackets (such a nauseating color!) and shiny black belts strained against their heavy stomachs. She noticed that the higher up they were in the Nazi party, the homelier they got, the more gray-faced, pocked, flaccid, and paunchy. A few civilians, men in suits and women in expensive dresses, sat with the officers. But Spatz was nowhere in sight.

Coco ate quickly and made her way to the lobby. Then, as she mounted the grand staircase, a voice behind her: “Mademoiselle Chanel.”

Spatz stood at the base of the stairs with one foot resting on an upper step, leaning on his knee and smiling up at her. She felt her heart pound in her chest and was glad she’d taken such care that morning with her makeup. “I’m so sorry about last night. I fell asleep,” Coco said.

“I understand,” said Spatz. “You had a long journey. You were exhausted.”

“If your offer to help me move my trunks is still valid, I’d be very grateful.”

Spatz removed his foot from the step and stood to his full six feet. “I have a busy morning, but I can meet you at your suite this afternoon.”

“That would be wonderful.”

“At two, then?”

“Two.”

Coco passed the next hour in her suite reading and smoking. At ten she left the Ritz by the back entrance and walked across the street. Rue Cambon was deserted, the shops silent behind their iron grilles. High in the sky, a cavalcade of immense balloons bobbed, waiting to entrap Allied planes in their trailing ropes. In front of Coco’s boutique, a cart of roses had been abandoned, the red and pink blooms starting to wilt under the hot, white sun. Coco wondered what had happened to the flower seller, an old woman with a sharp tongue and two grandsons in the army. Had she insulted a German soldier and been arrested?

Coco pushed open the front door of her boutique. Behind the glass counter, the vendeuse Veronique unpacked a shipment of perfume. “Mademoiselle, you’re back!” exclaimed the young woman, clasping her hands over her heart.

“How is everything?” asked Coco.

Veronique lowered her eyes and placed her hands on the edge of the counter. “All right, I guess. Not too many customers.”

“We’ll get through this. Try not to worry.” Coco patted Veronique’s hand, then made her way up the mirrored stairway to her second-floor apartment. The two rooms overlooked rue Cambon, a dining room with six chairs around a square walnut table, and a book-lined salon with a roll-top desk and a sofa upholstered in beige suede. This was where Coco dined, entertained, and took care of her business correspondence. There was no bedroom. She slept at the Ritz.

Scattered about was her collection of animal sculptures and figurines. There were two of everything: two porcelain horses flanking the mirror over the sofa, two life-size bronze deer by the fireplace, two gilded dogs in the hearth, two bronze camels and two glass frogs on the side tables, two pearl lovebirds in a jeweled cage. It comforted Coco to see these inanimate creatures paired up. Living things, too, belonged in couples.

No sooner had Coco dropped her purse and lit a cigarette when the phone rang. Veronique was on the other end to say Coco had a visitor—the poet Pierre Reverdy. A moment later the bell rang, and Coco opened the door to find a slender, dark-haired man in his fifties standing on the threshold. For two decades, Reverdy had been her close friend and, though he was married, her sometime lover. Years earlier, he’d moved with his wife to Solesmes in northwest France, and he rarely returned to Paris. Coco hadn’t seen him in two years.

“What on earth are you doing here?” Coco said as Reverdy grasped her shoulders and kissed her on each cheek. He was dressed, as usual, to show his contempt for fashion in a stableboy’s cap, a tightly knotted green knit tie, and, despite the heat, an old tweed jacket with fraying cuffs and elbows so worn they were almost transparent.

“The Germans are in Solesmes. A few weeks ago, I woke up to find them stealing vegetables from our garden. Later they broke into the house. So, I put Henriette on a train to her sister’s in Orléans and moved into the barn. I walled up the windows facing the road so I wouldn’t see the Krauts and they wouldn’t see me. But eventually they discovered the barn and chased me out. Since then, I’ve been living in the woods.”

He dropped his rucksack, and it hit the floor with a heavy thud.

“Are you hungry? I can order some food from across the street,” Coco said.

“No. I can’t stay long.” As Reverdy sank into the sofa, his eyes fell on the stack of books on a side table. One of his poetry collections, Cravates de Chanvre, sat on top. The book was worth a great deal of money, as it featured an original watercolor by Picasso on every page.

“You should put that away. Lock it in your safe,” Reverdy said, picking up the book. His face took on an expression of deep pleasure as he turned the pages.

“You think the Germans are going to come in and steal everything?” said Coco.

“It wouldn’t surprise me.”

Reverdy had given the book to Coco in 1922. They’d become lovers a few years earlier after meeting at an exhibit of Picasso’s paintings. There had been much to draw them together. Reverdy’s childhood had not been as poor or as grim as Coco’s. Still, he had come from the same peasant stock as she. His grandfather had been a carpenter, and his father a winegrower in Narbonne, a small rural town in the Languedoc region near the Spanish border. In Paris, they’d both created themselves as artists and become part of the elite creative set led by Picasso.

Reverdy kept his seamstress wife hidden away in a flat in Montmartre and lived on and off with Coco in her grand house on rue Saint-Honoré. But he remained contemptuous of her money and had no use for her parties and socialite friends. Coco recalled one day when she was having a lunch in her garden for an important art dealer, and Reverdy walked down the steps with a basket on his arm. Speaking to no one, he elbowed his way through the elegant crowd and began rifling through the bushes, hunting for snails.

Coco found such antics more amusing than embarrassing, and she smiled now at the memory. She believed completely in Reverdy’s talent and admired his devotion to his craft. In many ways, she saw him as a better version of herself, an elevated soul and a reminder of what her own life might have been had she taken a different path.

Reverdy closed Cravates de Chanvre and tucked it behind the red leather-bound collection of Shakespeare on Coco’s bookshelf. “Leave it there, please,” he said.

Coco wondered if he knew she’d financed the book’s publication. Many times over the years she’d anonymously bought Reverdy’s manuscripts through intermediaries and paid editors to publish them and give Reverdy stipends. Perhaps he did know. In any case, he didn’t seem to have qualms about accepting her largess. Sometimes he let Coco rent him a room at the Ritz near her suite—all the better to get together for sex.

It had been more than two years since she’d made love to Reverdy and a year since she’d slept with any man. Her last lover, a Spanish sculptor seventeen years her junior, had felt overwhelmed by her extravagant lifestyle and left her after a few months.

As Coco sat next to Reverdy on the sofa, she felt a surge of desire. “I’ve missed seeing you,” she said.

She slid closer to him and put her hand on his thigh. He picked it up and placed it in her lap as he kissed her chastely on the forehead. “I’ve something to show you,” he said. Reaching into his rucksack, Reverdy pulled out a stack of flyers printed in purple mimeograph ink and set it on the coffee table. Coco glanced at the copy on top. Under a crude drawing of the Goddess of Liberty carrying a French flag, the caption read: To all Frenchmen: Charles de Gaulle has issued a call to arms. We have not lost the war. We must fight back. Out with the invaders.”

Coco’s eyes widened. “You’ve joined the Resistance?”

“What choice do we have but to resist?”

Reverdy explained that he had connected with a Resistance cell while hiding in the woods, and now he was fully committed to their cause. He delivered weapons and secret documents to strange men waiting in darkened houses. He sent coded messages about German troop movements from a transmitter he carried around in his rucksack. He’d also rescued a British soldier from a plane that had been downed by German fire. He’d brought him to Paris and was now hiding him in his room in Montmartre, until he could make arrangements to smuggle him into England.

Coco shook her head. “You’ve lost your mind.”

Reverdy smiled and excused himself to use the toilet. Coco looked out the window to the clear, quiet day. She recalled the chaos of June, when smoke had filled the sky. Bureaucrats from the foreign office on the Quai d’Orsay had burned documents in a huge bonfire by the river, poisoning the air and killing all the birds. At the same time, treasures were hauled from the Louvre, taken to the countryside to be hidden in attics and under floorboards. Who knew if the priceless paintings and sculptures would ever be seen again. Coco hadn’t been able to bear the tumult, the mess. Now, at least, some order had returned.

Like most Frenchmen, Reverdy had closed his eyes to what was happening. But Coco understood it was the dawn of a new order. She had felt the shift in the air as soon as she returned the day before, the move toward intolerance and autocracy. She admired Reverdy’s courage and wished she could summon some for herself, but she worried about his safety. What was the point of resisting, especially if it got you killed? Who could save André, if not her? For the moment, the Germans weren’t going anywhere. It was best to endure them to preserve as much of France’s cultural life as possible.

She wouldn’t say any of this to Reverdy, though.

“I’ll leave you the flyers,” he said, reappearing in the salon. “You can slip them under doors at the Ritz and along rue Cambon.”

Coco thought for a moment what it would be like to become a heroine of the Resistance. It would be a chance for immortality beyond fashion! The thought passed quickly, though. “You have lost your mind,” she said, as she grabbed the flyers and stuffed them deep into Reverdy’s rucksack. He shrugged elaborately. He wouldn’t hold her failure to help against her. He loved her with an unconditional, familial love. Coco felt he’d forgive her anything.

Reverdy stood, hoisting his rucksack over his shoulder. “I’m leaving Paris this afternoon. You should, too. War is a time to hide, to lay low. You have your country house at Roquebrun. The Germans haven’t gotten there yet.”

Reverdy brushed each of Coco’s cheeks with his lips. “I have to go,” he said. At the door, he paused with his hand on the knob. “Get out of Paris, Coco.”

“This is my home.”

“Resistance is the only response to Occupation.”

“Well, I’m resisting leaving the Ritz.”



Coco returned to the hotel at two and found Spatz lolling against the wall outside the door to her suite. “I’m afraid I’ve bad news.” He looked at the carpet a moment, then returned his gaze to her face. “The Kommandant needs your suite for visiting dignitaries. I’ve arranged for you to live on the other side of the hotel.” Charlie Ritz had suggested as much the previous day. The more desirable Place Vendôme side of the Ritz was for Nazis. Privitgast, private guests of the occupying Germans, were confined to the less desirable rue Cambon side of the hotel.

Coco opened the front door and stomped inside, flinging her purse on the hall table. Spatz followed. “I won’t move!” she cried.

“I’m afraid you must.” Spatz looked at her severely for a moment, then softened his expression. “I have the key. I can show you your new suite, if you like.”

At the opposite side of the hotel, they took the elevator to the top floor and strolled down the long, dim corridor. The rooms on this floor were all occupied by French citizens, the few who hadn’t been evicted when the Germans took over. Coco’s new neighbors comprised a collection of Nazi sympathizers, including a member of the aperitif wine–owning family Dubonnet, as well as Marie-Louise Ritz, the mother of the hotel’s owner.

A few minutes later, they were standing in Coco’s new suite—two square rooms and a plain, white-tiled bathroom. “I can’t live here!” Coco’s eyes darted around the small space.

“I’m sorry, it’s the best I could do,” said Spatz. He explained that he’d asked the Kommandant to assign her a commodious apartment on the rue Cambon side of the hotel, but nothing was available. Coco could either accept the cramped rooms or leave the hotel. She still had her apartment across the street where she’d just seen Reverdy. But the Ritz was where she lived. It was where she always returned after a long workday, after a triumphant fashion opening, after the end of an affair. Before the Occupation, she’d been sure that one day the Ritz was where she would die. Her last exit from the grand hotel would be in a box.

And now? Would the Germans be in Paris forever? Was this her life from now on? She realized she’d felt a knot of fear in her gut since the day the Germans arrived in France. She was losing weight, existing mostly on cigarettes, coffee, and red wine. She must start eating better to keep up her strength. She’d figure out how to get through this, as she’d figured out how to survive so much else.

Midday light filtered through the windows and hung over the floor in a white veil. Once these rooms had been quarters for hotel maids. Coco imagined the poor girls from the provinces who’d come to Paris for adventure and love, only to spend their nights hidden away in this humble spot under the mansard roof, exhausted and lonely. Probably many of them fled home after a few months. Perhaps they married farmers who were drunken brutes. Perhaps the girls couldn’t bear their lives and blew their brains out. Coco thought with a shudder, That’s what would have happened to me, if I hadn’t had ambition.

She heard Spatz in the next room, marching around, inspecting every corner. “This can be your bedroom,” he called out, loud enough for her to hear through the plaster walls.

Spatz rejoined her in the first room. “This space is larger,” he said. “You can move in the sofa and chairs from your other suite and use it as a salon.”

“My screens won’t fit,” said Coco in a dejected tone. Her precious Coromandels, those wooden folding screens painted with birds and flowers that had once graced the boudoir of a Chinese princess and cost more than her Rolls.

“I’ll have someone move them across the street.”

“I don’t trust the workers.”

“I’ll supervise them myself.”



Spatz also arranged for a porter to move Coco’s two Louis Vuitton trunks into her new suite. The larger trunk held clothes—suits, dresses, blouses, coats, evening gowns—the last things she had made for herself before shutting her ateliers. Coco later ordered her maid to carry the clothes across the street to the closet in her rue Cambon apartment. It took three trips. The other trunk held shoes, handbags, costume jewelry, hats, and linens. Under the linens were four large scrapbooks bound in green leather in which her secretary had meticulously pasted pictures and stories about Coco that had appeared in the press.

She couldn’t resist sitting down and leafing through the scrapbooks—here was a record of her social and professional triumphs, and she enjoyed reliving them. She was no longer the dewy young beauty of the black-and-white photos, with supple arms, a firm jawline, and not a hint of gray in her shiny black hair. It comforted her, though, to think she had once looked like the lively girl in the pictures.

One afternoon when she was going through the scrapbooks, Spatz showed up at her door with two cartons of Gauloises. “I thought you could use these,” he said. The Germans had forbidden women from buying cigarettes and allowed men only one pack a week.

“You’ve saved me the chore of buying on the black market,” said Coco, and invited him in. He was dressed in a tan light wool suit, a white shirt, and a blue striped Hermès tie. Coco poured them each a glass of red wine, and they settled on the sofa. “I was just going through my scrapbooks. I hadn’t looked at them in years,” she said.

Spatz picked up one of the volumes and slowly leafed through it. “I remember you on the town in some of these gorgeous clothes.” He looked at Coco and smiled warmly. “At every party, you were always the chicest woman.”

The compliment made Coco suspicious. What was he after, flattering her, bringing her cigarettes?

“Here you are with Misia Sert and Jean Cocteau at the Rothschild ball.” Spatz pointed to a picture of Coco dressed as Marie-Antoinette in a pearl satin gown with wide panier skirts and a towering white wig. Misia stood to her right in a similar but less extravagant outfit, impersonating an eighteenth-century lady’s maid. Next to Misia vamped Cocteau as Louis XVI in a blue brocade coat and breeches. “You three were like the musketeers. All for one and one for all. I never saw one of you without the others,” said Spatz. “Are Misia and Cocteau still in Paris?”

“Those two would never leave.”

“I hope you’ll introduce me to them sometime.” Spatz sighed heavily and closed the scrapbook. “I’m so happy to be back in Paris. Except for the past two years, I’ve lived here for most of my adult life. I was sent here as an embassy attaché in 1927 when I was just thirty years old. I’m almost as much of a Parisian as you.”

He opened another scrapbook, this one filled with photographs of Coco with Boy Capel, her British love, who’d set her up in the hat shop on rue Cambon that launched her fashion career. Boy had run a thriving shipbuilding business but still found time to write books on political history and collect art. Coco revered his brilliance and success and adored him for his belief in her. She thought she’d be with him forever, but he was killed in a car crash in 1919. Spatz paused over a picture of the couple lounging on the beach at Deauville.

“Who’s this?” asked Spatz.

“My fiancé,” she said slowly. “He died soon after that picture was taken.”

“I’m sorry—you look very happy with him.”

“I was.”

Spatz nodded toward a picture of Coco in a long white skirt and a bulky cardigan standing in front of a beach cabana at the Grand Hotel in Deauville with the wind blowing through her hair. “Catsy and I stayed at the Grand Hotel once. I would have had more fun if I’d been there with you,” he said, shaking his head.

“Didn’t you love her?” Coco asked.

“I thought I did. But we were completely unsuited. Catsy didn’t like living in Paris and complained about it constantly. Part of it was, she never spoke good French.”

Coco recalled Madame von Dincklage from the few times she’d seen her at parties between the wars. Catsy was a pleasant-looking large-boned blonde. “Is that why you divorced, because of her bad French?” Coco said dryly.

Spatz’s expression darkened. “She couldn’t have children. At the time, I thought it was important to have an heir, to keep the von Dincklage name going. Now that the world’s gone to hell, it doesn’t matter.”

“What’s happened to Catsy?” Coco asked.

Spatz shook his head. “I’m not sure. I haven’t been in touch with her recently.”

“Did she give you your nickname?”

Spatz explained that it had come from his childhood. “What about you? How did you get the name Coco?”

“My aunts. I lived with them after my mother died. They raised horses in the Auvergne,” Coco lied.
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