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Praise for A Beautiful Rival

‘Gill Paul’s fascinating novel shows us that behind the lipsticks and lotions were two compelling, ambitious and passionate women … Paul’s impeccable research brings to life [Helena Rubinstein and Elizabeth Arden’s] rivalry and their personal struggles … a poignant and timeless story.’

Natasha Lester, author of The French Photographer

‘A brilliantly entertaining novel … Paul blends fact and fiction as smoothly as Arden’s Venetian cream, and with pithy dialogue and a wicked sense of humor, brings her leading ladies to roaring life on the page. An absolute decadent joy from beginning to end, this is the perfect summer read!’

Hazel Gaynor, author of The Last Lifeboat

‘Gill Paul brings Elizabeth Arden and Helena Rubinstein to life on the pages of her new historical novel, A Beautiful Rival … With meticulous research and Paul’s signature skillful story-telling, readers will be swept up in this fascinating and intimate portrait of these cosmetic titans.’

Renée Rosen, author of Fifth Avenue Glamour Girl

‘Glamorous and fascinating. Two businesswomen ahead of their time, a tense rivalry in a beautiful world, an intriguing story expertly told. I was completely riveted.’

Tracy Rees, author of The Elopement

‘A thoroughly compulsive and addictive read. Gill is such a clever writer, deftly peeling back the layers of these two formidable doyennes to reveal their tender, vulnerable cores. It had me up way past my bedtime racing to that enormously satisfying end!’ 

Kate Thompson, author of The Little Wartime Library

‘A fascinating tale of two determined, glamorous businesswomen locked in a battle for supremacy. Gill Paul is a mistress of the fictional historical biography.’

Rachel Hore, author of One Moonlit Night

‘No one writes like Gill Paul. She has this incredible gift for spinning fact into fiction, immersing the reader utterly in the brilliant, page-turning worlds she creates, bringing the most iconic of figures to vivid, sparkling life … I think this might be her best yet!’

Jenny Ashcroft, author of The Echoes of Love

‘A delicious page-turner of a novel about the rivalry between beauty titans Elizabeth Arden and Helena Rubinstein. Spanning two world wars and full of fascinating period detail, I really enjoyed this story about two formidable women, driven by a mutual desire to succeed, no matter what.’

Jacquie Bloese, author of The French House

‘A totally compulsive read … Gill Paul brings both [women] so full to life that we cannot help but feel sympathy and even affection for these two titans of the twentieth century.’

Liz Trenow, author of The Secret Sister

‘I ripped through this delicious take on the longstanding catfights between two legends of the beauty industry. Think Dynasty set against the dazzle and glitz of New York in the first half of the twentieth century … unputdownable.’

Sarah Steele, author of The Schoolteacher of Saint-Michel
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CHAPTER 1

Elizabeth

January 1915

Elizabeth Arden held her first meeting of the day in her bedroom while doing her yoga routine, dressed in a loose pink gym top and matching bloomers. Irene Delaney, her personal assistant—known to all as Laney—perched on the window seat, legs crossed and spectacles balanced on her nose. She began reading out messages from a notebook, then scribbling Elizabeth’s instructions with a pencil sharpened to a point.

Outside, snow was drifting past the tall picture windows but a brisk fire kept the room cozy. A pot of English tea was brewing on a side table, alongside two rose-patterned gilt-edged cups and saucers and a tiny milk jug.

Elizabeth bent forward into Downward Dog pose, feeling the stretch in her calves. She had broken her hip as a teenager after falling badly while trying to high-kick a chandelier on a dare. She’d spent months bedridden while it healed, and ever since, her joints got painfully stiff without the morning yoga, which had been recommended by a progressive Toronto doctor. It had the added benefit of helping to keep her figure trim. She was in good shape for a woman of thirty-six—an age she would never admit, as she hoped to pass for a decade younger.

“Mr. Pease rang yesterday,” Laney said. “From Pease and Elliman. He wanted to tell you they’ve found a tenant for 673 Fifth Avenue.”

Elizabeth hoisted herself into a neat headstand, proud of the strength in her arms. She’d been looking for a new Fifth Avenue salon, one with a street entrance. Her current New York beauty salon was on the third floor at number 509, so it didn’t attract passing customers. She had viewed the premises at 673 but felt they weren’t spacious enough for her plans.

“Do we know who the new tenant is, dear?” she asked, feeling her skin tingle as blood rushed to her head.

“She’s another beauty salon owner,” Laney said. “Name of Helena Rubinstein.”

Elizabeth wobbled, lost her balance, and let her feet topple to the carpet with a thump. “You’re not serious.” She sat up, adjusting her top, which had ridden up, exposing her flat stomach.

Laney consulted her notes, and nodded. “That’s what he said. Why? Do you know her?”

Elizabeth wrinkled her nose as if at a bad smell. “I visited her Paris salon in 1912 during my trip to Europe, and can’t say I was impressed. She calls herself the ‘Queen of Beauty Science’ and blathers on about ‘magical antiaging herbs’ she’s discovered”—she chortled dismissively—“but the facial I had in her salon was run of the mill. I’m sure her Valaze cream brought me out in a rash. What’s she doing coming to New York?”

She was thinking out loud. She knew Madame Rubinstein already had salons in Australia and London as well as Paris. Wasn’t that enough for her? She had no place in America; this was her territory.

“If she’s a charlatan, she won’t have a chance of succeeding in Manhattan,” Laney said. “New York women are very discerning.”

“Last time I saw her she didn’t even speak English fluently,” Elizabeth scorned, remembering the woman’s peculiar vowel sounds and the way she placed emphasis on the wrong syllable of words like “astringent” and “complexion.”

She was worried, though. All things Parisian were in vogue. There was a lot of sympathy for the French because of the war in Europe and, from what she had seen in Paris, Madame Rubinstein didn’t hesitate to promote herself. But she, Elizabeth Arden, was founder and sole owner of the most successful beauty brand in America, having outstripped all the other pretenders with her upmarket packaging, her clever advertising, and her stylishly decorated salons. She was well connected in this city. Women knew and trusted her.

Suddenly she remembered that 673 Fifth Avenue was owned by the husband of one of her salon clients. Perhaps she would have a quiet word.

“Is Mrs. Lawrance booked for a treatment this week?” she asked.

Laney dug out the schedule and tapped her pencil as she scanned the names. “Three o’clock on Thursday,” she said. “Facial strapping and massage.”

That was too long to wait. Contracts could be signed by then. Elizabeth decided to telephone Mrs. Lawrance at home. She glanced at the ormolu clock on the mantel. It was still only eight. She’d wait till eleven. The wealthy women she cultivated as clients took their time over their morning toilette, hairdressing, and outfit choices for the day. It would be seen as uncouth to call too early.

She completed her yoga routine while dictating correspondence to Laney, but all the time there was a sour taste in her mouth. She wouldn’t let anyone threaten the success she had achieved; it had been too hard-won. She’d grown up in a drafty, run-down backwoods shack near Woodbridge, Ontario, one of five children of an impoverished tenant farmer and a mother who died so young Elizabeth could only vaguely remember her. Hunger pangs used to keep her awake at night, along with the shifting and sleep-murmuring of the siblings who shared the same worn mattress on the floor.

Step by step she had hauled herself up from poverty to wealth and prestige, taking a lot of knocks along the way. It wasn’t easy for a woman on her own without family money to fall back on. She certainly hadn’t gotten this far without learning how to see off competitors. In her head, she planned the exact words she would use when she made the telephone call.

“MRS. LAWRANCE, I couldn’t forgive myself if I didn’t have a word about the new tenant your husband is considering for number 673. You see, I came across Madame Rubinstein in Europe, and I’m afraid she’s not the sort you would want in your property …” She listened hard, trying to judge how her words were being received, but could hear only the older woman’s breathing and a slight buzzing on the line. “She’s rather flamboyant … bohemian, you might say. I’m not sure it’s the image you want at the street level of such a prestigious building, where every passing shopper can see.” It was on the tip of her tongue to say, “She’s not one of us,” but she restrained herself. Mrs. Lawrance, born into old money and married to old money, wouldn’t consider Elizabeth Arden her equal, not by a long shot.

“My husband has been trying to find a tenant there for some time. Property lying empty costs him money,” Mrs. Lawrance said. “And I believe their lawyers are already discussing the tenancy agreement. It’s rather late in the day to ask him to withdraw.”

Elizabeth bit her lip. It was unthinkable that Madame Rubinstein should open a salon at one of the best retail addresses in the city with its own street entrance. She wouldn’t put up with it. She played her ace. “What if I were to take on the lease? You know I would present the right image for the area. My salons are discreet and tasteful, not loud and anarchistic.”

“Anar-chistic?” Mrs. Lawrance’s voice rose. Elizabeth seemed to have struck a nerve.

“She’s friends with all those avant-garde European artists—you know, the ones who doodle childishly on a canvas and charge hundreds of dollars for it, although no one can make out what on earth their doodles are supposed to represent. I believe they want to overthrow the status quo.” She sighed. “I’m sure the last thing your husband wants is a troublemaker.”

“Certainly, that wouldn’t be good.” Mrs. Lawrance paused, considering. “I will have a word with Mr. Lawrance. You say that if it’s not too late to halt the other contract, you will take on the lease? At the terms offered? You didn’t seem keen before.”

“I’ve reconsidered,” Elizabeth replied, frowning. She would keep her existing salon at 509 as well; that should give her the space she needed—but it was an expensive decision. She would normally have negotiated reduced rent and more favorable terms, but first it was important to see off the newcomer. “I’m very grateful to you, Mrs. Lawrance. Please allow me to offer you a complimentary gift set when you come to us on Thursday. The new Venetian treatments will be perfect for your skin.”

Mrs. Lawrance hung up. An hour later Elizabeth took a call from Mr. Pease, confirming that the lease was hers if she wanted it.

“Have you told Madame Rubinstein yet?” she asked, clenching her fist in triumph.

He cleared his throat. “Ah, no. I was waiting for confirmation.”

“Perhaps it’s best not to mention my name for now. Perhaps just say that there was a misunderstanding, that the owner’s wife had already promised it to a friend.” She nodded. That would do. She wouldn’t move in for a few months because the property needed complete redecoration from floor to ceiling. “I’m sure you’ll find somewhere else for Madame Rubinstein’s salon in a district that’s more suitable for someone of her … background.”

She knew he would catch her meaning: not on Fifth Avenue. The newcomer didn’t belong there. That was Elizabeth’s domain. Mr. Pease had arranged the lease of her first Fifth Avenue salon, and had received commission for referring her to the agent who found her premises in Washington, DC. She was expanding and he knew she was good for business.

“Of course, Miss Arden,” he said quickly, and she was reassured by his tone that they understood each other perfectly.




CHAPTER 2

Helena

January 1915

“I’m afraid there’s been a mistake, Madame Rubinstein.” Mr. Pease spread his hands and shrugged in a “what can I do?” gesture. “The landlord tells me his Fifth Avenue property is no longer available.”

“How strange.” Helena fixed him with her dark eyes. “The lease was sent to my lawyers yesterday and they have spent hours examining it.” She paused. “Please tell your client I will pay double the rent.”

She heard her sister Manka give a slight gasp, saw the greed flicker across the agent’s eyes as he calculated the commission. His suit was good-quality cloth, well cut, but it showed signs of wear: shiny patches at the elbows, sagging at the pockets. She guessed he only had a couple of suits, which he alternated.

He was reassessing her now—her navy-blue Worth gown, her chinchilla stole, her eye-popping diamond ring—and probably assuming she had a rich husband who gave her a generous allowance. Men always underestimated her at first. It could be useful.

“I’ll call and make the offer,” the agent agreed. “Would you ladies like some coffee?”

Helena made a dismissive gesture and watched him leave the room.

“What are you doing?” Manka hissed in Polish. “The rent was already extortionate.”

Helena turned to her. “He won’t accept. I bet he decided not to let me have it once he noticed my surname on the legal documents.”

Friends had advised her to change her name before launching her beauty business in the States, to avoid anti-Jewish discrimination, but she refused. She wasn’t a practicing Jew, didn’t keep kosher, and wasn’t sentimental about her Polish-Jewish heritage, but she didn’t see why she should bow to pressure from bigots. It made her all the more determined to succeed using her own name. She had managed in Europe and Australia, despite discrimination there. After researching the US market, she’d concluded that immigrant women could be a valuable source of customers and the name Rubinstein might attract them. If any potential clients were put off by her Jewish blood, frankly, she didn’t want them in her salon.

Mr. Pease came back, full of apologies. “So sorry, he promised it to a friend of his wife’s.” He wouldn’t meet her gaze. “But I have several more properties I can show you.”

“On Fifth Avenue, north of Forty-Third Street?” She had heard that area was the most prestigious location for a salon like hers.

He consulted his notes, flustered now. “Perhaps not on Fifth Avenue itself, but just around the corner …”

Helena spoke sharply. “How far around the corner? You’ve wasted my time already. Think very hard before you drag me somewhere else that might also turn out to be not available.” She had been running a successful business for thirteen years, and she knew how to handle men like this.

“I have the perfect place,” he said, his cheeks pink, perspiration beading on his top lip, where there was a nick from shaving. “Please—come with me.”

Helena viewed seventeen premises over the following week before choosing one on East Forty-Ninth Street, spacious with high ceilings and a sweeping staircase. She loved a good staircase. Mr. Pease was worn out when they sat down in his office to do the bit she loved best: making the deal. Always she had a price in her mind; always she got it.

She had learned her negotiation skills from her father, who was a kerosene salesman in her native Poland: Listen hard and never say more than you have to. Control your expression so you give nothing away. Work out your bottom line and stick to it. His rules worked every time. They hadn’t been in touch for over twenty years, since he threw her out of their family home and she left Poland to make her own way in the world, but at least she had picked up his deal-making wisdom before then.

HELENA THREW HER energy into the East Forty-Ninth Street salon, choosing every element of the décor as well as the artworks that would be on display, among them sculptures by the Polish artist Elie Nadelman, and a huge Cubist painting by Georges Braque. A treatment room would have black lacquer furniture and gilt trimmings, while the main salon would have dark blue velvet walls, with contrasting baseboards and moldings in deep rose. She wanted an environment that was plush and visually stunning. When women came for treatments, they should feel like visiting royalty.

Time was short, because she wanted to open for business in three months. There was no point paying rent for a property she wasn’t earning money from. She bribed the tradesmen to work longer hours and promised them a bonus for speedy completion. It would be worth it.

Soon after they arrived in the city, she had sent Manka to investigate the other beauty salons, booking appointments under her married name, Czerwinksy. There was Eleanor Adair, Kathleen Mary Quinlan, and the woman Helena was most keen to hear about, the one she considered her main rival, Elizabeth Arden. Whenever she opened a newspaper or magazine, she saw expensive advertisements for Arden products. Be Beautiful! they proclaimed. Don’t Look Old! Her New York salon was known as the Salon d’Oro—a golden name to match her golden promises of eternal youth. Two could play at that game, Helena thought. Her husband, Edward Titus, wrote her advertising copy and he was a much more skillful writer than anyone on Miss Arden’s team.

Helena fingered the pink, white, and gold packaging of a pot of Arden’s Venetian Pore Cream. The etched glass was too pretty-pretty for her taste, but it was a decent weight in the palm of the hand. The lettering on the label was old-fashioned, from the last century. She opened the pot and sniffed: lavender and maybe a hint of rose. She dipped the tip of her finger inside, then rubbed the cream onto the back of her hand. It was far too heavy. How could anyone advise Manka to cover her delicate complexion with this muck?

“Miss Arden herself gave me a head and shoulder massage,” Manka told her. “She has big masculine hands, very strong.”

“It’s not a good business if she has to treat customers herself,” Helena said. “What does she look like?”

Manka tipped her head on one side, remembering. “She’s no beauty. Reddish-blonde hair set in waves. Square jaw, big nose, eyes too close together. She has good posture but a limp on the right side. She speaks with a breathy, little girl’s voice in an upper-class accent that sounds fake. And she calls everyone ‘dear.’”

Helena nodded, pleased at that. “What about the salon?”

“White and gold. Marble, chandeliers, mirrors, nothing remarkable.”

Helena examined the other Arden products Manka had brought back. She’d have them analyzed by a chemist, but so far she wasn’t impressed. Her own creams were far superior. She thrived on competition, and planned before long to be the leading beauty brand in the lucrative American market.

As they stood looking around the new salon, watching the men at work, Manka said, “It’s only two weeks till Edward and the boys arrive. Will they stay in our hotel?”

Helena shook her head. “I’ve leased an apartment above the salon. It’s not huge but it will do to start with.”

Edward had been looking after their two sons, Roy and Horace, in Paris while she prepared for her US launch. Manka had accompanied her, since she was at a loose end after the breakup of her marriage. Thank goodness she’d gotten rid of that waste of space, Helena thought. Manka had appalling taste in men.

“You’re lucky you got a good husband,” Manka said. “Edward’s a gentleman.”

Helena smiled but didn’t comment. He was charming, intelligent, and universally popular, but he wasn’t perfect—not by a long shot. He’d always had an eye for the ladies, and gravitated toward the most attractive one in the room like a compass needle swinging to the north. At parties, she usually found him chatting to some beautiful woman in a corner, standing too close, smiling too intimately.

“I like women’s conversation,” he’d say if she complained. “What’s wrong with that?”

“It’s disrespectful,” she argued. “It looks as though you are playing around behind my back.”

“Who cares how things look?” he protested. “You and I know the truth. That’s all that matters.”

She had never found any evidence of affairs, but still she was suspicious. They had been living apart all winter while she set up the American business, and he was a man who liked women. Although he had written regularly—long, intimate letters—she was skeptical that he had slept alone every night.

“You shouldn’t neglect him for so long,” Manka commented, as if reading her thoughts. “Aren’t you worried his head could be turned by some Parisian floozy?”

“His head turns more often than the revolving door at the Paris Ritz,” Helena muttered. “But I hope he remembers which side his bread is buttered on.”




CHAPTER 3

Elizabeth

April 1915

Elizabeth hired society designer Elsie de Wolfe to decorate her new salon. She wanted it to be refined and chic, with a style befitting the most high-class of beauty salons, not just in New York City but in the world.

“Have you seen Helen Hay Whitney’s Italian Renaissance–style lobby?” she asked, picturing the gilt and marble hallway, with a Michelangelo statue standing atop a tinkling fountain. “Something like that.”

Elsie’s mouth gave a slight twist of distaste. “Perhaps a tad less ostentatious,” she replied. “And more twentieth century.”

Subtle beaux arts style was best, Elsie advised, with an American rather than a European feel. Elizabeth’s heart was warmed by her assertion that Parisian style was passé these days.

“I like the fact that your last salon had a red front door,” Elsie continued. She handed her a paint chart, and pointed at a bold shade of scarlet. “But why not choose more of a daring red, like this one? At the women’s suffrage march apparently they all wore lipstick this color.”

Elizabeth had gone on the march. She was strongly in favor of women’s right to vote and it was exactly the image she wanted for her business.

“I love it,” she said. “From now on, all my salon doors will be this shade of red.”

Next she called her advertising manager and told him to plan a campaign that positioned hers as the crème de la crème of beauty salons.

“I want your ideas by the end of the week, dear,” she said. “And make them good or I might have to bounce you.”

He scurried away. Elizabeth was famous for “bouncing” employees who displeased her, and not giving them a reference either. A little healthy fear kept them sharp.

While she was immersed in plans for the new salon, Mr. Dunlop, the manager of the pharmaceutical company that manufactured her products, rang to say he wouldn’t be able to fulfill her orders that month because he hadn’t been able to purchase any lanolin.

“Why on earth not?” she demanded.

He was hesitant. “A new beauty business has bought up all the supplies. They seem to be stockpiling.”

“What new business?” Elizabeth asked, but she knew the answer before he told her. That woman: Madame Rubinstein. “Why is she stockpiling?”

“The owner said she thinks America will join the war in Europe and she wants to be sure she has enough ingredients to see her through.” The manager paused. “Perhaps you could contact her and ask if she will share some with you?”

“Perhaps you could jump off the Brooklyn Bridge, dear,” Elizabeth suggested, then slammed the receiver hard into the cradle. Madame Rubinstein hadn’t been in New York for five minutes and already she was causing trouble.

“Laney?” she called to the outer office. “Find me some lanolin. I don’t care how you do it. Kill some goddamn sheep if you need to.”

“Will do,” Laney called back.

OVER THE FOLLOWING weeks, Elizabeth found herself thinking obsessively about Madame Rubinstein. She couldn’t get her out of her head, like a bluebottle buzzing against a window, or a sharp stone in her shoe. Mr. Pease reported that she had leased premises on East Forty-Ninth Street, only a block from Fifth Avenue, which was not nearly far enough away to Elizabeth’s mind. How could she ensure the newcomer’s salon failed and she retreated back to the other side of the Atlantic where she belonged? She fantasized about unleashing a plague of rats or termites in her salon but had no idea how one would go about such a thing. Perhaps, as a foreigner, Madame Rubinstein would inadvertently breach some city regulations and could be reported anonymously. She could only hope.

Once a week she wrote to her younger sister, Gladys, in Toronto. Elizabeth had been closest to Gladys of all her siblings, as they were the two youngest and were often left unsupervised while the others worked on the farm. They used to play make-believe games, pretending they were a king and queen hosting balls and decorating their pretend castle—a dusty area of the farm’s yard they marked out with rocks.

They hadn’t seen each other much since Elizabeth moved to New York eight years earlier, but they still felt close, and she complained to Gladys in a letter about the city’s newest salon owner.

“Madame Rubinstein seems aggressive,” she wrote. “It’s not civilized behavior to barge into someone else’s territory.” It briefly crossed her mind that she had done the same thing when she started her own business five years ago, but she dismissed the comparison. That had been different.

“You’ve got nothing to worry about,” Gladys soothed in her reply. “Your customers are loyal. They won’t want to risk trying unusual new products that could ruin their complexions. It’s too much of a gamble.”

Gladys went on to write that her husband, Albert, was having a difficult time at the office and it made him bad-tempered when he got home. He was critical of her housekeeping and found fault with meals she served, but she was trying to be patient and understanding.

Elizabeth bristled. She had taken against her sister’s husband from the start. In conversation he invariably raised his voice and spoke over everyone else. She’d seen the way Gladys tensed in his presence, as if waiting for him to find fault, and she suspected he was a bully. She wondered if he ever struck Gladys. She feared for her gentle younger sister. The world was full of bullies like Albert—and like Madame Rubinstein.

She confided in Tommy, a beau who took her dancing most weeks at Irene and Vernon Castle’s dance school. He agreed with Gladys that she had nothing to worry about. “You’re too far ahead in the game for a newcomer to catch up,” he said. “Never forget you’re Elizabeth Arden, head of the biggest-selling American beauty brand. She’s an unknown here.”

Elizabeth wasn’t mollified. She sent Laney to spy on progress of the building work at East Forty-Ninth Street. When Laney returned, she brought a flyer she’d been handed in the street outside.

A Famous European House of Beauty Announces the Opening of Its Doors in New York, it read, before introducing Madame Rubinstein as the accepted advisor in beauty matters to Royalty, Aristocracy, and the Great Artistes of Europe.

“What twaddle!” Elizabeth snapped, fury bubbling up. “You wouldn’t catch any self-respecting princess in her salons. They look like bordellos, for god’s sake. Did you find out when she is planning to open?”

“The first of May,” Laney said. “Two weeks on Saturday.”

“Ha!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “That proves she knows nothing about the American market.” All her clients left the city for the summer, returning in September, and that’s when she would open her own new salon with a fanfare. Meanwhile, Madame Rubinstein would be left with her staff twiddling their thumbs on full salary during the hottest months.

Elizabeth felt reassured. Her rival was an amateur. Surely her position was safe.

A FEW DAYS before Madame Rubinstein’s salon was due to open, Elizabeth was alarmed to browse the latest copy of Vogue magazine and find a full-page advertisement for the new salon opposite an article about her. Madame Rubinstein was illustrated in a white laboratory coat, peering into a vial of liquid, her black hair pulled into the tight chignon Elizabeth remembered from her visit to the Paris salon.

According to the article, Madame Rubinstein had studied medicine at the university in Kraków and learned about skin from the top experts in Europe, before starting her business in Australia, where the dry heat of the sun meant women’s skin was prone to premature aging. She had imported precious Carpathian herbs with antiaging qualities from her native Poland, and these formed the base for her miraculous Valaze creams. She claimed she was the only beauty specialist in the world to understand that there are different types of skin—dry, oily, combination, and sensitive—and that each requires different products.

Elizabeth harrumphed—“Nonsense!”—before continuing to read.

It seemed Madame Rubinstein considered herself a “woman of no country” with houses in Melbourne, Paris, London, and now New York, where she planned to make a home with her “wonderful” husband and two “adorable” sons.

“Blah, blah, blah …” Elizabeth said under her breath. She had never married, never had children, and didn’t regret it one iota. She hated women who boasted about their offspring, as if they were somehow superior to others who had chosen not to squeeze out a few babies.

She stopped when she came to a paragraph in which Madame Rubinstein was quoted as saying: “Results are what matters. I don’t think American women will be fooled by fancy gold lettering and pink packaging if the cream doesn’t improve their skin.” No other US brand had gold and pink packaging: she could only be talking about Elizabeth Arden products. The cheek of it! If this was a declaration of war, Madame Rubinstein had picked the wrong goddamn woman to fight with.

Elizabeth threw down the magazine, feeling a twinge of betrayal that Edna Woolman Chase, the editor of Vogue, had allowed an article like this to run. She considered her one of her closest friends. Why hadn’t she spiked it, or at the very least warned her it was coming?

“Laney dear,” she shouted through to the outer office. “I want you to set up a lunch for me with Edna as soon as possible. And find out all you can about the Rubinstein woman. How did she start her business? Is she backed by family money? What are her secrets?” There were bound to be secrets. Launching a business as a woman was tough. Toes had to be trodden on. Lines had to be crossed. “Hire whomever you need. I want facts, and I want them now.”

“Do you mean a private detective?” Laney asked, scribbling in her notebook.

“Exactly.” Elizabeth furrowed her brow. “And when her salon opens, I want someone posted outside to tell me who visits.”

Laney hurried off and Elizabeth sat back and closed her eyes. What if some of her society clients were tempted to defect to the newcomer? Madame Rubinstein’s scientific drivel and talk of royal patronage might sound convincing if you didn’t know better.

She could feel her heart beating beneath her ribs, the in and out movement of her chest. The fear was still there. No matter how much money she made, she was still scared that one day someone would come along and take it all away.

Who are you, Florence Nightingale Graham—a girl who never finished school, who was shunned by her classmates because she had cooties in her hair—who are you to mingle with high-society ladies? If they knew where Elizabeth Arden had come from and who she had been as a child, they would never so much as give her the time of day.




CHAPTER 4

Helena

April 1915

The week before her salon opened, Helena’s eye was caught by a stark advertisement on the front page of the New York Times, placed by the Imperial German Embassy: Travelers intending to embark on an Atlantic voyage are warned that a state of war exists between Germany and Great Britain … Vessels flying the flag of Great Britain or any of her allies are liable to destruction … Travelers sailing in the war zone do so at their own risk. Her heart skipped a beat. Her husband, Edward, and her two sons had set sail from Le Havre just the day before.

Why the heck hadn’t he left Europe sooner? Why did he wait till this war got so serious? His excuse was that the sea could be rough during winter crossings and he was waiting for milder weather. Was that the truth or was there some woman in Paris he’d been reluctant to leave?

She hated telephones. She was never sure which bit to speak into, and she suspected the operators were eavesdropping on her calls. All the same, this was an emergency. She got one of her assistants to dial and ask to be put through to the American Line shipping company. There was a wait of almost half an hour because all their lines were busy. When she finally got a flustered clerk at the New York office, she wasn’t convinced by his assurances.

“Your husband is on the St. Louis, flying under an American flag. The Germans wouldn’t dare attack an American ship.”

“Everyone said they wouldn’t dare attack Belgium,” Helena argued. “Who knows what they’re capable of?”

“The St. Louis is due to dock at Pier 54 on Thursday evening,” he told her, sounding bored, as if he had repeated it many times that day. “We are in regular contact with the captain and he hasn’t reported any trouble.”

“Can I send a telegram to my husband?” It felt important to warn him about the newspaper advert. He probably didn’t know the danger. The lessons learned from the sinking of the Titanic three years earlier were that you had to get places on lifeboats to survive. At the first sign of trouble, he must hurry the boys to the lifeboat station and make sure they wore their lifejackets.

“I’m afraid we can’t send civilian telegrams,” the clerk told her. “Military ones only.”

“I can pay you. Ten dollars for just one message,” Helena offered. He refused. She increased her offer to fifty, probably more than a month’s salary for him, but he was adamantly unbribable. She slammed down the telephone in frustration.

For three days, she waited for news. She wished she hadn’t read those reports about the Titanic because now she had visions of her loved ones struggling in freezing water. Twenty minutes was thought to be the longest anyone survived. She wasn’t even sure if the boys could swim. Roy was five and Horace was three. Had anyone taught them yet? Edward and the nanny took care of that side of things.

Helena hadn’t planned to fall in love, hadn’t planned to marry, hadn’t planned to have children, but now she couldn’t imagine life without them. It was terrifying how vulnerable it made you to love other human beings so much that you knew you would never recover if anything happened to them. She hated situations she couldn’t control, but an Atlantic crossing with German U-boats prowling was one—and pretty women with loose morals fluttering around her husband was another.

THE EVENING BEFORE the salon opened, Helena hosted a champagne party there. It had been arranged before she knew about the German threat to shipping, and she decided it would be bad form to cancel. She would have to push her worries to the back of her head, just for one evening.

A selection of women’s magazine and newspaper writers were invited, and to each she gifted a pot of Valaze cream suitable for their skin type plus a piece of jewelry. She had researched the women’s coloring in advance and chosen appropriately from a selection of jewels she’d bought wholesale in Paris. To a Vogue journalist with cornflower-blue eyes she gave a sapphire ring; for a Harper’s Bazaar one with dramatic dark hair, she chose ruby drop earrings.

“I can’t possibly accept such an expensive gift,” the Harper’s Bazaar writer exclaimed, trying to hand back the box.

“Of course you can,” Helena said with a grin, thrusting her hands behind her back and refusing to accept it. “I absolutely insist.”

The writers wandered around, admiring the opulent décor while listening to Helena tell them about the science behind her treatments, and the press coverage afterward was priceless. Wherever she went in the world, Helena made it her top priority to befriend the press.

Bookings for the early weeks were already better than expected. Edward had written copy for a series of advertisements that played on women’s fear of aging. They explained what happened when skin loses elasticity: jowls sag, foreheads furrow, and creases are etched around the eyes. The process starts in the twenties and gets worse over time—but, the advert explained, it’s never too late to stop the clock. Her products and treatments, designed with the benefit of her rigorous scientific training, could reverse all the signs of aging, smoothing existing creases and lifting jawlines. She knew that’s why women came to her salon—in the hope that it was true.

At each customer’s first visit, she stopped by their treatment chair to give a personal appraisal that was always laced with flattery.

“Your skin is dry on the cheeks, oily on the nose and forehead,” she told one woman. “I can tell you take good care of your appearance. You have such lustrous hair! I guarantee that with a few weeks’ regular use of my products, your skin will look as if you are twenty again.”

She made each woman feel special. She also gave away samples of her products, knowing that everyone loves a free gift. Investment of time and money was essential when building a brand in a new market. That’s how loyalty was won. These women couldn’t tell that beneath the charm she was sick with worry about her husband and children; outward appearances were all that counted.

ON THE EVENING the St. Louis was due to dock at Pier 54, Helena got her driver to take her there and she stood behind a rope line with the other waiting families. She gave a little scream of joy and clapped her hand to her mouth as the shadowy bulk of the ship glided into sight. A spontaneous cheer arose from the crowd. They were safe. They’d made it.

Edward walked down the gangplank, holding the boys by their hands, detaching one hand briefly to wave. Before he reached her, he called goodbye to an attractive young lady in Wedgwood blue and Helena frowned. Had there been an onboard dalliance? She kissed the boys on their foreheads, then embraced him, sniffing to see if he smelled of perfume, but all she could make out was his usual cypress cologne.

“I’ve been tearing my hair out,” she said, clutching his arm to lead him to the car. “You heard about the German government’s threats?”

“We had a naval escort until we reached American waters,” he told her. “I don’t think we were in any danger. All the same, I’m glad to be on dry land.” He kissed her warmly. “And with you.”

The boys gazed in awe as they drove north, the new skyscrapers blinking as sunlight danced off their steel and glass exteriors. Her sons had been raised in the elegant eighteenth- and nineteenth-century terraces of London, then Paris, and had never seen buildings as tall and modern as this.

The driver cut through the West Side, but a collision with a horse and cart had blocked the road and they had to loop farther north toward the park, then turn back down Fifth Avenue. As they passed number 673, the place the owner had refused to lease to her, Helena gasped. A sign had been raised over the front window with the name “Elizabeth Arden” in curly script. She must be the so-called friend of the owner’s wife who’d stolen the site from under her nose. It was a much better location than Forty-Ninth Street. Before long, Helena decided, she would do something about that.

THAT NIGHT, AFTER the boys were in bed, Helena poured brandies for Edward and herself and sat beside him, telling him about her New York opening, about the favorable press coverage, about the American women with their gray skin and purple noses, who were far behind their European counterparts in the acceptance of makeup.

“They still associate it with actresses and whores, but are quite happy to leave my salon with some subtle tints and highlights that bring their complexions to life.” She shook her head with a smile.

“It’s strange they are so shy about improving their appearance. Do you think it’s an echo of Mayflower Puritanism?” Edward asked.

“Perhaps,” she said. “I can’t claim to understand them yet. Some clients sneak in a side entrance, as if they are ashamed to be seen at my salon—yet they come in their dozens. Business is better than I dared hope for the opening month.”

He told her about life in Paris, the anxiety as German troops marched across the Belgian border, the food shortages, and the difficulty sourcing raw ingredients to manufacture her products in wartime. Her Saint-Cloud factory and her Paris salon were still open but some creams were in short supply.

She had stockpiled all the ingredients she needed in America; she had to make the new salon profitable soon or her cash would dry up. It reminded her of the early hand-to-mouth days after she started her business in Australia—but of course she was wealthy now and could simply transfer funds from another country if need be.

After they finished their brandies, they went to the bedroom and Helena changed into a lace negligee and sprayed on some scent. She climbed into bed and rolled over to kiss Edward and hold him close. He embraced her quickly, then kissed her cheek and yawned, saying, “I’m tired, kochanie. Good night.”

“I thought we might …” she ventured, running her fingers over his chest. “After six months, don’t I deserve my conjugal rights?”

“You were the one who left, Helena,” he replied. “Besides, I believe it’s men who get conjugal rights, not women.”

“That’s not fair. I demand equality.” She poked him playfully in the side.

“And I demand sleep,” he replied, rolling over.

She lay awake listening to the sound of his breathing with a mixture of emotions: happiness that he was alive, and here with her at last; but frustration that he hadn’t wanted to make love. He loved her, she was sure of that, but he didn’t seem to desire her anymore—hadn’t for a while, if truth be told—and she had no secret potions in her beauty arsenal to deal with that.

Two days later, the horrifying news broke that the Lusitania had been torpedoed by a German U-boat off the south coast of Ireland. The Kaiser would stop at nothing. Over a thousand lives were lost, but not Edward’s, thank God, and not her sons’. It was easy to be distracted by business, and especially the competition with Miss Arden, but in that shocking moment she knew her family was infinitely more important.




CHAPTER 5

Elizabeth

May 1915

Elizabeth met Edna Woolman Chase for lunch at the Colony Club on Madison Avenue—a private, invitation-only club for women. Edna was chic as ever, with immaculately set brown hair, a well-pressed gray suit and white blouse, pearl earrings and a matching necklace just visible at her collarbone. Over iced tea, Elizabeth described the plans for her second New York salon, with décor by Elsie de Wolfe and new facial strapping treatments that weren’t available anywhere else.

“That’s worth an editorial,” Edna said. “When can I send a reporter to interview you?”

“You’ll be the first,” Elizabeth promised. “I hope you’ll give it the appropriate amount of space. I noticed you featured another salon this month …” She smiled, graciously. “Of course, I don’t mind …”

Edna clasped her hands. “I had no choice. Madame Rubinstein spent a fortune on advertising, so I was under pressure. I haven’t met her, of course.”

“No, of course not.” A look flashed between them, an acknowledgment that the Rubinstein woman wasn’t the type they should be mixing with; certainly not the type who would ever be admitted to this club. It had a firm policy against Catholics, Jews, and anyone with a skin color other than Anglo-Saxon white.

Elizabeth picked at the fillet of fish a waiter placed in front of her. The dining room had a genteel atmosphere. No pipe or cigar smoke, no loud voices, just well-dressed upper-class ladies of the type she liked to attract to her salon.

“I saw a news story in which Madame Rubinstein claimed that her husband and sons had a ‘lucky escape’ simply because they crossed the Atlantic a week before the Lusitania was sunk.” She forced a little laugh. “I crossed the Atlantic three months after the Titanic sank so I suppose I had a lucky escape too. I guess we are all lucky if we manage to cross the street without being mown down by a careless driver.”

“That’s one way of looking at it,” Edna replied.

It irked Elizabeth that her rival was grabbing newspaper column inches, especially on such a slim pretext. She read all the stories obsessively.

“I was surprised to hear that her husband owns part of her business,” Elizabeth continued. “Perhaps he gave her the money to start it. I founded and built mine all by myself and I intend to keep it that way.”

Edna put down her fork. “I’ve said it before, Elizabeth, and I’ll say it again: you would be well advised to find yourself a husband. You must know that people whisper when a woman is unmarried. You will find marriage has many benefits for your social status.” Edna had a husband, although Elizabeth had never met him, and a daughter, Ilka, who was at boarding school.

Elizabeth shivered. “You must surely have heard the story of Harriet Ayer?” She was a salon owner whose husband had left her to run off with his mistress, then had her committed to an asylum so he could steal her fortune.

Edna nodded. “Of course, but …”

“The law is never on the side of estranged wives,” Elizabeth continued. “It made me resolve then and there that no man would ever get his hands on my money.”

“You could make your fiancé sign a legal agreement before marriage,” Edna suggested. “Or perhaps if you found the right man you would want to involve him in the business so you wouldn’t have to work so hard.”

Elizabeth couldn’t imagine that. She didn’t have a high opinion of men in general. Her father had been weak. He could have raised his family out of poverty if he’d had a spark of ingenuity, but instead he scraped along at subsistence level, growing and harvesting the same old crops, always getting the worst of any deals he negotiated. Why hadn’t he taken steps to prevent the countless pregnancies that Elizabeth was sure caused her mother to weaken and succumb to tuberculosis? He certainly hadn’t been able to cope with the five children she left behind. The fact they’d received an education at all was down to an aunt in Cornwall who sent money. A man with any pride would have found that humiliating.

Her elder brother, Will, was no better than her father. He had a decent job in finance, but spent his earnings on drink and gambling, and probably loose women if she knew him. She didn’t see him often anymore, although he also lived in Manhattan. She didn’t want her big brother showing up to embarrass her in polite company.

Elizabeth had received plenty of marriage proposals—especially once she became wealthy—but none that remotely tempted her. Every time she thought about sharing her bed with a man, an image of her dying mother flashed into mind. Her only memory was of her lying in bed, all skin and bone, with red eyes, lank hair, and the awful hacking cough that had squeezed the life out of her. If that’s what marriage did to you, she wanted none of it.

But she knew Edna was right, that it didn’t seem respectable to be unmarried. Reporters wrote that those who went on the women’s suffrage march were “man-hating spinsters,” and that certainly wasn’t an image she relished. She was also aware some married women saw her as a predator who might seduce their husbands, and they swooped to intervene if she so much as exchanged two words with the poor helpless dears at a party.

Perhaps if she had a husband she would seem better bred, but he would have to be the right type. She would only marry if she could connect with old money … but the Social Register matrons would never in a million years allow their sons to wed the likes of her.

She had met Tommy, her dancing companion, on the ship back to America after her 1912 trip to Europe, and had been stepping out with him for more than three years. He had proposed to her several times, but although he was good company, and a talented dancer, he didn’t have a notable family. He worked in a bank, at middle management level, with no prospect of advancement as far as she could tell.

“I’ll bear it in mind if I meet the right man,” she told Edna. “But for now, I’m firmly wedded to my business.” She smiled. “I don’t know how you manage your demanding job plus a husband and daughter. I hear you are also hosting a Fashion Fête next month. How do you find the time?”

It had become impossible to import new French designs because of the war in Europe, so Edna had organized a fête featuring American designers, with the proceeds going to charity.

“I reach out to my closest friends and ask for help when I need it,” Edna replied. “In fact, I was going to ask if you might lend some of your salon girls to prepare the models for the fête?”

“I’d love to,” Elizabeth said. She sipped from her glass of tea. “I imagine you have a program for the event in which you thank contributors?” It would be useful to have her salon mentioned there. She imagined that virtually every distinguished lady in the city would attend.

“Of course,” Edna said. “That goes without saying.”

They understood each other: you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. Neither of them had been born into wealth or privilege, but they had made their way through hard work and shrewd judgment. Elizabeth had taken enunciation classes to shed her backwater Canadian accent. She had studied how the rich dressed, how they talked, and how they behaved in company. She had learned the latest dance styles and the protocols for visiting the theater and opera. She could hold a conversation with the best of them now, and Edna was the same. They were women going places. Their lives were on the same track and Elizabeth hoped they were firm allies. If an interloper—especially an outsider, like Madame Rubinstein—tried to break into their ranks, they would link arms and eject her firmly.




CHAPTER 6

Helena

July 1915

Helena squinted at a story in Vogue about the recent Fashion Fête hosted by Edna Woolman Chase. There was an illustration of Miss Arden, posing alongside some of New York’s wealthiest women, their names listed in a caption below. Presumably she had no idea that several of them were already regulars at Helena’s salon.

She studied the illustration of Miss Arden, which fit Manka’s description. Her rival had a good figure—very trim and hourglass. Helena placed a hand over her own belly. She had never lost the weight around her middle after the birth of the boys, and she liked food too much to go on a starvation diet. The very thought made her reach for the container of roasted chicken legs she had brought to the office. Eating always helped her to think more clearly.

She had asked her accountant to find out Elizabeth Arden’s turnover and gross profit figures, but he said he couldn’t do that, since her company was private.

“Don’t you have a friend in the tax office who could tell you?” she asked, and he seemed shocked by the suggestion, saying that wasn’t how things worked in America.

“So how will I know when I have overtaken her?” she demanded.

He shrugged. “You can look at the number and size of your salons, and compare the number of products you market, but as for sales, it’s impossible to tell. I believe the bulk of hers are done through mail order.”

Helena mused on that. She had six salons worldwide, while Miss Arden just had two in the US, with a third opening soon. She had eighteen products but Miss Arden had twenty-four. Her New York salon was busy and her products were available in stores around the country, but Elizabeth Arden creams were often displayed on the same counters, which irked Helena. She wanted to emphasize the difference between them so shoppers made the right choices. In her salons, she educated clients about their skin types, and explained the need for separate morning and evening routines. In stores they could just pick up any old pot of cream, with no understanding of the science. She frowned, the beginning of a plan taking shape, and started to scribble a letter to her sales manager. It became a very long letter.

Her idea was that she and Manka would tour department stores around the country to train their sales staff. They would explain how to diagnose skin types and how to help women to pick the Helena Rubinstein products right for them. She would outline the curative properties of different creams and the best way to apply them, taking lots of samples so staff could try them out. They would supply uniforms too, with her name printed on the top pocket, and sales staff would be given certificates, turning them into official ‘Rubinstein women.’ She was in her element when talking about skin care. Her English was more or less fluent now, and beauty was a subject she was passionate about.

Her sales manager agreed it was a good idea and promised to start contacting department store managers. Helena reckoned she could travel down the East Coast and across to Texas, getting back to New York by Christmas, then head out to the West Coast in spring.

“Madame …” The manager cleared his throat. “Forgive me, but I’m afraid there are some cities I wouldn’t advise. Places where you might have trouble getting a hotel reservation.” He was pink with embarrassment.

Helena knew what he was hinting at: places where Jews were not welcome. “Where, for example?”

He cleared his throat again. “Newport, certainly. Miami. Boston maybe. Let me explore the options.”

Helena nodded her thanks and dismissed him. She would go to these towns later, once she was such a big name in the States that they couldn’t afford to ignore her.

TAKINGS IN HER salons dropped during July and August, but Helena had planned for that. She used the time to develop new products, working in the home laboratory she called her “kitchen,” and also preparing her presentation for the tour.

Edward would look after the boys while she was away. He had always done the lion’s share of organizing their family life by finding homes and hiring staff. In London and Paris he had hired nannies to steer the boys through baby- and toddler-hood. Helena had never been the devoted kind of mother who couldn’t bear the children to be out of her sight. She loved them—of course she did—but her time was better spent earning money to give them comfortable lives.

Since arriving in New York, Edward had found schools for them, he’d rented a more spacious apartment on the Upper West Side, an area Helena hated—“Too Jewish,” she said, without irony. He had also found a country home for them in Greenwich, Connecticut: a marvelous Tudor-style house with tree-shaded lawns swooping down to a lake.

Greenwich was an Anglo-Saxon, Protestant area, decidedly not Jewish, and he’d bought the house in his own name, which he had changed from Ameisen to Titus before he met her. He preferred to avoid any discrimination, while Helena had always taken it as a challenge to meet head-on.

Their Jewish roots didn’t seem to hold them back socially: Edward had a gift for making friends wherever they went. He had scarcely been in New York a week before he was part of a literary set based around Washington Square. In the evenings he went to poetry readings, gallery openings, and concerts with his new pals. Writers asked his opinion on their manuscripts and laughed too loudly at his witticisms, while copious amounts of booze were consumed.

Helena was invited to their gatherings, but she was shy in their company. She wasn’t an intellectual, didn’t have time for reading books, and didn’t drink much. She preferred to spend evenings in her “kitchen,” mixing new products and experimenting with plant extracts, mineral oils, and foodstuffs such as cucumber, parsley, and grapes. Sometimes the mixtures refused to emulsify, sometimes they smelled rancid, but occasionally she made a breakthrough.

She had learned her laboratory skills from an elderly pharmacist in the Australian town of Coleraine, where she stayed on a sheep farm with some relatives of her mother’s. It was a time of her life she didn’t care to dwell on, when she was still reeling from the shock of banishment by her father. The scorching heat, the dust, the stench of the sheep, the constant irritation of flies, the isolation, and a cousin who kept trying to get her alone and force himself upon her … it felt as if she had made a huge mistake in crossing from Europe to end up there. But that elderly pharmacist took her under his wing, taught her how to mix creams and potions using sheep’s lanolin as a base, and gave her the tools to start her empire. She would always think fondly of him.

And now, as she rehearsed the speech she would give on her national tour, she remembered his generosity to a young girl far from home, for which he had asked nothing in return. She hoped she would meet many more like him on her travels.

SHE LEFT NEW York in September, just as Elizabeth Arden was opening her new Fifth Avenue salon. Helena hoped that the headlines she attracted would overshadow any coverage her rival received. She had made sure she was word-perfect. It would be a performance, like a piece of theater.

For her talks, she wore French designer gowns in self colors, such as blue, red, or white, which formed a backdrop for the dramatic, oversize jewelry she favored. On her feet were the highest-heeled shoes she could find; she was only four foot ten in stocking feet, and never let anyone see her without heels. Her black hair was smoothed into a chignon that emphasized her strong features and flawless skin, and she wore bright scarlet lipstick as a finishing touch.

“Every woman has the right to be beautiful,” she began her talk, “but some of them don’t even try.” She surveyed the room, catching eyes with members of the audience of department-store staff. When she knew she had their attention, she continued: “Have you ever noticed that it is easier to persuade a pretty woman to try a skin treatment than a plain one? The plain one says, ‘Oh, but my nose is too big so what’s the point?’ or ‘My skin is terrible so why try?’ It is our job to show them that anyone can be beautiful, and that not trying is pure laziness.” There were gasps from the audience. “Yes, that’s what I know from my years in the business: any woman can be beautiful. And as Rubinstein women, your job will be to show them how.”

She asked Manka to come forward and sit on a chair facing the audience, then she demonstrated techniques on her as she talked. “Beauty begins with the skin. But not all skin is the same, so it stands to reason that not all skin treatments should be the same.” She explained her theories about the different types of skin, and the products that should be used for each.

“I’m horrified,” she said, “just horrified, by the other creams on the American market, which are far too heavy for American skin. These should be avoided at all costs as they block the pores and stretch the skin, making it sag.” She always gesticulated when she talked, and there was general laughter as she mimed the way Manka’s skin would sag if she used brands other than Madame Rubinstein’s.

After skin care, Helena talked about the importance of a healthy diet, fresh air, and exercise, citing her medical training at the university in Kraków and her studies with scientists across Europe. She explained how to choose hairstyles and makeup to flatter different face shapes; then at the end she took questions from the audience.

“Some customers still think it is vulgar to wear makeup, yet they want to look their best. How can we apply it so no one can tell they are made up?” one woman asked.

“Good question,” Helena said. “The trick is to apply makeup in a good strong light
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