
[image: Titlepage.jpg]





[image: image]





DEDICATION

For Melisse, the only person I know who loves Chanel more 

than I do, and for Jennifer, who always believes





EPIGRAPH

My life didn’t please me, so I created my life.

—GABRIELLE “COCO” CHANEL




		
			PARIS

			FEBRUARY 5, 1954

			The herd gathers below. I can hear them, all the journalists and eager celebrities, and select critics who received my embossed invitation. I hear their excited voices, a buzz that creeps up the mirrored staircase to where I wait in my disordered atelier.

			About me, the twelve models are already dressed in my new creations, wreathed in clouds of cigarette smoke and my signature perfume. I’ve asked for silence as I lie on my back checking their hem lengths and snipping at stray threads. I cannot think when they chatter, but there is no stopping them. They tug the jeweled belts of my black gowns, clanking their bracelets and clicking their pearls; they reflect the agitation I feel but cannot show.

			I rise to my feet, letting my scissors dangle on their ribbon around my neck. I know the speculation going on below: Will she do it? Can she do it? She is seventy-one. She hasn’t designed a dress in fifteen years. After falling so low, how can she possibly rise again?

			How, indeed.

None of this is new to me. I have faced it all before. The expectation of failure, the craving for adulation; these are the hallmarks of my life. I light another cigarette and survey the models before me. “You,” I tell a dark-haired girl who reminds me of myself at her age. “Too many bracelets. Remove one.” Even as she flushes and does as I ask, I hear my beloved Boy whisper in my ear, “Remember, Coco, you’re only a woman.”

			Only a woman who must continue to reinvent herself if she is to survive.

			I catch sight of myself in one of the room’s mirrors—my Gypsy skin and mouth red with lipstick, my thick brows and flashing gold-brown eyes, my body all angles and edges in my braided pink suit. There is nothing left of the pliant skin of my youth. And my hands, covered in precious rings, are as raw as a stonemason’s, knotted, marred by a thousand needle pricks—the hands of the Auvergne peasant I am at heart, the foundling, the orphan, the dreamer, the schemer. My hands reflect who I am. I see in them the struggle that has always existed between the humble girl I once was and the legend I deliberately created to hide my heart.

			Who is Coco Chanel?

			“ALLEZ,” I CALL OUT. The models line up at the head of the staircase to my salon. I have overseen this ritual so many times before, straightening a sleeve at the last minute, adjusting the tilt of a hat, the fold of a collar. As I wave the models forward, I draw back. I will not make my appearance until the applause has faded—if there is applause.

			I cannot be sure anymore, not after all this time.

			Coiling my knees to my chest, my cigarettes at my side, I silence the chimes of my bijoux and perch at the top of my mirrored stairs, becoming a hidden spectator, solitary, as I have always been.

			And as I behold my uncertain future, I will reflect on my past and do my best to tell the truth, though myth and rumor clothe me as much as my signature crêpe de chine or tweed.

			I will try to remember that for all my triumphs and mistakes, I am still only a woman.

		

	

ACT ONE

NOBODY’S DAUGHTER

1895–1907

“I DO NOT REGRET HAVING BEEN DEEPLY UNHAPPY TO BEGIN WITH.”





I

The day Maman died, I was lining up my dolls in the cemetery. They were poppets of cloth and straw I had made when I was a child, dirty and misshapen now because I was almost twelve. I gave them different names at different times. Today, they were Mesdames les Tantes, named for the black-clad women in our garret nearby, watching my mother gasp out her final breaths.

“You sit here and you here,” I said, forcing their little bodies into position against the toppling headstones and imagining I was ordering about les Tantes. The cemetery was my haven, a patch for the dead on the edge of the village where my mother had brought me and my siblings after Papa left us. We had moved so often, I did not think of it as home. Papa often disappeared for months at a time, a marketplace vendor who took to the road with his wares.

“I was born for the road,” he would say when Maman nagged him. “For generations, we Chanels have been wanderers. Do you expect me to change what is in my blood?”

Maman sighed. “Not entirely. But we are married now, Albert. We have children.”

Papa laughed. He had a big laugh, and I loved hearing it. “Children learn to adjust. They don’t mind if I travel. Isn’t that so, ma Gabrielle?” he asked, turning to wink at me. I was his favorite; he’d told me so, swooping me up in his burly arms and scattering ash from his cigarette over my thick black braids as I laughed. “Gabrielle, mon petit chou, my little cabbage!”

Then he’d set me down, and he and Maman would argue. It inevitably ended with her shouting “Then go! Go away as you always do and leave us to our misery!” and I covered my ears. I hated her then. I hated her tears and scrunched-up face, her clenched fists as Papa stormed from the house. I feared he might never come back because of her. She didn’t see that he left because he had to—her love was like smoke without flame. It left him nothing to breathe.

Still, I always waited for Papa, though this last time he left, a gossip in Lorraine eventually spotted him and the news winged its way to our village: Albert Chanel was working in a tavern and had been seen with a woman—a harlot. I didn’t know what a harlot was, but Maman did. She went cold. Her tears dried. “He is a bastard,” she whispered.

Packing up our meager belongings, she brought me, my two sisters, Julia and Antoinette, and my brothers, Alphonse and Lucien, here to Courpière, where her three widowed aunts clucked their tongues and said, “We warned you, Jeanne. We told you, the man is no good. His sort never are. What will you do now? How will you support this tribe he’s left you to raise?”

“Papa is coming back,” I yelled, rattling their chipped teacups. “He is good. He loves us!”

“This child is a hoyden,” Maman’s aunts declared in unison. “She has his bad blood. No good will come of her, either.”

Coughing and clutching a cloth to her mouth, Maman sent me out to play. She grew thinner by the day, vanishing before my eyes. I knew she was sick but I did not want to admit it. I glared at the aunts and marched out, as I had seen Papa do so many times.

Mesdames les Tantes stayed away after that. But when Maman’s cough settled in her chest and she could no longer work as a seamstress’s assistant, they crept back into the house. They overran everything, turned everything black, and saw Maman to her bed, from which they said she would never rise again.

“Will Maman die?” asked my sister Julia. She was thirteen, only a year older than I was, but perpetually frightened by the winter winds that gnawed the village, by the clatter of carts splashing mud on our ragged skirts and the suspicious glances of the townsfolk. But most of all, she was afraid of death, for what would become of us, left alone in the world with les Tantes, who had watched in pitiless silence as our mother wasted away?

“She won’t die,” I said. Maybe if I said it, it would be true.

“But she is very sick. I heard one of les Tantes say she’s not long for this earth. Gabrielle, what will happen to us?”

I felt a lump in my throat, like the stale bread Maman gave us when there was nothing else to eat. She would send me to the baker with the few centimes she had saved but told me not to beg, for we had our pride. Still, the bread the baker gave me was always hard.

This lump was like that. Swallow, I told myself. I must swallow it.

“She will not die,” I said again, but a sob escaped Julia as she looked over her shoulder to our sister Antoinette, only five, happily tugging weeds from between the tombstones. “They will get rid of us,” she said, “send us to an orphanage or worse because Papa is never coming back.”

I bolted to my feet. I was too thin, as les Tantes often scolded, an urchin who looked as if she’d never had a full meal—as if such a feat were something Maman could conjure up like the miracle of the fishes and the loaves. Grabbing up one of my dolls, I shook it at Julia. “You must never say that. Papa is coming back. You will see.”

Julia squared her narrow shoulders. It took me aback, the abrupt defiance in her, for though she was the eldest, Maman always said that Julia was too timid. “Gabrielle,” she said somberly. “This is no time for make-believe.”

No time for make-believe . . .

My sister’s words echoed in my head as we trudged back to our house, summoned by one of the aunts yelling from the garret window.

In the parlor, the faded drapes were drawn and the table swept clean of the stuff of Maman’s work—the bobbins, needles, and half-cut patterns for gowns she made for others, but could never afford for herself. The aunts had laid out our mother’s corpse.

“Her suffering is over . . . Her pain is no more . . . Our poor Jeanne is at peace.” One of the aunts beckoned with her claw. “Come, girls. You must kiss your mother good-bye.”

I froze in the doorway. I couldn’t move as Julia went to the table and leaned over it, setting her lips on Maman’s purple mouth. Antoinette began to wail. In the corner, six-year-old Lucien banged his tin soldiers together, while nine-year-old Alphonse stared in bewilderment.

“Gabrielle,” les Tantes said. “Come here this instant.” Their voices flapped around me like ravens, swooping and pecking. I stared at my mother’s body, her hands folded on her chest, her eyes shut and sunken cheeks like wax. Even from a distance, seeing her like that made me think that when people said the dead were at peace, they lied.

The dead didn’t feel. They were gone forever. I would never see Maman again. She would never stroke my hair from my brow and say, “Gabrielle, why can’t you keep your braids neat?” She would never check on us in our bed to make sure we were warm at night, never come trudging up the stairs with her baskets and give sugar cakes to keep the little ones happy so Julia and I could help her with her work. She would never again show me the difference between a slip stitch and a blanket stitch, never laugh in her quiet way when Julia sewed the edge of her own skirt to the garment she was supposed to be mending. Maman was gone and we were here alone, with the aunts and her body, without anyone to comfort us.

I whirled around and ran. I heard les Tantes shouting behind me, banging their canes on the floor. Lucien joined Antoinette’s chorus of cries, but I did not look back. I didn’t stop, flying down the staircase and out the door, running until I was back in the cemetery. I dropped to my knees before the tombstone where I’d left my dolls. I wanted to cry. I had refused to kiss my mother good-bye, so I must cry for her, to let her know I had loved her.

But no tears would come. Kicking my dolls aside, I crouched against the tombstone and waited as dusk fell, staring toward the dusty road that led from the village.

Papa would come. He must. He would never abandon us.





II

Three days later, Papa arrived and we gathered in the shabby parlor at the same table where Maman’s body had lain. He’d missed the funeral—“My job, I had things to do,” he explained as the aunts clucked—but he was here now, and I clung to his hand, inhaling the smell of his sweat and tobacco. He had come to us just as I said he would, and we were safe.

“What shall you do now?” les Tantes declared. “With a wife in the ground and this tribe she’s left for you to raise on your own?”

Papa was quiet for a moment before he said, “What do you suggest, mesdames?” I jolted in my chair beside him. “I have my job at a tavern,” he added, “with no room for children.”

“A tavern,” said one of the aunts, “is no place for children, room or not. Aubazine is the only place. Let them gain the skills to support themselves and avoid their mother’s fate.”

As I saw the scarce color drain from Julia’s cheeks, I realized this Aubazine must be an orphanage, or worse. “But we are not orphans,” I protested, and I took pleasure in les Tantes’ horrified expression. They didn’t care about us. They wanted us gone, but Papa would not let them. He would show them how wrong they were.

I turned to my father. “Papa, tell them we must live with you.” I heard an imploring note in my voice that I tried to hide. But he didn’t seem to know what to say. Then he muttered, “Gabrielle, the grown-ups are talking. You must trust we have your best interests at heart.”

We? I stared at him.

He went on: “Aubazine, eh?” He was looking over my head toward the aunts, lined up like my childish dolls in the cemetery. “And you think the nuns will . . . ?”

“Absolutely,” they replied, with determined bobs of their chins. “They cannot do anything else. The holy sisters of Aubazine have devoted themselves to such a cause.”

“Hmm.” Papa’s grunt sent a shiver down my spine. “And the boys . . . ?”

“There are always families to take in boys,” said the aunts, and I clutched at my father’s hand, seeing now the cruel resolution in les Tantes’ eyes.

“Papa, please,” I said, forcing him to look at me. “We’ll be no trouble. We always sleep together, so we don’t need extra room. Julia can take care of Antoinette and Lucien, and Alphonse and I can help you. We helped Maman all the time. I used to help her sew, and I . . . I did errands for her. I’m good at it. I can work for you. We’ll be no trouble at all,” I repeated, speaking faster as I noticed a distance in his eyes that made my heart pound.

He took his hand away. Not with harshness. His fingers just unraveled from mine, like poorly spun threads. I was holding on to emptiness—it felt as if he had already gone as he said quietly, “I cannot. There is no room.”

He stood. As I gazed up at him, frozen on my chair, he turned to the door. I lunged to my feet, running to him, trying to catch hold of his hand again as I cried, “Please don’t leave us!”

He cast a vague smile over my head at my aunts as he carefully avoided my grasping fingers. “Mesdames,” he said, “you will see to it, yes? The necessary clothes and the rest of it.”

The aunts nodded in agreement. He looked down at me. “Mon petit choux,” he murmured. He ruffled my hair before he walked out. I couldn’t move, hearing his footsteps fade down the stairs. Behind me, one of the aunts snapped, “She has no shame. Defiant till the end.”

I didn’t wait. Before they could swoop over to grab me, I bolted after Papa. But when I ran into the street, I didn’t see him anywhere. I spun about, searching for his figure striding away, clapping his hat to his head.

He had disappeared, as though he’d never been here at all. The world darkened around me. I suddenly felt cold all over. In that moment, I realized Julia had been right.

The time for make-believe was over.





III

Les Tantes wouldn’t let me leave to look for him, coming downstairs to haul me back up to the garret, kicking and struggling, locking the door and ordering us to pack our belongings. They pulled out the tattered cloth valise we’d used so many times before, and flung it open on the bed.

“I will not,” I told them. “I hate you. My mother is dead because of you. You killed her.”

Even as Julia whispered, “Gabrielle, please stop,” I glared at the aunts until one of them spat out, “If you don’t do as we say, we’ll give you to the ragman. Would you like to spend your days sorting through trash? You told your father you knew how to work. So, go. Work.”

My brothers cowered in the corner. Julia tugged at my arm. “Gabrielle,” she implored, “come. Let’s pack. It won’t take long.” Turning my back on the aunts as they gathered about the table to watch us, I sorted through the few items of clothing I had, makeshift articles darned and patched by Maman so they would last longer.

The next morning, a stranger arrived—an old man in a beret with a cigarette clamped between his teeth. We barely had a moment to hug Alphonse and Lucien farewell before the aunts hustled us into the man’s cart, where he told us to sit in the back, on a pile of hard burlap sacks of flour. “Stay still,” he ordered, and I saw one of the aunts ladle coins from a purse into the man’s hand—a small tapestry purse I recognized as my mother’s.

The cart jolted forward. Julia gathered Antoinette against her as the man cracked his whip over his bony mule’s back and led us onto the rutted mountain road. We jostled and clung to each other. Whatever was left of my courage withered inside me. Finally, toward dusk, the cart turned onto a dusty path and brought us before a set of stout wooden gates in a high wall.

I barely saw the stone tower or ring of buildings beyond, so alarmed was I by the sight of a flock of women in black habits and white wimples. As the man unloaded the sacks of flour for them, the nuns brought us inside, separating us in the courtyard. Julia and I were led to one wing, while Antoinette was taken to another, for she was still a child, the nuns said, and must reside with the other children.

Julia was ashen with fatigue. “We don’t belong here,” I said to her, and one of the nuns accompanying us turned her face to me to murmur, “In a perfect world, no child does. But this is where you are, and in time, you will adjust.”

She took us into a dormitory where a hundred faces like ours turned to stare at us. I clenched my fists. “It’s only for a short time,” I announced, though nobody asked. “Our papa is coming for us, you’ll see.”

Julia shushed me. “Gabrielle, stop saying that.”

I cried when the candles were blown out and the vast room swelled with the snores and sighs of the others, stuffing my head under the pillow so no one could hear. By day, everywhere I turned, I saw only black or white and shades in between, the black of the nuns’ habits, flowing as if they glided on air, and of our uniforms, plain and sturdy. The starched white of linens, piled in cupboards or stretched taut on our narrow cots, glimmering like halos on the nuns’ headdresses; and all the grays, shifting in the light on the flagstone floors and in the monotone voices of those charged to watch over us.

In those first weeks, I was miserable. I missed my brothers and the upheaval of being tumbled together. I missed Maman. It had been a rough-and-tumble life, but I still missed it.

“We’re safe,” Julia said one night. “Don’t you see? Nothing bad can happen here.”

I didn’t want to see. I couldn’t accept it, because if I did it meant Papa was truly never coming back. It meant he had abandoned us.

“It’s awful,” I said. “I hate it.”

“No, you don’t.” Julia reached across the space between our cots to squeeze my hand. “Isn’t it better we’re here? What would we do, alone in the world, with no one to care for us?”

I turned away. “Just try,” I heard her say. “You are the strong one; Maman always said she depended on you. Promise me you will try, Gabrielle. Antoinette and I need you.”

I loved my sisters and so I did try. In the next weeks, I did my utmost to smile and be attentive, waking before dawn to the clamor of bells to trudge up the steep staircase and over the river-stone pathway into the chapel to hear prime. Then we were taken to the dining room for breakfast, followed by lessons, lunch, and afternoon chores, until we returned again to the chapel for vespers, back to the dining room for dinner, and to bed when it fell dark only to rise at dawn and do it all again. Nothing exciting ever happened, but as time wore on, nothing bad happened, either. No aunts came to scold; no landlords banged on the door to demand the late rent. All of a sudden, for the first time in my life, I knew where I was supposed to be and what was expected of me. I had a routine, unchanging and monotonous, but also surprisingly reassuring.

And as the weeks turned to months, without realizing it, Aubazine became my home.

It was the first place I had lived where everything was clean—astringent purity in the lye soap we bathed with every morning, in the sprigs of rosemary freshening the linens, and in the lime wash water for scrubbing the cloisters. No mice scurried behind peeling walls, no lice or fleas infested our hair and sheets, no dirt from the street seeped through broken windows or under doors. In Aubazine, life might be uneventful, regulated, and predictable, but it was pristine.

I marveled at how much I could eat. We had three meals a day—hot porridge and soup; fresh goat cheese and warm bread from the ovens; fruits and vegetables from the gardens; salty hams and roast chickens; and at Christmastime, sweet raisin pudding. I couldn’t get enough; I had to learn to disguise my hunger as I did my discontent, fending off offers of friendship and cleaving to Julia, who said, “See? It is nice here.”

It was nice, much as I didn’t want to admit it. It was also a challenge. Because we had moved so much, our education had suffered. I discovered I had no aptitude for lessons, not like Julia, who filled her notebooks with precise letters that made mine look splotchy. The nun who oversaw our class, Sister Bernadette, had me stay an extra hour every day, though I always felt as if my hand had extra thumbs.

“You must apply yourself, Gabrielle,” Sister Bernadette remonstrated. “You don’t like to write so you don’t make the effort. We must always try, if we are to succeed.”

Try, try, try: it was all anyone said to me. It unsettled me because I’d gone from being the strong one, as Julia claimed, to someone who didn’t seem to be good at anything.

Reading, however, entranced me. After I mastered children’s fables and began to read more, I haunted the convent library, sifting among the tomes. Books took me to places I’d never imagined and I devoured every one I could, from the laments of saints to the tales of heroes and myths. I even began to enjoy the twice-daily procession to the chapel because the designs in the pathway were so interesting, obscure symbols linked to the convent, such as the five-pointed star. But like my lessons, prayer itself was a torture.

Closing my eyes, I tried to talk to God. I asked Him if Papa was coming back and if I would see my brothers again. I wanted to feel Him. The nuns kept telling us, God hears you. He listens when you pray. But I never felt anything but the hard wood kneeler under me. No matter how much I tried, all I heard was my own voice, echoing inside me. I peered about at the other girls to see their faces lifted as if to heaven, full of trust. Julia seemed transported to somewhere else, as if God spoke directly to her.

Why didn’t I feel this same comfort? Why did God ignore my prayers?

I searched for a way to prove my worth. I began to see that in their orderly world, the nuns valued those who applied themselves with a minimum of fuss, in particular those who could sit still for hours monogramming articles for other women’s trousseaus. The sisters of Aubazine excelled at sewing and were paid for the work, which helped fund the orphanage.

Oh, the endless in and out of thread and needle! I imagined heaps piling up to the rafters, all the sheets and pillowcases, stockings and pinafores, petticoats and smocks. How could there be so much need for so many things? Yet it never ceased, like water pouring over a mill. I stopped feeling my callused fingers and pinpricks on my hands, attacking each new task, each day, with a ferocity that Sister Bernadette wished I would show in my grammar. Only here could I excel. Maman had often said I had a sure hand for sewing.

One day, I was given an entire sheet to hem. At the end of the day, Sister Thérèse, who supervised the workroom, walked up and down the aisles to inspect our work. She paused, took up my folded sheet. “Such fine stitches. Who taught you to sew like this, Gabrielle?”

“My mother. She was a seamstress. I used to help her sometimes.”

“I can see that. You’re quite skilled. How old are you now?”

“Nearly fourteen, Sister.” As I spoke these words, I startled myself. How had the last two years passed so quickly?

She reached out to examine my hands. “You have small hands. Perfect for sewing.” She smiled at me. “If you continue to improve, you could be a mercer’s assistant one day or perhaps even a seamstress yourself, with your own shop. Would you like that?”

I had never thought of it. To me, being a seamstress meant my mother’s lot, mending other people’s clothes, paltry work that never earned enough. Now that I had decent food every day, I never wanted to be hungry again. But to have my own shop . . .

“Yes, Sister,” I said quietly. “I think I would like that.”

“Good. I’ll have you embroider a handkerchief next time. A good seamstress must be knowledgeable in every aspect of her trade.” She gave me a stern look. “That means grammar and math, too, so I’ll expect you to heed your lessons with Sister Bernadette.”

As she moved back down the aisle, I sagged in relief. If Sister Thérèse thought I might succeed in making my own way, perhaps I could.

I only became more determined as I saw Sister Thérèse shaking her head over Julia’s pillowcase. My sister might be able to write, but those hands that were so skilled with a pen proved clumsy with the needle. As Julia gave me a dejected look from her seat, blond-curled Marie-Claire, who shared our dormitory and was a favorite with the nuns, always polite while ridiculing them behind their backs, hissed at me, “That stitch on your sheet is uneven. You’ll never be a seamstress. You’ll never be anything.”

She resented me because I refused to join her circle of admirers and I despised her in return because she teased Julia mercilessly. I had tried to protect my sister, but as her hips widened and breasts sprouted (unlike mine, I was still as flat as a sole) so did the other girls’ envy. While Antoinette lived in the children’s wing, Julia was fifteen, practically a woman, and her beautiful features and timid air made her a target. Marie-Claire and her friends stuffed menses rags in her shoes and danced in circles around her, chanting that she was a bleeder, until I barreled into them and threatened to knock out their teeth.

I now examined the stitch Marie-Claire had mentioned. Fury suffocated me when I saw she was right; it was uneven. All of a sudden, I wanted to shred the sheet with my scissors but instead I leaned over to her and said, “I know what you do at night under the sheets. You’ll grow up to be a harlot. They’ll have to exorcise you like the devil sisters of Loudon.”

Though I still didn’t know what a harlot was, reading had taught me it must be dirty, and the horrified flush on Marie-Claire’s face assured me of as much. I gave her a smug smile.

Marie-Claire wasted no time in telling Sister Thérèse: “Gabrielle Chanel is a beast. She says I’m possessed and called me a harlot.”

“Gabrielle!” exclaimed Sister Thérèse and she marched me to the abbess’s chamber.

“Is this true what I hear?” asked the abbess, a plump woman with a belt of keys affixed to her waist.

“Yes, Reverend Mother,” I said, thinking that just as I had discovered my purpose, I was about to be cast out for my wickedness.

“Well, no proper lady uses words like that. And where did you learn such things?”

“The library, Mother. I . . . I like to read.”

“‘Read’?” echoed the abbess. She didn’t realize that by now I could have recited the exploits of Charlemagne and the history of the convent from its founding by Étienne the Penitent to its desecration in the revolution, and I didn’t want to boast, as that, too, would be improper.

“Do you read often, my child?” Her question was flat. I couldn’t tell if she meant to encourage or ensnare me with my answer.

I lowered my eyes. How could I tell the truth, that reading was my escape because I had never asked to come here?

“Only so I may strengthen my faith,” I finally murmured.

“I see.” Relief softened her tone. “To seek God’s truth is commendable, providing it does not lead to temptation. There can be no room for aspiration in a humble girl’s heart. We must learn to submit always to our Almighty’s will.”

Her words were like wire, choking off my breath. If to aspire was a sin, did that mean I was doomed already? Had I not prayed to find something I was good at?

She dismissed me. “Henceforth, your access to the library is restricted; see that you read less and pray more. And no more talk of devils; do I make myself clear?” she added as I turned to the door. “You frighten the other girls. You must exercise moderation. It seems to me that you think too much, Gabrielle. You must learn to accept.”

She might as well have asked me to yoke the moon with my rosary. But I took care from that day forth to appear penitent. Restrictions were often relaxed after a certain amount of time, and fusty Sister Geneviève who oversaw the library always nodded off after lunch at her stool. She never heard me as I tiptoed past with a book hidden under my pinafore. I read in corners when everyone else was in the courtyard, skipping rope. I read at night under my covers by the sliver of a candle stub that could have lit the dormitory aflame. I read at mass, pretending the book was a hymnal, risking my immortal soul. The other girls knew, but none dared tell on me. They knew what I had said to Marie-Claire. They, too, had secrets to hide.

All I needed to do was look.

SISTER THÉRÈSE GAVE ME a handkerchief as a test, showing me a pattern of camellia flowers from a book. “I want you to embroider this around the edges. Can you do that?”

I nodded, studying the pattern until I memorized its shape. Ignoring Marie-Claire’s intermittent stares as she hemmed a smock, I threaded my needle and began to stitch the pattern into the linen. It was painstaking. I had only embroidered for my mother a few times, mostly easy motifs along sleeve cuffs, while this was intricate, with rounded corners that required precision. I made several mistakes that I had to undo; glancing up to find Marie-Claire smirking, I clenched my teeth. I was going to accomplish this if it killed me so I could wave it in her face. But once I finished the first camellia and Sister Thérèse came to look—“Oh, yes, Gabrielle, that is lovely”—I lost all sense of Marie-Claire and everyone else. The workroom with its rafter ceiling and white plaster walls, the large crucifix over the door and the rows of tables over which the girls bent, disappeared. It was only me with my needle, creating camellias as if by magic. When I looked up in a daze, I found I was the only one left.

As I stood, wincing at my sore buttocks from sitting for hours, Sister Thérèse rose from a stool in the corner. She floated to me, gathering shadows under her hem. “Are you finished?” she asked, and I nodded, suddenly aware I’d forgotten everything but what was before me, missing my prayers and, by the looks of it, dinner as well. Now she’d tell me I had failed her test, too.

She took up the handkerchief, turning it over to check the tiny knots of thread, then reviewed the pattern before she breathed, “Perfect,” and to my disbelief, I saw tears in her eyes. “Just perfect, my child. Never have I had a girl here who can sew like you.”

I didn’t know what to say. Her praise was so unexpected that I could only look at the handkerchief in her hands and mutter, “It . . . it wasn’t hard once I figured out how to do it.”

“Not hard? It is one of the most difficult patterns I could find! The camellia is a blessed symbol of our order, grown in our very gardens, but few can reproduce it like this.” She paused. Her next words were spoken so softly, I almost didn’t hear them: “Does God speak to you?”

I met her gaze. Here at last was my opportunity, my chance to earn lasting reward. If I lied, I could become a novice and then a nun, immured and safe forever. But Sister Thérèse looked so eager that I couldn’t bring myself to deceive her.

Without speaking, I shook my head.

She sighed. “It’s not a punishment. God loves us all. He can’t ask every one of us to serve Him. He needs us in the world, too.”

Looking up, I whispered, “I am afraid.” I had never admitted it to anyone, not even Julia. Fear had become my enemy because it might take root inside me and never leave.

Sister Thérèse smiled. “You needn’t be. Don’t you know we will see to your care even after you leave us? The most promising among you will be sent to other convents on your eighteenth birthdays, to perfect your skills in the hope that apprenticeships can be found. It is our duty. We do not want our girls to lose their way.”

“You will?” I said hesitantly.

She nodded. “We will do all we can. You need not fear; I know it in my heart. A skill like this can save you, my child. God does indeed love you, Gabrielle. Never doubt it.”





IV

On Sunday afternoons in the spring and summer, we were released past the locked gates into the countryside. I had never understood the reason for locking us in. There was nowhere to run; forests and the mountains surrounded Aubazine. With our allotment of two pairs of shoes and stockings, two chemises, a cloak, gloves, and a wool hat, and the one uniform we wore until it strained at the seams, where could we possibly go?

Still, the girls eagerly awaited the ceremonial unbolting of the gates. The noise was deafening as we tumbled into the fresh air with ecstatic cries no amount of chiding by the nuns could stifle, bounding to the summit overlooking the valley. Picnic baskets were uncovered, bread and cheese passed around. Even the nuns sat together to lift their shuttered faces to the sun.

It was during one of these excursions in late July, shortly before my eighteenth birthday, that Julia suddenly said to me, “You’ll be leaving soon.”

I glanced at her. We sat dangling our bare feet in the rushing waters of the river, which fed the convent’s fishpond and now ran full with melting snow. It was the only time we were allowed to shed our stockings and shoes outside the dormitory.

“My birthday isn’t until August. And if you haven’t left by now, why would I?” In fact, I wondered why she hadn’t. Her eighteenth year had come and gone in September and we both waited nervously for the day the abbess would summon her. But it hadn’t happened.

“Have you decided to take the veil?” I added, not certain how I would feel if she told me she had. She seemed resigned to spending the rest of her days in Aubazine, but since my talk with Sister Thérèse, I wondered about life beyond these walls. Her reassurance about my skill with sewing had given me confidence, and though I still worried about my uncertain future, I was starting to anticipate the day when I could embark on it.

She sighed. “If only I could.” She paused. “And you? Sister Thérèse is always praising your work. Even Sister Bernadette seems less demanding with you.”

“Sister Bernadette has given up. She’s resigned to the fact that I’ll never learn proper grammar or penmanship.”

“You haven’t answered me, Gabrielle.”

I met her stare. “No,” I finally said. “I don’t have a vocation, either. It’s not for me.” I was about to tell her what Sister Thérèse had said. For a reason I myself had not understood, I hadn’t revealed her assurance that I could make a living. I realized why as Julia said, “They don’t know what to do with me. I’m not good at sewing, so where can I go? If they let me out now . . .” Her voice faded. Like me, she, too, had apparently been worrying about the future. “But you,” she said, with a tremulous smile. “You can do anything. You have a gift.”

I burst out laughing. The sudden sound of it startled me almost as much as it did her. It made a raucous noise like my father’s, too loud and coarse to have come from my narrow chest. Like the nuns, I didn’t laugh often. “Honestly, Julia, where did you get such an idea? Just because I can turn a hem and embroider a pattern is hardly proof of anything.”

“But it is.” Her declaration was solemn, as it had been that day in the cemetery when our mother died. “You may not see it yet, or maybe you don’t want to, but Sister Thérèse certainly does, and so does the Reverend Mother.”

“Hah.” I wiggled my toes; they were starting to freeze but I didn’t want to pull them out. “The Reverend Mother won’t allow me to use the library. She set me to extra hours of prayer and memorizing the Epistles. The last thing she thinks I have is a gift.” Even as I spoke, I found myself waiting with unexpected breathlessness for her reply. Sister Thérèse had said I was more skilled than any other girl she had taught. Was that the same as having a gift?

Julia said, “The Reverend Mother only tries you because she knows you are different. She knows you question everything. And she knows you still sneak books out of the library.”

“She does not!”

My sister arched her brow. “Sister Geneviève isn’t blind. Everyone knows you read every spare minute you can find. That candle under your blankets isn’t invisible, nor is the tent you make of your sheets with your knees to hide what you’re doing.”

“Well, at least I’m not doing what Marie-Claire does,” I snorted.

Julia sighed again. “They’ll send you to another convent, and from there you’ll find a position. You won’t end up like Maman. Or me.”

I seized her hand in mine. “No matter what, I will never leave you or Antoinette. If you don’t have a vocation, then we must find something else for you to do. And you mustn’t let Marie-Claire or her friends push you around. They only do it because they think you are weak.”

She looked at our entwined hands. “I am not like you, Gabrielle.”

“Then you must learn to be. Everyone takes advantage of those who are weak.”

The nuns called for our return. As girls slipped forth with rumpled skirts from climbing over the rocks, Julia and I gathered our shoes and stockings, and trudged down the hill to where the nuns awaited.

Joining the procession back to the convent, I said to Julia, “I don’t know whether I have a gift or not, but I’ll do whatever I can to see us safe.”

“Yes,” she said, without turning to me, “I have no doubt you’ll try.”

MY EIGHTEENTH BIRTHDAY DAWNED like any other day: the tolling of the bell tower waking us, the somnolent assembly to the chapel, the breaking of our fast and dispersion to lessons and chores. As I sat embroidering a pillowcase, I kept glancing at the doorway, expecting my summons by the abbess. I was so distracted that I hardly paid heed to my work until Sister Thérèse chided, “Gabrielle, what has gotten into you? Look at this mess you’ve made. It’s so unlike you.”

Glancing at the cloth in my hand, I found a tangle of threads and clumps.

“Unstitch it all and start again,” Sister Thérèse ordered. “At once.”

Since my triumph with the handkerchief, I rarely made a mistake. When I did, no one was harder on me than myself, my compulsion for perfection keeping me at my task until I succeeded; but all of a sudden, I couldn’t bear to sew anymore. “I don’t feel well,” I said. “The porridge this morning hasn’t agreed with me. May I be excused to use the privy?”

“Yes, yes, but do hurry back.” Sister Thérèse waved me out.

Rushing into the corridor, I pulled at my high collar. I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs. Taking to the cloisters, I paced. I’d walked these labyrinthine passages countless times, rounding the cloisters that circled the fountain. The scent of white camellias from the gardens suffused the air. Everything was as familiar as my own body, down to the mosaics in the walkway, so trodden upon during hundreds of years they were almost indiscernible.

For an inexplicable reason, today I paused to stare at the mosaics, trying to make sense of the pattern, as if it might ease the simultaneous relief and disappointment crushing me inside. The abbess had decided I wasn’t ready. As she had done with Julia, she intended to retain me here until I declared a vocation or I was old enough to be evicted.

“They represent the number five.”

I spun about, startled to find I was no longer alone.

“Didn’t you know?” said the abbess, a wry note in her voice. “I thought you’d read everything we had to offer by now and were fully aware of the meaning of those figures.”

I looked back at the mosaics. “Five?” Now, I saw the repetition, the same five figures or five-pointed stars, duplicated over and over. “Why that number?”

“Had you been paying as much attention to your catechism as you do to other matters, you would know it is our most holy number, the perfect embodiment of God’s creation: wind, earth, fire, water, and, most important of all, spirit. Everything we see around us contains these five elements. Five is the most sacred number in the firmament.” She motioned. “Come. I sent to the sewing room for you but Sister Thérèse returned word that you were unwell.”

She didn’t ask the cause of my discomfort. Following her in silence, my heart pounding hard in my ears, I had to stop myself from placing a hand to my chest to subdue it.

In her chamber, she pointed me to the stool before her desk. Once I sat, she paced to the window. She didn’t speak for such a long moment, I began to fear she was going to confront me with my continued disobedience, ordering that I never set foot in the library again. Then she said abruptly, “I have welcome news. Though you may doubt His compassion, God has seen fit to look upon you and your sisters with favor.”

She wanted me to take the veil. She had decided my life for me. Suddenly, the walls closed in around me. I was grateful for the care the nuns had given me, the stability and refuge, and the chance to discover myself. I had also accepted that my father was never coming for us, nor had he intended to. But I still had my sisters to support. I couldn’t do it as a nun.

She turned around. “I wrote to your family. It took me some time to locate them, but they have returned word that they are willing to receive you.”

“Family?” I echoed. “I have no family, Reverend Mother.”

I meant it. Though I had long ceased to expect anything of Papa, I had not forgotten how my mother’s sisters had sent us away, out of sight and out of mind, inconveniences for which no one wanted to assume responsibility.

“Oh, but you do.” She retrieved a paper from her desk. “Your father’s sister Madame Louise Costier has written to say she can place you and Julia with her own younger sister, Adrienne, in the boarding school at our blessed convent of Notre Dame in Moulins, near where the family resides. You can spend holidays with them and, in time, seek an apprenticeship that might lead to a permanent position.”

Upon this announcement, she waited for my response. My hands clenched in my lap. It was exactly what Sister Thérèse had told me: the news I had been waiting for. But without even glancing at the letter the abbess held like a portent from heaven, I said firmly, “I do not know any Madame Louise Costier. You must have been misinformed, Reverend Mother.”

Part of me deliberately refuted her, though I knew no one could fool the abbess. Another part of me had to see the evidence with my own eyes, for how could I have family willing to receive me? Where had they been these past seven years?

“I surely have not. You may not be aware of it, but your father’s parents are alive and reside in a town outside Moulins. Louise is their eldest daughter; she assures me that had she known you and your sisters were here, she’d have come to visit you.”

My nails dug into my palms. Visit? She would have come to visit but not take us in? I was right; I did not want to see her. As far as I was concerned, Louise Costier must be as bad as my other aunts, another heartless soul cut from the same unyielding cloth.

My anger must have shown, for the abbess said, “I see you are as contrary as ever. I do fear for you, as your nature is never to be satisfied. Yet Sister Thérèse assures me God sees past my concerns.” She still didn’t offer the letter, though by now I had to hold myself back from lunging up to tear it from her fingers. “You will prepare for your departure. Inform Julia of your good fortune and see that I hear no reports that you fill her head with these unseemly doubts. Am I understood?”

“Yes, Mother.” I stood, not feeling my legs move. As I turned toward the door, I abruptly went still, overcome by the enormity of what had occurred. Once the convent gates opened to let me out, they would close behind me forever, unless I came back begging to take the veil. When I first arrived, all I had wanted to do was leave. Now that the moment was upon me, I hesitated. What if I failed? What would happen to me, to Julia and Antoinette? A needle was not much of a weapon; it certainly had not saved Maman. How could it save me?

I braved a look over my shoulder. Perhaps for the first time since I had darkened her threshold, the abbess detected that fear I kept tethered inside.

“What of Antoinette?” I asked.

“She, too, will go to Notre Dame in Moulins once her time here is over.” The abbess paused. Her voice softened. “You must remember my warning, Gabrielle: There is no place for aspiration in a humble girl’s heart. Sometimes, it’s the simplest things we should most long for.”

I left her at her desk, with the letter from an aunt I had never met still in her hand.
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			Why Chanel?

			By C. W. Gortner

			WE ALL HAVE A LITTLE Coco Chanel in us. Who hasn’t experienced putting on a new outfit and feeling a subtle lift in our spirits? Coco Chanel understood this: she thrived on her ability to transform how we dress and, in turn, how we see ourselves.

			I first encountered Chanel when I was a child. Her little black dress was a staple in my mother’s closet and I remember watching my mom dress one evening, slipping into the sheath and layering on ropes of pearls. I asked why she wore so many necklaces but no earrings. She smiled. “Because less is more. That’s what Chanel says.” Until that moment, I had never heard of Chanel. Later, my mom took me to my first Chanel boutique. The quilted handbag with its gold-chain strap; the nautical sweater and collarless suit; the seductive aroma of No. 5—my mother wore them all. What I did not realize at the time was how she used them to set aside her daily cares and transform herself into a woman who exuded confident independence.

			I would learn. After ten years in Spain, my family moved back to the United States when I was in my teens and I struggled to fit in. On my first day of high school, I wore a cravat and pleated trousers. The other students jeered so much that I ran home in tears. In Spain, neckwear and trousers were the rule, but in the States it was T-shirts and jeans. But then I enrolled in drama class and met others like me, who reveled in flamboyant frock coats and fringed scarves, our apparel a defiant declaration of who we were. My love affair with fashion began. Like Chanel herself, I discovered that clothing could be a catalyst for self-expression.

			After graduation, I hoped to become a designer. But as a student at the San Francisco Institute for Design and Merchandising, I discovered that my talent for sketching did not extend to sewing! Nevertheless, I devoted my thesis to Chanel, presenting an illustrated collection on how she revolutionized her era by creating the signature styles that endure to this day, even though she had no training as a couturiere. Her self-taught genius, her determination to succeed, and her prescient flair with textile and form all inspired me. With a degree in marketing, I embarked on a twelve-year career in San Francisco and New York as a stylist and fashion coordinator. I loved my job—and I often referred to my battered book of Chanel designs. Her motto “Less is more” became my adage.

			My fascination with Chanel has never abated; in time, I came to realize that she taught me about so much more than mere elegance. In her lifetime, she demonstrated the kind of personal resiliency we all need to fulfill our dreams. As she once remarked, “My life didn’t please me, so I created my life.” That’s good advice for all of us.

			Mademoiselle Chanel tells the unforgettable tale of how this legendary woman created that life. The opportunity to depict Coco’s struggle and success, her flaws and controversial compromises, which are as much a part of her legacy as her clothes, is a dream come true.

			I hope you love reading this novel as much as I have loved writing it. [image: ]

			
				
					
				

			

		

	
		
			Reading Group Guide

			    1. As a teenager at the convent of Aubazine, Coco admits that “fear had become my enemy because it might take root inside me and never leave.” Does she seem like a fearful person to you? What do you think were Coco’s greatest fears? Did she find a way to use them as motivation for success or did they drive her to make bad decisions?

			    2. After nearly starving in Vichy, Coco gives in to Etienne Balsan and becomes his mistress. Was this out of character for her? Did she compromise her principles by moving in with him? What do you make of her relationship with Balsan, both in their early days together and much later in her life?

			    3. Coco reflects that during her relationship with Boy, “Yes, I was happy. It was not a comfortable feeling for me.” Why does happiness—especially domestic or romantic happiness—so unsettle her? Does she ever get comfortable with happiness?

			    4. What do you make of Coco’s relationship with her family, especially her siblings and her aunt Adrienne?

			    5. Coco says of herself, “It appeared I did not work at all, when in truth I worked harder than ever to maintain the illusion that success was effortless.” Why was this so necessary? Do working women today try to maintain the same illusion?

			    6. Is Misia Sert a good friend to Coco? Why does Coco love her so much, and what does their relationship say about each of them?

			    7. Vogue wrote that “Chanel’s little black dress will become standard for the masses, much like Ford’s motorcars.” How many little black dresses do you own? Why has that particular garment become such an enduring classic? Why is it the quintessential Chanel garment?

			    8. What do Coco’s business dealings with the Wertheimers say about her personally as well as professionally? What motivates her to take such drastic action, and to create such a personal vendetta? Who do you think was in the right?

			    9. What is the true nature of Coco’s relationship with Hans von Dincklage? Do you approve of their liaison?

			  10. Coco Chanel has acquired a reputation as someone who collaborated with the Nazis during their occupation of Paris. Does this seem fair to you? Should she have behaved differently during those years?

			  11. Did you admire Coco Chanel now that you’ve read this novel about her life? Is she a good role model for women? [image: ]

			
				
					
				

			

		

	
		
			
	Read on

			Chanel’s Message for Success

			“A girl should be two things: who and what she wants.”

			FORTY YEARS AFTER HER DEATH, her empire thrives. We all know her name, as well as her style: the little black dress and pearls, the braided suit, the quilted handbag, and her bestselling perfume. But Coco Chanel, born in 1883 to an impoverished seamstress and itinerant vendor, and whose childhood in a convent sparked a fury of ambition, remains relevant today for more than her contributions to what we wear.

			Chanel rose to fame in an era when women had few choices. To work for a living was déclassé; arranged marriages were common, as they still are in parts of the world, while professional women were rare and scandalous. Chanel did more than ignore convention. She defied it. She decided that to build the life she wanted, she must cultivate herself, regardless of expectations.

			Today, many of us still struggle with the same messages as Chanel. Although we’ve come a long way, as the ad declared, we nevertheless remain fixated on appearances—a successful marriage and children are deemed hallmarks of achievement, while a thriving career should be, whenever possible, integrated into the above. How many articles have we seen about “having it all”? How many step-by-step guides on how we can bake a cake and eat it, too? And how many times have  we run ourselves ragged trying to accomplish it?

			Chanel wanted her own business. When she started out making hats, she had no formal training. Fashion was a male-dominated arena in the waning years of the Belle Époque, so her first customers were courtesans, women who made their own hours and earned their keep with conversation and seduction. Some were also actresses, when a job in the theater was about as acceptable as prostitution; many went on to marry and forge conventional lives.

			What fascinates us about Chanel is that she never led a conventional life. She built her hat shop into a fashion gold mine, her comfortable designs in perfect timing with World War I, which thrust women of all social standings into jobs. Chanel not only taught women how to dress for work, but also showed that they did indeed have choices, one of which could be a dedication to success—a trait often reserved for men. She never married. She never had children.

			Did she sacrifice fulfillment, an issue fiercely debated in our twenty-first century? She once said, “How many cares one loses when one decides not to be something but to be someone.” She defined herself with her message: Be who you want to be. We should all do the same. [image: ]

			
				
					
				

			



			Chanel’s Style: Yesterday and Today

			“A woman can be overdressed but never over elegant.”

			CHANCES ARE YOU HAVE AT least one of Coco Chanel’s designs in your closet. Perhaps not the label itself—few of us can afford it—but something she first made popular and has since become a staple, reinterpreted for the modern woman. In her lifetime, not only did Chanel inspire new trends, but her influence remains everywhere we turn. We might not recognize it as hers, but it’s there. Here are some of the fashion items she introduced to the world:

			Casual separates: Chanel’s first items of apparel were made in an ingenious knit called jersey. Originally employed for military underwear and uniforms, jersey was not considered a luxury cloth. But her lease at her boutique in Paris initially prohibited her from selling dresses—there was a dressmaker already in the building—and so she searched for a way to circumvent her limitations. Her lover brought back polo sweaters made of jersey from the United Kingdom; she loved the ease and stretch of it. And one summer in Deauville, where she’d inaugurated a shop, she introduced casual wear for women: matching separates in jersey. Though her clientele was suspicious—wealthy women usually endured fittings for one-of-a-kind clothes in male-run fashion salons—her loose skirts, lightweight sweaters, and oversize coats became hits. The next time you’re browsing in a department store, you’re shopping the way Chanel intended.

			The little black dress: Most women own at least one; Audrey Hepburn made it the cocktail dress in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. But before Chanel, black was reserved for nuns, schoolgirls, or mourning. She once remarked while attending an event where the women wore peacock satins that she’d like “to dress every last one in black serge.” She did. When her little black dress was first introduced, however, it wasn’t popular. French fashion critics derided her for overstepping herself. But American Vogue proclaimed it “a dress for the masses,” predicting it would become as ubiquitous as the “Ford motor car.” The rest, of course, is history.

			Costume jewelry: Jewels have always been coveted as status symbols and investments. But Chanel thought it was ridiculous to appear in public dripping in thousands of dollars of jewels. A gift of priceless pearls from a Romanov prince ignited an idea in her. Why not mix real jewels with fake ones? She went to work, setting up ateliers where she interpreted Byzantine motifs using paste gems and false gold. She herself often went out with both fake and real jewelry adorning her. She liked to joke that no one could tell which cost more. Today, costume jewelry is a billion-dollar industry and we all wear it.

			The suit: Nowadays, suits are a fixture. But women didn’t wear suits until Chanel made them popular. Her collarless, braid-trimmed suit was introduced later in her career and it has become a classic, copied countless times in countless ways. Chanel’s original was comfortable, made to look chic while withstanding a full day on the job. Pair it with her two-tone pumps and quilted handbag, and you’ll become that self-reliant, successful businesswoman that she herself was. [image: ]
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