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            Prologue

         
         
            Claire

            
               Paris, France 1950

            

            Three young women stood arm in arm on the avenue Montaigne, breaths clouding together in the crisp air, shining faces lifted
               toward a display window at the House of Dior.
            

            
            “That one!” Claire flung up her free arm as if she were on a stage, introducing the star of the show. “That is the one.”

            
            Gina, a cool, tanned blonde, lifted one eyebrow. Dark, lively Margot nodded vehemently. “Oh, yes! Most definitely. You must
               have this one.”
            

            
            Window-shopping just as the twilight hour settled like a soft veil over Paris was a habit the three friends had turned into
               an art. They met once a week to stroll the fashionable boulevards and feast their eyes on the sumptuous creations displayed
               in the atelier windows. But for Claire, visits to those other couturiers were mere flirtations; no one compared to Dior.
            

            
            “Only look at the embroidery,” she breathed, gazing up at this latest creation on display. “And the sequins. There must be thousands of them.” The gown’s train was made of cascading scalloped layers, dotted with sequins, and feathered at the edge with iridescent, pale pink paillettes designed to shiver and shimmer as one moved. The bodice was strapless and the whole effect suggested a goddess emerging naked from the sea at dawn. “How long must it take to sew a creation like that?” 

            
            “Some girls change lovers with the seasons,” said Margot with a twinkle in her eye. “Claire has passionate relationships with
               dresses.”
            

            
            “At least she’s monogamous,” Gina pointed out.

            
            “Mon-og . . . comment?” Though Parisian to the core, Claire had fallen into the habit of speaking English when she was with her friends. Claire’s
               mother had been an Englishwoman. She had passed on her language to Claire along with her red hair and her fiery temper, but
               still there were some words that Claire did not understand.
            

            
            “One gown at a time,” explained Gina. “And one couturier. Always Dior.”

            
            Claire sighed and shook her head. “I could never afford it.” How many times had she said this now?

            
            Margot gave her hand a sympathetic squeeze. Claire, an apprentice chef from a middle-class family, was no more likely to purchase
               this gown than she was the many other creations they’d sighed over together on their outings during the past two years. Gina’s
               Connecticut ancestors had sailed on the Mayflower and Margot’s family wealth derived from the Australian wool trade. Their closets were full of couture dresses, which they
               insisted Claire borrow when they’d taken her out to society events with them. But she’d never had a stitch of clothing from
               Dior to call her own.
            

            
            The three young women had met at Le Cordon Bleu cookery school, from which they had since graduated—though goodness knew how Gina and Margot had managed it. Gina didn’t care about food or cooking. She’d spent each lesson lost in thought about the novel she was writing, so her soufflés fell and her sauces split. 

            
            Margot had been as mercurial in the kitchen as in everything else. Revolted by the prospect of spatchcocking a chicken or
               gutting a fish, she was a maestro with pastry and chocolate, and had even managed to win praise from their exacting instructor,
               Monsieur Guillaume.
            

            
            Only Claire was serious about the culinary arts. She’d practically grown up in the family brasserie, after all. Unlike Margot
               and Gina, Claire had soon developed ambitions well beyond a cookery course that was expressly designed to prepare rich young
               ladies for marriage. After finishing the introductory course, she’d barged into the professional chefs’ class and refused
               to take no for an answer. Eventually her persistence had been rewarded. Claire had become the lone female student amid rows
               of arrogant, dismissive men.
            

            
            But now that their “finishing” was complete, Margot and Gina were returning home. This was the last time the three of them
               would gather together in front of La Maison Dior.
            

            
            As she stared up at the window display, Claire bit her lip. Gina was heading back to New York, where she hoped to become a
               journalist while writing the great American novel on the side—not to mention avoiding the eligible bachelors her family insisted
               on introducing to her. Determined to find her Prince Charming back in Sydney, Margot had set her heart on marriage and children.
               With her warmth and charm, Margot would make the perfect society wife.
            

            
            Claire did not dream of marriage. She was practical down to her bones, but she had two dreams that were highly impractical. One, to run a Michelin three-star restaurant in Paris one day. The other, to own a Dior evening gown.
            

            
            Considering the misogyny embedded deep in the restaurant trade, the latter was the more likely to happen, even though a creation
               like the one Claire was sighing over must surely cost tens of thousands of francs.
            

            
            “Bonsoir, mes petits lèche-vitrines!” said a voice behind them. “Ça va?” They turned to see Deidre Vaughn, elegant in a pale blue coat with a black velvet collar and large black buttons. Rich, stylish,
               and highly eccentric, Madame Vaughn balanced a slightly beaky nose with a pair of enormous blue eyes framed by thick black
               lashes that could not possibly be real. She had a wide, generous mouth and a strong jaw. Her chestnut hair was thick and lustrous—a
               testament to her hairdresser’s skill. She was somewhere in the region of forty years old (or so Claire had guessed). If she
               had once been married, she never spoke of it to Claire, yet it had always seemed more appropriate to call her “madame” rather
               than “mademoiselle.”
            

            
            Madame Vaughn was American, but she spoke French like a born Parisienne. Ever since Claire could remember, Madame had lived
               alone in the apartment above Claire’s family’s brasserie and had become something of a benefactor to Claire over the years.
               She’d insisted on paying for Claire’s courses at the Cordon Bleu and backed Claire’s bid to become the next Escoffier when
               her father kicked up a fuss about her striking out on her own instead of working in the family brasserie.
            

            
            “Did you just call us ‘window lickers’?” demanded Margot, with dawning delight.

            
            Madame spread her hands. “That’s the literal translation. Isn’t it a hoot?” Madame had a wide grin and long incisors that made her look slightly wolfish. Eyeing Claire, she jerked her head at the display window. “Your latest crush?” 

            
            “Isn’t it marvelous?” breathed Claire. “This model is called ‘Venus.’”

            
            Madame Vaughn turned her head to eye the dress critically. “Hmm. Stunning, of course. But that color . . . What is it, now?”
               She tapped her chin and tilted her head to the side. “It’s a pale pink, but it leans slightly more toward salmon. I’d call it ‘blush.’” Her gaze traveled to Claire and back again to the display.
               “No. I don’t think it would suit you, Claire. Pink can be stunning on a redhead, of course, but not that particular shade. Not for you.”
            

            
            Crestfallen, even though she’d never had the remotest intention of buying the gown, Claire said, “Well, it’s only a silly
               dream, anyway.” And if she were dreaming, she might as well change her own coloring into the bargain, mightn’t she? Curly red hair, dark blue eyes, a dusting
               of freckles across her nose . . . She’d give anything to be an elegant blonde like Gina or dark and gamine like Margot. Or
               what would it be like to have Madame Vaughn’s particular style of je ne sais quoi? But no. The level of sophistication Madame
               Vaughn possessed was unattainable, even in Claire’s most fanciful daydreams.
            

            
            “How lucky we ran into you,” Margot said to Madame Vaughn. “This definitely calls for champagne.”

            
            “You always say that about everything,” said Gina.

            
            Margot winked. “And I’m always right, aren’t I? Come on! Madame, you’ll join us, won’t you?”

            
            The older woman shook her head. “I have a prior engagement, my dears. Have fun!” Laughing, she waved off Margot’s attempts to persuade her, and went on her way. 

            
            As the three friends turned toward Margot’s apartment and the promised champagne, Claire took one last, lingering look at
               the Venus gown, with its sparkling romance and its soft allure.
            

            
            One day, she said to herself. One day.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Claire

            
               Paris, France 1956

            

            Claire was in the brasserie kitchen, cutting a sheet of sweet pastry into perfect rounds on the marble counter’s cool, floured
               surface, when Tante Vo-Vo slapped a bundle of letters down by her elbow with a loud thwap. “Mail!”
            

            
            A great puff of flour swirled into the air. Claire jumped and her hand slipped, ruining her work.

            
            That had been deliberate. Claire bit back a curse and scowled after her relative. Her aunt’s real name was Véronique, but Margot had dubbed her “Vo-Vo” after some kind of Australian cookie, and the nickname had stuck. Far from remaining the sweet, funny aunt of Claire’s childhood, since taking on the role of hostess at the brasserie, Vo-Vo had become grouchier by the day. All her life, she’d steadfastly refused to work at Le Chat-qui-Pêche, the family’s brasserie in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Only her fondness for her brother, Claire’s papa, had made her relent. But Vo-Vo’s affection had not extended to shouldering the burden with any outward appearance of good cheer. Every day, her lament was the same: she could be sunning herself on the Riviera by now, if only it weren’t for this place.
            

            
            “Well, why doesn’t she go sun herself, then?” Louis, a student they employed as plongeur and general dogsbody, bore the brunt of Vo-Vo’s temper and often muttered a rejoinder to these complaints. “She’s rude to
               us and even ruder to the customers. Me, I’d do a better job of greeting and seating than Madame.”
            

            
            “Hush.” If Vo-Vo were set free tomorrow, Claire doubted she’d go. And though frequently irritated and provoked by the older
               woman’s contrariness, Claire doubted they could manage without her, particularly when Papa was at his worst.
            

            
            When Maman died two years before, Papa had crumpled. Age had seemed to catch up with him overnight. He became stooped and
               thin, the wrinkles around his eyes more pronounced, his cheekbones more prominent now that they had less flesh to plump them
               out. Papa had lost his English rose, his sweetheart, the woman who had shared his bed, his work, and all of his sorrows and
               joys for the past twenty-seven years. Watching him force himself to work at Le Chat every day despite his grief broke Claire’s
               heart.
            

            
            The family had rallied to keep the brasserie going. Without a second thought, Claire had quit the restaurant where she’d managed
               to work her way up to the position of chef de partie and put her ambition for that coveted Michelin three-star rating on hold. The brasserie served traditional, hearty French
               food. It was the best of its kind, but still, haute cuisine it certainly wasn’t. Claire had to work doubly hard to keep up
               the skills she’d developed in the years since she’d finished at the Cordon Bleu, practicing diligently after closing, or early
               in the mornings, always sacrificing sleep in pursuit of excellence.
            

            
            Her return to Le Chat’s kitchen was meant to be temporary, until Papa was back on his feet. But all of the sound and fury had left the big ox of a man when his beloved wife died. Now, two years on, Claire had begun to wonder if he’d ever regain his former ebullience. She wished she knew how to make everything better for him, but grieving, as Vo-Vo said, simply could not be hurried. 

            
            Claire swept together the wrecked pastry dough and shaped it, ready for rolling again. Papa had hit the bottle hard last night,
               so it looked like she would have twice the work in the kitchen today. She wanted to get a few preparations out of the way
               early, before the sous-chefs and the waiters came in.
            

            
            Working with quick, light hands, so as not to transfer too much of her own body heat to the tender pastry, she glanced at
               the pile of mail Vo-Vo had so carelessly delivered.
            

            
            The letter that met her eye had American stamps and was addressed in Gina’s handwriting. Claire exclaimed in delight. How
               long had that taken to reach her? She’d almost given up waiting for a response to her previous letter, which she’d mailed
               almost six months ago, and wondered if, like Margot, Gina had finally ceased to think of her Parisian friend and stopped writing
               altogether.
            

            
            Finishing off the tart cases as quickly as she could, Claire shoved them into the oven for the blind bake, rested one hip
               against the flour-strewn counter, and ripped open the envelope.
            

            
            A stiff cream stock card accompanied the letter. She slid it out of the envelope. An invitation . . . to Gina’s wedding! Well,
               well. A lot must have happened since her previous letter, when Gina had mentioned the young man she’d met. He worked at the
               State Department in Washington, and their respective fathers were business associates—two strikes against him, in Gina’s eyes.
               She must have changed her stance dramatically since last she’d written. Gina had fallen in love.
            

            
            Married. Gina had sworn she wouldn’t settle down until after she’d made a name for herself as a writer, and certainly not with any
               of the eligible young men in her father’s social set. This Harold Sanders must have something special.
            

            
            Eagerly, Claire slid Gina’s letter from the envelope. A small photograph fluttered out and she crouched to pick it up. Not
               the formal engagement picture Claire expected to see but one of the happy couple smiling and windblown aboard some kind of
               boat—a yacht, Claire thought—Gina’s hand on the big wheel, Hal’s arm slung casually around her shoulders. On the back, Gina’s
               bold scrawl: “Gina & Hal, Summer ’54.” Hmm, yes. This fiancé was certainly handsome. They made a stunning pair, both blond
               and tanned and athletic, their faces alight with happiness and hope.
            

            
            Suddenly wistful, Claire returned the photograph to the envelope with the invitation. She was thrilled to think of Gina being
               so happy, but for Claire, traveling to the wedding in Connecticut would be impossible. She could never afford it, and anyway,
               she couldn’t leave Papa or Le Chat. Claire turned her gaze to the letter, scanning the initial greetings and inquiries after
               herself and her family.
            

            
            As always, Gina wrote in English, and Claire read each sentence carefully. We plan to have the wedding in the spring. Much as I would give for you to be my bridesmaid, dear Claire, I know you won’t
                  be able to attend. But if the mountain wouldn’t . . . Guess what? We are coming to you! We’ll honeymoon in Paris, and Hal is even talking about getting a posting there. Can you believe it?

            
            Claire exclaimed aloud in delight, eagerly devouring the rest of her friend’s news. Gina had a punchy, entertaining style—no
               doubt honed as a political correspondent.
            

            
            But enough about me. Tell me about you, ma chère. I know you are busy with Le Chat, but why no mention of anyone who might have caught your eye? Can it be that there are
                  no attractive men left in Paris? Impossible!

            
            Attractive men? Claire thought about her wasteland of a love life with a grimace. She didn’t have time for anything but this
               place.
            

            
            Gina told her all about the wedding plans. She was going to wear her mother’s dress. She didn’t care if it was old-fashioned,
               she’d felt close to her mother the second she’d put it on—as if Rose had enveloped her in a loving embrace. That’s right,
               thought Claire. Gina was motherless as well. Something they now had in common.
            

            
            Still nothing from Margot on my side of the Atlantic, added Gina. What has happened to that girl? She was the busiest correspondent back in Paris.

            
            That was true. It was most unlike Margot simply to stop writing. And equally unlike her to turn her back on her friends. Claire
               hoped nothing bad had happened to her. She wished there was a way to find out, but she didn’t know anyone else in Sydney,
               not even the address of Margot’s family home.
            

            
            Eagerly returning to the start of the letter in case she’d missed anything, Claire’s gaze snagged on the date. Five months
               ago! Somehow Gina’s news had been severely delayed in the post. So her friend hadn’t forgotten her. In fact, Gina must be
               wondering by now whether Claire had stopped writing to her. Had something similar happened with Margot, perhaps? Maybe she
               ought to begin writing to Margot again, just in case.
            

            
            With a happy sigh, Claire finished a second reading of Gina’s letter and put it in her apron pocket. Then she moved swiftly to rescue her tart shells from the oven before they burned. She left them to cool, their sweet scent filling the air, while she prepared the crème pâtissière for the strawberry tarts. “Louis?” she called. “Come clean this up, please!” 

            
            Receiving no answer, Claire washed and wiped her hands and went out into the brasserie, which was empty of patrons. She loved
               this time of day, when she had the place mostly to herself. Gentle sunlight streamed through the art nouveau swirls in the
               stained-glass windows, scattering color like gemstones across the tiled marble floor. Brass gleamed; bentwood chairs and wood-paneled
               walls glowed with polish; banquettes covered in burgundy moleskin were clean and free of crumbs. Outside, café-style chairs
               all faced the street beneath the dark red awning, like a theater awaiting an audience. The round tables, marble-topped and
               banded with brass, were bare.
            

            
            And there was Louis, loafing on the sidewalk beneath the brasserie’s old-fashioned sign of a tabby cat with a fishing rod
               and line. He leaned on the top of his broom handle and smoked a cigarette as he chatted to another young man, a fellow student
               Claire vaguely recognized.
            

            
            “That boy!” muttered Claire. “I don’t know why we pay him good money to stand about, blaguing with his friends.” Then she
               caught herself. She was beginning to sound like her aunt. Louis was young and cheerful and industrious most of the time.
            

            
            Claire decided not to roust him, but she kept an eye out to see if he would go back to his work. Soon enough, the other young
               man loped off in the direction of the Métro station, and Louis resumed sweeping.
            

            
            Sometimes, one’s faith in people was justified. With an approving nod, Claire was about to turn away when she caught sight of the brasserie’s upstairs neighbor, Madame Vaughn, who was hurrying past the brasserie with her head down. Claire couldn’t have said precisely why, but she sensed that Madame was distressed. She didn’t seem to notice Louis’s greeting and had entered via the building’s lobby door before Claire might have stepped out to call hello. 

            
            Claire thought about darting out via the side door of the brasserie into the stairwell to catch Madame there before she went
               upstairs to her apartment, but something about the determination in the older woman’s gait and the way she hadn’t so much
               as glanced in at Le Chat made her think better of it. Had it been Margot or Gina, she wouldn’t have hesitated to barge upstairs
               and demand to know what was wrong, but although she’d come to know Madame quite well over the years, theirs was not that kind
               of friendship. As the years had gone by, Claire had revised her estimate of Madame’s age downward—at a guess, she was possibly
               ten or fifteen years older than Claire’s twenty-six—but there was still enough of a gap that Claire didn’t like to overstep
               or presume.
            

            
            A rap on the service entrance door goosed Claire out of her reverie. Her truffles! She hurried back to the kitchen, eager
               to catch Madame Theroux, whose specially trained pigs snuffled out these earthy, scented fungi beneath the floor of an oak
               forest in Sorges. Claire loved to listen to Madame speak so knowledgeably about truffles and mushrooms and other forage, which
               she brought, packed in their native soil, to Paris with her throughout the season.
            

            
            “Coming!” Claire called, as the rapping sounded again. She opened the service door to the alleyway and stepped back with a
               gasp.
            

            
            Gina stood in the doorway, a slim suitcase in hand.

            
         
         
            Gina

            “Sur-prise . . .” The word came out deadpan rather than with the festive lilt their reunion deserved. It was patently redundant.
               Plainly her sudden arrival had floored her friend. If it had been summer, Claire would have caught several flies in that gaping
               mouth of hers by now. The alley where Gina stood was full of trash from the neighboring shops and apartments, as well as from
               the brasserie itself.
            

            
            “But—but how?” Claire reached into the pocket of her apron and fished out a letter, which Gina recognized as one she’d sent
               ages back. “The wedding’s not till May.”
            

            
            “The wedding’s off.” The short declaration burst from her like a firecracker but the glib story Gina had rehearsed fizzled
               on her tongue. She couldn’t make herself explain why she had arrived in Paris months before her projected honeymoon. Not right
               off the bat, anyway. And she was certain that by now, her pale blond hair was falling out of its chignon, and beneath her
               eyes were dark thumbprints of fatigue. Before Claire could think of how to respond, she asked, “May I come in?”
            

            
            “Oh! Yes. Of course,” said Claire, stepping aside. “Sorry. It’s just that I had no idea . . .” She stopped abruptly, perhaps sensing Gina’s reluctance to expand on her short statement. She didn’t ask why on earth Gina
               would wish to enter the brasserie via the alleyway, and Gina didn’t enlighten her.
            

            
            Gina had caught sight of the inimitable Madame Vaughn in the street, and the presence of someone connected to her own circle of acquaintance back home had made the humiliation that had simmered inside Gina for weeks now rise up again, ready to blow the top off her composure. Madame Vaughn would either congratulate or commiserate, depending on how busy the gossips had been on this side of the Atlantic, and Gina couldn’t bear to receive either. 

            
            Without thinking, she’d ducked into the alley to avoid that encounter. Then she’d shrugged and picked her way along the dirty
               cobbles until she’d found the brasserie service entrance. She’d stepped in something noxious—yet another low in a succession
               of nadirs she’d suffered lately.
            

            
            Nadirs. You could have more than one. Always precise with language, Gina had actually looked it up. Family, love life, career, finances . . .
               Every one of them gone down the pissoir. It had all happened so quickly—shock after shock—and yet she could scarcely remember
               the woman she’d been before her perfect life had come crashing down.
            

            
            The sight of Claire standing there—the same warmhearted Claire she’d always known, with her wiry, active frame and her ruddy
               round cheeks and her mad red hair—made Gina’s heart lift a little. Carefully she wiped her shoes on the doormat and took off
               her winter coat and hung it on the coatrack by the door. Then she stepped into the warm, comforting embrace of the brasserie
               kitchen, with its long, ancient farm table laden with baskets of fresh vegetables and its Carrara marble benches and gleaming
               copper pots and pans. She set down her suitcase—or tried to—but Claire swooped on it before it hit the floor. “Mind, there’s
               flour everywhere! I’ll put it in the office for you.”
            

            
            When she returned, Gina said, “Sorry to land on you like this but I couldn’t wait. Don’t let me interrupt your work.”

            
            “Did you only just arrive in Paris? You must be hungry,” said Claire. “Let me fix you something.”

            
            “Bless you!” Gina took a seat at the end of the table. “I have to admit I’m famished.” The relief of having arrived finally in Paris, of sitting with Claire again in Le Chat’s cozy kitchen, was so strong, she could have cried. 

            
            Claire seemed to size her up as a couturier might size up a client before a formal fitting. Only with Claire, it was less
               a measuring and more an intuition, a sixth sense. She always gauged precisely what someone was hungry for. Snapping her fingers,
               she exclaimed, “Cassoulet!”
            

            
            Gina’s heart sank a little. A hearty dish, but un petit peu compliqué to make. Gina knew from experience that there were several steps involved in assembling the traditional casserole. Right
               now, she could eat the leg off a table. If she had to wait for cassoulet she might faint.
            

            
            She needn’t have worried, however. Claire whipped out a glazed pottery dish that had been sitting in a warm oven. She set
               it on the kitchen table in front of Gina, then grabbed a bottle of wine from a rack by the door and poured a generous glass.
            

            
            “Oh, no! I can’t. It’s far too early,” Gina forced herself to protest.

            
            “Pfft,” said Claire, gesturing with her free hand as she topped up the glass a little. “It will put some color in your cheeks.
               Go on. Drink.”
            

            
            The wine was a light, zingy claret that perfectly complemented the rich meal. A combination of pancetta lardons, spicy Toulouse
               sausage, duck, lamb, and white beans in a thick gravy that came with a topping of herbed golden-brown breadcrumbs, the cassoulet
               was hearty and heartening. For once Gina forgot about her waistline and ate with relish and gusto. She couldn’t remember the
               last time she’d consumed what Claire would call a proper meal.
            

            
            Her friend kept up a stream of chatter, now and then eyeing Gina with a puckered brow when she thought Gina wasn’t paying attention. Yes, Gina thought wearily, she must explain about the wedding, about all of it. But she was so tired, and the wine was weaving a web of lassitude through her body, and right now she couldn’t bring herself even to begin. 

            
            “Gina—” Claire broke off as her aunt erupted into the kitchen, muttering about early bird customers, and grabbing menus.

            
            “Look who has come to visit, Tante,” said Claire.

            
            Her aunt stopped short, then her scowl turned into a beaming smile with almost comical swiftness. “Is it you, Gina? Mon ange! Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?”
            

            
            “Vo-Vo!” Gina stood and leaned over to kiss the older woman on both cheeks. Claire’s tiny aunt took Gina’s shoulders in a
               firm grip, looked her up and down, and said, “You need some meat on those bones! You’re as bad as this one.” A jerk of her
               head in Claire’s direction. Then she rounded on her niece. “And don’t even think of asking for the night off, mon chou. We’re fully booked!”
            

            
            As Vo-Vo stomped from the room, Gina couldn’t even summon the energy to ask why she was in such a bad mood. Claire started
               making some kind of custard—Gina knew she really ought to remember the name of it—working as she talked.
            

            
            Unable to focus on what her friend was saying, Gina went back to eating. As her stomach filled with the warm heaviness of
               Claire’s delicious cooking, another strong wave of fatigue washed over her. Was this what it was like to be swept away by
               the tide, to swim against it until your arms and legs gave out? After all of that struggle, to succumb and let the undertow
               drag you down . . .
            

            
            “Ah, Gina, ma pauvre, you’re falling asleep sitting up!” Claire exclaimed. “Why don’t you check into your hotel now, get a good night’s sleep,
               and then we’ll meet up tomorrow morning—the usual time and place. I’ll get Louis to hail you a taxi.”
            

            
            “My hotel.” Gina swallowed. “Well, you see—”

            
            “Orders!” Vo-Vo bustled back in, ripped a page from her little notepad, and rammed it down on a spike that sat by a stack
               of menus on the counter. She went out again, muttering curses about customers who came demanding to be fed well before Le
               Chat was even open.
            

            
            Under Claire’s sympathetic gaze, it took every ounce of strength Gina had not to weep the whole sorry story into her wine.
               She made herself smile at her friend. “You’re busy. I’ll go.” Forgoing the rest of her meal and half of the claret, Gina got
               slowly to her feet.
            

            
            She began to clear, but Claire said, “Leave it. Louis will do that. Oh! And here he is now. Finally,” she added, as he popped his curly head around the door and gave Gina a nod and a shy smile. “Louis, help Gina with her suitcase
               and find her a taxi, will you?”
            

            
            Claire gave Gina another hug and whispered in her ear, “I’m so sorry, I can’t stop. But we’ll talk properly, yes? Come around
               tomorrow morning, early as you can, and we’ll go somewhere we won’t be interrupted.”
            

            
            Aware that Louis was waiting for her, Gina gave him a perfunctory smile and followed him out. “Don’t worry about the taxi,”
               she told him. “I’ll walk.” She deliberately left her suitcase behind.
            

            
            Was it the lack of sleep, the wine, or the heavy meal? Her brain felt sluggish. All the way to Paris, her mind had raced with
               worry. Once there she’d had no thought beyond getting to Claire. Now even deciding which direction to take seemed beyond her.
               Feeling Louis’s interested gaze upon her as she hesitated, Gina randomly turned left and walked purposefully away from him.
            

            
            The movement of her body seemed to turn the gears of her mind. Her brain started to churn, her thoughts spinning around and around. She needed coffee. She needed to find someplace to live, a job. Most pressing of all, she needed a place to sleep that night. 

            
            She couldn’t remember ever seeing a realtor in Paris, though they must surely exist, mustn’t they? Or did one inquire of the
               concierge at each building if there were any apartments there to rent? She didn’t know. She’d never had to worry about any
               of the practicalities of life before. For someone who’d always prided herself on wanting independence, she felt stupid and
               naïve, and very alone.
            

            
            Once out of sight of Le Chat, Gina slowed her pace, wandering until she found a public bench by an allée where a group of
               old men were playing pétanque. She sat down and tried to order her thoughts. She had some money saved but she needed to be
               careful with it until she secured some form of employment. Journalism—freelancing—wouldn’t pay immediately. Once she’d found
               her feet, she’d knock on some doors, but full-time employment for English-speaking journalists in Paris was scarce. She’d
               probably have to find something else in the meantime. She wished she hadn’t been forced to leave her typewriter behind.
            

            
            All right. She’d find a place to stay. Then she’d look for a job. It could be anything. She hadn’t been too proud to wait tables at Le Chat when Claire was shorthanded, years ago. She knew how a restaurant was run. Maybe she could find a place that would hire her. Or she could try retail—she’d never served customers in a boutique before, but how hard could it be? Although she might need a résumé for that, and she didn’t have any relevant experience. She didn’t have a work visa, either. It would have to be somewhere they didn’t care about visas. When she got back on her feet, she’d buy a typewriter, try to sell some articles freelance. One of the editors she knew might support her visa application. Maybe she could talk to someone at the embassy. She had a few contacts there. 

            
            But first, Gina needed somewhere to stay. She wandered the streets of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, inquiring at different pensions,
               but all of the more respectable places were beyond her budget. The tariffs were even higher in the hotels, and anyway, if
               Gina was going to make her home in Paris, what she needed was an apartment. By the time she’d worked her way to the edge of
               the arrondissement, she was nearing despair. Her feet ached and she felt weary down to her bones. If only she’d swallowed
               her pride and admitted everything to Claire.
            

            
            The idea of begging for charity from her friend made her feel nauseous. Gina gritted her teeth and went on. At what seemed
               like the hundredth place she tried, the concierge asked about her budget.
            

            
            The concierge seemed kind, but Gina had to swallow past the lump in her throat before she could bring herself to disclose
               how much she could afford to pay. The woman’s eyebrows drew together. “Are you in some kind of trouble, mademoiselle? Pardon
               me for saying, but you look as if you could afford far better.”
            

            
            “I’m afraid I only have limited resources at the moment.” She thanked the concierge and was about to leave, when the woman
               said, “Let me show you a room. It won’t be what you’re used to, but it is cheap.”
            

            
            They took the elevator as far up as it would go, then climbed a winding staircase to the top floor of the building. The concierge
               produced a bunch of keys and found the correct one. “Here.”
            

            
            She held open the door for Gina to come in, but Gina didn’t follow her. The room was so small it would have felt crowded if the two of them had stood together inside it. There was a bed and a dry washstand and little else. Nowhere to cook or eat food, no running water. Nowhere to hang her clothes. 

            
            It was a chambre de bonne—a maid’s room—the concierge said.
            

            
            “And the bathroom?” Gina inquired.

            
            “Public baths down the street,” said the concierge. “The shared lavatory is down the hall.” She nodded to a small cabinet
               against the wall that Gina hadn’t noticed. “There’s a commode, as well.”
            

            
            Gina had not realized people went to public bathhouses actually to bathe. If she’d thought about them at all, she’d imagined
               they must be much like a day spa. And the commode . . . She shuddered. She couldn’t stay here long. But it was only temporary,
               after all. Surely she could get enough work to dig herself out of here.
            

            
            In any case, she had little choice in the matter. It was the first place in a decent neighborhood that she could afford. “I’ll
               take it,” she said. She’d retrieve her suitcase from Le Chat and then tomorrow she’d try her best to find a job.
            

            
            Orienting herself, Gina realized that after all of that wandering, she had ended up only a couple of blocks away from Le Chat-qui-Pêche.
               She checked her watch. Hmm. It was almost five o’clock. Claire would be busy preparing for the dinner rush. Maybe she could
               slip into the office unnoticed and retrieve her suitcase.
            

            
            A light drizzle began. She put out her hand, palm up, to feel the tiny spots of rain and thought of her umbrella, which was
               of course packed in her suitcase. At least, she hoped it was.
            

            
            As the rain intensified, she stepped under the awning of the shop next door to her apartment building for shelter. Then she realized she stood outside a bookstore. Of course! She knew this street well. She had visited this establishment countless times, because it stocked a selection of books that were in English as well as a large array of new and used ones in French. She could never decide on her absolute favorite bookstore in the city because each district of Paris yielded some fresh and interesting find, not to mention the
               fascinating and eclectic bouquinistes who peddled all kinds of literature from stalls along the quays of the Seine. But Florie’s
               was one of the best. Gina decided to take refuge from the rain there and forget her troubles for a while.
            

            
            Simply entering a bookstore never failed to make her feel better. The look and feel and smell of books—whether leather-bound
               and tooled with gilt or dog-eared and warped from many readings—she loved them all. But what she loved even more was what
               the books represented. Take one set of black marks on a bound stack of paper from the shelves, and you held an entire world
               in your hands. It was the only kind of magic she believed in, the ability of authors to fling her into other places, other
               times, other people’s minds and hearts. She had always burned to weave that magic, too. A dream that would have to be put
               on hold while she earned a living.
            

            
            As she went inside, a bell tinkled cheerily overhead and a sight greeted her that was familiar and almost as comforting as
               Claire’s embrace. An elderly, wirehaired fox terrier lay by the feet of an even more elderly bookseller, who was cradling
               a steaming mug of coffee in his liver-spotted hands.
            

            
            “Mademoiselle Winter!” The bookseller’s face lit with a smile that was all the more charming for being unexpected. With his
               heavy eyebrows and downturned mouth, Monsieur Florie always appeared grumpy when his face was at rest. “It has been too long.”
            

            
            The warmth of his welcome was a balm to Gina’s ragged soul. “Bonjour, Monsieur Florie. I trust you are well.” Pricking up
               his ears at her voice, the fox terrier, whose name was Ricki, hauled himself to his feet and came to her. She crouched to
               greet him, scratching the place on his spine that he couldn’t reach, which always turned him into a shaggy little puddle of
               bliss.
            

            
            As she fussed over his dog, Monsieur told her all about his latest acquisitions, and which books might suit her taste. Gina’s
               fatigue, coupled with the time she’d spent away, made her a little slow to catch the meaning of his rapid, guttural French,
               but she did her best. “You will want to see all of the new stock,” he told her, rising from his chair. “Come, let me show
               you.”
            

            
            “Actually,” said Gina, struck with inspiration, “I was wondering if you might have a job for me, Monsieur.”

            
         
         
            Claire

            In the short lull between the lunch rush and dinner preparation, Tante Vo-Vo jerked her head at Claire. “Come sit down with
               us for a minute. Your papa has something he wants to say.”
            

            
            Surprised, Claire took off her apron, wiped her hands on it, and followed her aunt to the booth closest to the office. It
               was seldom that the family had the time to sit down together but whenever they did, it was always at this booth.
            

            
            Papa shuffled up to them, looking sorry and sheepish, but much more alert than when she’d looked in on him that morning, still in bed after an evening of miserable drinking, tears staining his cheeks. He was a big man, and before her mother’s death, he had been the epitome of the garrulous Parisian host. Now, he seemed nervous and tongue-tied. He crushed his chef’s hat between his hands and twisted it. 

            
            Wary of his hesitancy, Claire glanced at Vo-Vo, whose expression seemed curiously benign. Her aunt nodded at Papa.

            
            “Mignonne,” he began, “I know now isn’t a good time, but . . .” He trailed off.

            
            “Sit down, Papa.” Claire smiled up at him encouragingly and slid over so he could take a seat beside her. Perhaps if he wasn’t
               obliged to look her in the eye he’d find it easier to come out with whatever it was he needed to say. The suspicion that he’d
               bought a fancy new oven they couldn’t afford or forgotten to put in the produce orders crossed her mind, but neither transgression
               would make her aunt look so happy. Claire turned to Papa and placed a gentle hand on his arm. “What’s on your mind?”
            

            
            When he continued to hesitate, Vo-Vo said, “If you don’t tell her, I will.”

            
            “We’re leaving Paris,” Papa blurted out. “Your aunt and I. We’re selling Le Chat.”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Claire

            “Selling? But . . . but this place has been in the family for over sixty years!”
            

            
            Papa put his big, warm hand over hers. “I’m sorry, my dear, but it’s for the best.”

            
            “And it’s not as if you want to take over,” Vo-Vo put in.
            

            
            Papa held up a hand. “Now, now. Let’s not get into all of that. I’ve made my decision.” He patted Claire’s hand. “When you
               get used to the idea, you’ll see it’s for the best. We needed the money from the restaurant and the apartment in order to
               retire. Claire, the truth is that I couldn’t have passed it on to you even if I’d wanted to.”
            

            
            “Needed?” Claire fixed on his choice of words—he spoke in the past tense. “You mean you’ve already sold the place?”
            

            
            She didn’t have to hear his answer to realize the truth. Knowing Papa, he had put off telling her until the very last moment.
               At least he’d done it before the new owner swept in and took command of her kitchen.
            

            
            “But when must I leave?” Claire put her fingertips to her temples. Where would she live? More to the point, where would she work? Despite all her talk of haute cuisine and her efforts to keep up her skills, she felt blindsided by this news. Her dream of running a Michelin-starred restaurant had begun to seem far off in the distance, no less a mirage than her dream of owning a Dior gown. 

            
            “You’ll be kept on here, of course,” said her father. “That was a condition of my selling.” He hesitated, then added hopefully,
               “Or you could come with us?”
            

            
            She couldn’t. She had so much still to learn and besides, all of her contacts in the restaurant trade were in Paris.

            
            “Of course she doesn’t want to come with us,” scoffed Vo-Vo. “You can live with Cousin Juliette until you find a place of
               your own, Claire. She’d be only too happy to take you in.”
            

            
            Ugh. Cousin Juliette would expect her to cook for her enormous family. No, thank you.
            

            
            Claire wanted to protest. Didn’t she get any say in this? But she couldn’t help but think of the worried creases in her father’s
               brow, his sad eyes and the weariness behind them . . . What could she do but reassure him?
            

            
            She would be fine. Better than fine. At last she would be free to pursue her dream, leave the cozy nest of the brasserie,
               and aim for the pinnacle of the restaurant world. Her father had given her that sudden, stomach-dropping push. Now it felt
               like falling, but soon enough she would gather her strength, spread her wings, and soar.
            

            
            “Don’t worry about me, Papa,” she said, turning in her seat to hug him. His arms closed around her and he squeezed her tightly.
               She felt him tremble a little as he let her go with a gasp that sounded very like a sob. He wouldn’t like her to see him in
               tears, so she turned to her aunt.
            

            
            “Where will you live?” As if she needed to ask.

            
            “As soon as you’re settled, your papa and I will go down to Nice,” Vo-Vo replied. “I have my eye on a nice little villa overlooking the sea.” 

            
            Papa added, “We will take care of each other.” He paused. “I do hope, my dear, that one day you will achieve your dreams.
               In the meantime, there are worse things than working at the best brasserie in Paris, you know.”
            

            
            Claire tried to smile but she couldn’t quite manage it. That Le Chat-qui-Pêche was the best in Paris had always been her father’s
               grandiose claim to patrons; over the years it had become his and Claire’s little joke. And of course he was right about there
               being worse things. The war and its privations lived on in Claire’s memory, even though she’d been young and shielded from
               the worst by her doting parents. And it was true. Le Chat was easily among the best of its kind. It was just that ever since she’d discovered that cooking could be elevated to the level
               of art, Claire’s dream had been to pursue a career in haute cuisine.

            
            Papa eyed her warily. “You know, I would have been happy to have stayed on and put you in charge if I’d thought—”

            
            “Don’t worry, Papa.” She cut him off, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “You did the right thing by selling. I’ll be fine.”
               It occurred to her that he had made a huge sacrifice. The brasserie had been in the family for generations. If Papa had come
               to her first with the proposition of selling, she would have felt honor bound to offer to take over the brasserie herself.
               But he’d given her no choice in the matter, and thereby relieved her of guilt. It was only the suddenness of it that left
               her feeling as if she had a rock in the pit of her stomach.
            

            
            The apartment was another thing. When would she have to move? As soon as possible, by the sound of it.

            
         
         
            Gina

            Gina arrived back at the brasserie exhausted but mildly triumphant. In one afternoon, she had secured for herself a job and
               an apartment. Not a very nice apartment and not a very well-paying job, but if she worked hard to bash out some feature articles
               in her spare time, she might just make ends meet. Maybe even get ahead. As a privileged young woman who had never been obliged
               to give a second thought to the sordid question of money, she might be forgiven for feeling a smidge proud.
            

            
            The brasserie was packed with patrons and full of noise and color, the glow of candles and leadlight shades lending warmth
               and intimacy to the scene. Gina stopped short outside. She must look a complete mess right now. It was getting dark, and who
               knew what she might step in this time, so instead of using the alley again, she headed into the lobby of the building.
            

            
            After she’d paid Madame Pipi to use the restroom, tidied her hair, and reapplied her lipstick and powder, she felt slightly
               more like herself, though still grubby from travel and weary down to the marrow of her bones. She would be glad to get to
               bed that evening, even if it was in that cupboard of a maid’s room.
            

            
            As she left the restroom, a loud bang coming from above made her look up.
            

            
            Bang . . . bang . . . then a crack of splintering wood. It sounded like it came from Madame Vaughn’s apartment upstairs.
            

            
            Forgetting her earlier reluctance to encounter her fellow American, Gina climbed the stairs two at a time. On the second-floor landing, she saw the door to Madame’s apartment leaning drunkenly off one hinge, and the backs of a couple of men in suits as they filed inside. 

            
            The click of her heels on the tiles must have alerted one of them. He turned and frowned at her, saying in French, “Go away,
               mademoiselle. This is a private matter.”
            

            
            She’d been undecided whether to butt in, but the arrogance of his command made her stand her ground. “Madame Vaughn is my
               friend. I demand to know what you mean by breaking into her apartment.” She raised her voice and craned her neck to see past
               him, adding in English, “Madame Vaughn? Are you there? Is everything okay?”
            

            
            “You’re American,” said the man with something of a sneer.

            
            “Yes,” said Gina. “How do you know Madame?”

            
            “That’s none of your concern.” His jaw tightened. “Mademoiselle, you must leave.”

            
            Gina’s journalistic instincts rose like the hackles of a cat, but her foremost concern was for Claire’s neighbor. She wouldn’t
               leave this spot. Not without a reasonable explanation.
            

            
            Gina had doorstepped lots of people and talked her way into many homes in the course of her short career in journalism. However,
               the man who blocked the narrow vestibule to the apartment seemed immovable in every sense of the word. He was built like an
               American footballer, padding and all.
            

            
            She narrowed her eyes. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? You could be anyone.” When he simply folded his arms in answer
               in the manner of a bouncer at a nightclub, she added, “If you don’t tell me exactly what’s going on, I’ll call the flics.”
            

            
            She ought to have run off and called the police straightaway. If these men were up to no good, it was probably stupid to tip them off as to her intentions. The man swore under his breath. “That would be a big mistake, Mademoiselle . . . ?” 

            
            Before Gina could answer, she heard another voice, quiet and precise. “If you please to step aside, Monsieur Limeaux.”

            
            The big man stepped out of the way and a small older gentleman shuffled out of the apartment, a slim black attaché case in
               hand. He looked pale and the waxed ends of his moustache seemed to droop dispiritedly, but he had such an air of gentle dignity
               that it required only the lightest touch on the elbow and an inclination of his neatly barbered head before Gina found herself
               back on the landing outside the apartment again.
            

            
            “What is it?” she whispered. “What’s happened to Madame Vaughn?”

            
            “Nothing terrible, I assure you,” came the calm reply. “I was concerned for Madame Vaughn when I hadn’t heard from her for
               some days, but it seems I was, er, overreacting.” A glance at the splintered doorframe and a self-deprecating moue made light
               of the situation. “I will have this repaired immediately.”
            

            
            As Gina hesitated, he added, “Please, Mademoiselle . . . ?”

            
            “Winter,” she supplied.

            
            He nodded. “Mademoiselle Winter. A call to the gendarmes would only result in the kind of fuss Madame Vaughn would abhor.”

            
            If he was a con man, he was a highly accomplished one. Mollified by his air of respectability, Gina asked, “Perhaps you have
               a card?”
            

            
            He handed her a business card and it all looked legitimate—the neat, bold engraving of his name, vocation, and address seemed
               to tally with his fine grey suit and the understanding in his dark eyes. The man’s name was Maître Bosshard and he was a lawyer.
               At least, that was what his card said. He certainly seemed respectable, despite having broken into an apartment.
            

            
            The lawyer deflected further questioning by holding up one hand. “If you will excuse me, I must find a locksmith before he closes for the day.” He retreated back into the apartment and pulled the door shut behind him, effectively ending the conversation. 

            
            Lost in speculation, Gina slowly descended the marble staircase and let herself into the brasserie’s office by the side door
               that gave onto the foyer of the apartment building.
            

            
            She peeked into the kitchen, which was buzzing with noise and movement. Chefs barked orders from their various stations, waiters
               loaded their arms with dishes and whizzed past. And there was Claire at the center of it all, fully in command, conducting
               her staff’s movements like a maestro. Catching sight of Gina, who was standing by the door, Claire acknowledged her friend’s
               raised eyebrow and jerk of a chin with a nod and a shooing gesture that said, I’ll be with you when I can. The next moment, Claire was leaping over to the stove to pour brandy into a fry pan and tilt it to the heat. Flames whooshed
               upward, then slowly died. Gina retreated to the office to wait.
            

            
            Now that she’d recovered from the effects of Maître Bosshard’s reassuring calm, doubts began to surface in Gina’s mind. Had
               she been a fool to trust him? He could be a confidence trickster or a thief. Or even if he was genuine, perhaps he had broken
               in precisely because something awful had befallen Madame. Was she lying up there in her apartment, lifeless, right now? Gina
               shivered, biting her thumb and thinking hard. She shouldn’t jump to conclusions, but how could she fail to fear the worst
               when the two men had forced their way in like that? What had made them do it? Madame had been out and about only that morning.
               It wasn’t as if she’d been missing for days. A frisson of dread ran down Gina’s spine.
            

            
            Impatient to speak with Claire, she paced the small office. At least Claire might know if this Maître Bosshard was legitimate
               or not.
            

            
            A knock fell on the door that led from the office to the apartment building lobby. Gina wasn’t sure if she should answer, but it might be important. She wrenched it open. Maître Bosshard was standing there, without his sidekick this time. “Oh!” 

            
            He seemed equally surprised to see Gina. “I realize it’s a busy time, but might I speak with Mademoiselle Bedeau? It is very
               important.”
            

            
            Just then, Claire bustled in, carrying a plate of steak frites. “Gina, you must eat! . . .” She faltered and stopped short as she noticed Gina’s companion. “Maître Bosshard! What are you doing here?”
            

            
            Then he had been telling the truth about his identity, Gina thought with relief.

            
            “I realize now is not a good time, but . . .” the lawyer began, then hesitated. “I thought it best to give you this tonight.”
               He handed Claire an envelope. “From Madame Vaughn. She left it for you.”
            

            
            “I don’t understand,” said Claire. Taking the letter, she put Gina’s dinner plate down on the desk, then ripped the envelope
               open and fished out a brass key. “What is this? I only saw Madame this morning. She could have . . .” But her words trailed
               off as she scanned the letter.
            

            
            Maître Bosshard waited. “Anything . . . anything I should know?”

            
            None of her business, of course, but Gina was desperate to hear details, too. Why would Madame take off like this, and leave
               Claire her key?
            

            
            Claire reread the message, thrust it into her apron pocket, then held up the key. “She wants me to look after her apartment.
               Says she won’t be back again for some time—maybe a year—and would I please stay there until she returns. She says not to worry
               about her, that she’s fine, but something came up suddenly and she needed to leave Paris straightaway.”
            

            
            “She didn’t tell you what the emergency was?” demanded Gina.

            
            “You know how she is,” said Claire with a shrug, her eyes shifting to the side. “She said she simply had to see Africa before she died. I believe she’s on her way to a safari in Kenya as we speak.” 

            
            “Africa.” The lawyer nodded. “Yes, that’s it.” He inclined his
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